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      A woman lay fully dressed on a straw stuffed pallet on the floor of her hut in a tiny farming settlement and stared into the darkness of its single, dirt floored room. Beside her, her small daughter was sleeping curled up like a kitten with her doll in her arms, but the mother lay rigidly alert to every soft night sound. Life in the village of a dozen or so sod huts and barns was generally promising and secure. The early spring weather was pleasant and dry, the crops were greening the fields, and the Ants in the Antlands—as the woman reminded herself—were said to be going about their work nearly naked and wholly unshod.

      This reassured her. Men who had nothing, having nothing to lose, might be driven by desperation to acts of aggression. But Ants judged that the time was right to make war on their neighbors when the harvests had been sufficient to feed workers to ret flax and weave linen for clothes, and cattle were plentiful enough that there were hides available to make shoes. A bare, hungry Ant worked passively all day in his colony’s fields, and Men in their own countries had nothing to fear from him.

      The Ants were not insects, of course, despite their name. In fact, it was said that very long ago they had been man’s own creation, made to labor for him. Physically, they resembled man, though the Ancients had, by means no longer understood, made every Ant entirely like every other one, so that all were identically short-statured, blue-eyed, and fair. But in that past age something had somehow gone desperately wrong; man’s creation (made in his image), was now man’s feared enemy.

      Because the night was one of no moon, the woman was afraid. The watch in the watchtower had been doubled, of course; but if one pair of eyes could make out nothing in the blackness, twice nothing was no improvement. In another hour or two, perhaps (she had no clock to tell her how many), the sun would rise and all would be well again. But while the dark persisted the mother lay without sleeping, and almost without breathing. The villagers were so few that their only hope in the event of an Ant raid lay in the Ants finding them wide awake and forearmed.

      A sound outside the shuttered window: A footstep. An early rising neighbor? The woman sat up, and willed her heart to beat more softly so she could hear. No second step followed the first, and she had lain down again and drawn a breath of relief when the unmistakable metallic whisper of a knife being drawn from a sheath brought her bolt upright again. More footsteps, a grunt, and the jostle of one body against another, and then a sound like heavy raindrops pelting to earth. When a head is struck from a body the heart does not immediately know to stop pumping, and blood spurts from the severed neck in a gory fountain. The sound was that of great gouts of a watchman’s blood falling from the watchtower where the Ants had surprised him onto the ground below.

      “Anne,” the woman whispered urgently, shaking the little girl awake. “Up, up!”

      The child stumbled sleepily from the pallet. She knew instinctively not to speak.

      Dragging the rough mattress aside, the woman felt for the hole dug in the earth beneath it.

      Into her daughter’s ear she breathed softly, pushing her down into the cavity, “Here. Lie here: That’s right. Make yourself as small as you can.”

      The child still clutched her doll. “Mama…” she whispered—just that one word.

      Dawn was breaking at last—too late!—and mother and child could just see by it the gleam of one another’s eyes.

      “Stay here, stay covered. No matter what happens, no matter what you hear, don’t move. All right? Not until you’re sure it’s safe.” But how would such a little one know? “I’ll come for you, if I can,” the woman whispered.

      A glint other than her mother’s tear-bright eyes caught the little girl’s attention—that of the knife, a big one, in her mother’s hand.

      The noises outside were growing louder and more frenzied. Gods! A child’s cry!

      “Stay here, stay still; all right, Anne?”

      The little girl nodded soberly.

      A scrape at the door—

      With a mother’s hungry eyes the woman devoured her child’s face one last time. “You must live,” she murmured, touching small Anne’s cheek. “You must try to live.”

      The pallet in place again, the woman ran to the door and listened. She was waiting for the Ant outside to move away. She had already decided she must not be taken inside the hut. She must get out somehow, clear of the door, and then run and run as hard as she could, and at last, when she was caught—she knew she would be caught—she must fight. Every step she ran led the Ants further from her child; every Ant she tired by running was an Ant who would search the hut less carefully. And any Ant she killed was an Ant who wouldn’t kill Anne.

      In one swift movement, the woman threw aside the bar to the door and burst out.

      She made it as far as the clearing surrounding the watchtower, twenty steps or so from where her daughter lay shivering with fear, huddled in a hole in the ground with her doll in her arms. Eyes closed, the child kissed the doll’s face repeatedly, seeing in her mind as she did so her mother’s loved one—but she made not a sound. She was trying to live.

      As she lay hugging her rag baby, an Ant whose feet were bare and who wore only the ragged remains of what had once been a roughly-sewn shirt caught her mother by her long hair and flung her to the ground, and her mother, making good on her promise to herself, sprang up again slashing wildly with her knife. She fought her attacker until another Ant, coming behind her, struck off her head with his great iron sword.

      As soon as he had done so, both Ants immediately lost all interest in the woman. A dead Man was neither a threat nor plunder. As her body fell, Anne’s mother’s head rolled a little way, to the feet of another Ant. He kicked it casually aside.
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      A party of Foresters was traveling through Men’s lands, escorting home from great Broadleaf Forest an honored citizen of the much smaller Evergreen. The citizen’s name was Deer, and before being wounded he had served with distinction against the Ants as a general of the Forester army. So grave had Deer’s injuries been that only now, a year after the Ant War was ended, was he finally recovered enough to go home.

      Though Men had been their allies in the Ant War, Foresters generally felt little kinship with them. For a thousand years, the Foresters had lived apart from Men; and during that time, they had evolved a communal way of life quite unlike that of their erstwhile ally. A common saying of the forest held that Men lived by laws, endlessly proliferating, while Foresters lived by principles, few and unchanging. Even Men, had they heard it, might have conceded this axiom was largely true.

      The Foresters’ strategy for keeping the Ants away was to plant their lands with trees and live among them. The sudden appearances and disappearances of soldiers hidden behind trees made it difficult for Ants to form a single, unified assessment of their situation, and therefore, a single plan of attack. Separately, Ants made poor warriors, and were relatively easily picked off. This was because (in so far as Men and Foresters could understand it), though Ants had individual brains in their skulls, they did not form individual thoughts in them. Ants worked in unison, in a coordinated effort toward the accomplishment of a common goal.

      Behind their own borders, the Ant goal was that of caring for and feeding the Ant population, which they did in primitive, but efficient fashion. When upon a mission of conquest they were equally—terrifyingly—able. An army of Ants swarming out of the Antlands moved over the land as a flock of birds moves through the sky; spreading and contracting, swooping and shifting direction all at once, and in response to no discernible signal. They fed on what they found, spared what might be useful to them in future, and extirpated what—and who—was of no interest to Ants.

      They found neither Men nor Foresters of any interest.

      From behind their trees, the Foresters kept watch on the clearing surrounding each forestland, and at any incursion of Ants into it, the vulnerable members of the community were safely hidden, while the able and trained engaged the Ants in guerilla actions among the sheltering trees. Over the centuries, the Ants had learned to beware forests and Foresters, and, for the most part, to leave them alone. For the Foresters to live cooperatively, constricted in territory and resources, required of them great discipline; but they preferred it to the more expansive but also more insecure style of Men.

      Men lived by agriculture in cleared places, and practiced a defensive strategy based upon flight. By intermittently making war on the Ants, they attempted to keep their enemy confined to a single—though large—region, and at the first sign of a breakout by Ant marauders, Men retreated, on horseback, if possible, to agreed-upon strongholds; where, when sufficient numbers had assembled, they turned to face their enemy in force.

      For two days, the land through which the Foresters were now riding had been empty of Men. The presence of cattle grazing peacefully in the pastures told them no hungry Ant had passed through; and so, though wary, the Foresters were not unduly alarmed. Whatever had frightened the Men into flight had evidently passed off, or gone another way.

      But on the morning of the third day, as they mounted a rise, they saw in the distance the compact pillar of smoke that could only come from closely packed buildings and barns burning together. Keeping behind the ridge of the hill, they cautiously scouted the area and were glad to note the Ants were already retreating, moving in the direction of the Antlands. The party observed with sinking hearts the smoldering houses, toppled watchtower and animal carcasses, including horses, stripped to the bone, that meant that there would be no survivors of the raid. The settlement was small, the entire population probably outnumbered by the raiding party, and the Ants must have come upon it suddenly, since no one had ridden the horses away.

      Yet remarkably, as they approached they saw amid the destruction and slaughter one small living being. A little girl, injured but alive, sat beside the headless body of a woman, whose stiff hand she cradled tenderly in her own.

      Where they were not too rushed, Ants always made certain of their kills, but the child had no wound the Ants could have considered unquestionably mortal. She had been struck a blow in the head that blackened her eyes and bloodied her face, and her right hand had been broken, probably in an attempt to ward off the blow to her head. Her left ankle, too, was shattered. It was not immediately clear to the Foresters how this injury had been inflicted.

      But a broken limb is not invariably fatal, and the girl had no body wound at all, whereas the other village children had all been run through, their necks being small and awkward targets for clumsy Ant swords.

      In another few hours, had the Foresters not found her when they did, the little girl might have died of thirst and exposure, since she was in no condition, mentally or physically, to tend to her own needs. But if the Ants were now trusting to time and want to finish their victims for them, it was a new thing—and Ants were never innovators.

      A Forester called Cade suggested to Deer that the party should take the child home with them.

      Deer roused himself with difficulty from some private nightmare to say sharply, “To Evergreen Forest? It’s out of the question. The little girl must go with her own people.”

      “If we don’t take her with us,” Cade said earnestly, “I’m afraid that is exactly where she will go.”

      Deer looked away quickly, pretending to scan the horizon, but really to avoid seeing where other Foresters were silently burying the rest of the population of the tiny settlement beside its smoking ruins.

      The two Foresters, Cade and Deer, were close in age, and like all their race, both were tall and wore their dark hair long and braided. But in every other way they contrasted strongly with one another. Cade was strong and well-built and had an appearance of good humor; while Deer was thin and stooped, and his expression was one of fixed gloom.

      “Is she very ill?” Deer asked distantly.

      “Yes, she is.”

      “We’ll ride south, then,” Deer pronounced. “The Men from those deserted villages we passed probably went toward the Southern Fortress. If we move quickly, we’ll overtake them, and the child will be safe in their hands in less time than it would take to bring her home with us.”

      Cade shook his head. “A sick child can’t be moved quickly. And we don’t know that the Men went south. They may have gone east.”

      “Then we’ll find their trail, and follow it whether it leads east or south.”

      “A trail which lies a day behind us,” Cade pointed out. “In any case, every step we move in any direction but north takes us farther from Evergreen. There are only twenty-five of us. Even if it was nothing more than a scouting party that destroyed this settlement, we can’t risk meeting with them.”

      In fact, twenty-six Foresters were in the party, but Deer was still too disabled to bear any arms more than a light bow, and Cade did not count him as a fighter.

      After long silence, Deer asked bitterly, “Why are you pleading for this child? Haven’t you sacrificed enough yet to Men’s interests? Why did these people come to this remote place? Even with lookouts to give warning, it was unsafe. There weren’t ten people here capable of wielding arms properly, and not horses enough to carry them all away. They foolishly gambled they could establish themselves before any Ants came, and they lost. There’s nothing more to the story than that.”

      Cade met levelly with Deer’s cold gaze. “They came to this land to keep it from the Ants,” he said quietly. “And it’s not in our best interests for the Ants to take it, either.”

      As long as the Ants could be kept to the Antlands, they bred, more or less, only to replace themselves. But as soon as they acquired more land, Ants set about in systematic fashion to fill it, first by sending colonists from their own most securely held districts to the new place, and then by a program of furious reproduction. As the colonists they sent to found new communities were always drawn from among their strongest and ablest, once Ants had gotten even a toehold in a place, they were difficult to dislodge.

      Cade’s point was a good one, and Deer wavered. “Can you get her ready to move soon?”

      “Yes. I’ve already done what I could. She needs more help than I can give her. We must get her into Snow’s hands. We’ll have to go slowly, though, and stop when she needs to rest.”

      Snow was Deer’s sister in law, the widow of his brother Modest. She practiced as an infirmarian in Evergreen Forest.

      “How many extra days will we have to travel, then?” Deer asked irritably.

      Cade shrugged. “A few, maybe.”

      However slowly they were forced to proceed, at least they would be moving in the direction of home, Deer thought.

      Reluctantly, he conceded, saying, “When the Men are buried, we’ll leave immediately.” He added, with a sneering glance around, “The sooner we get out of this hateful, barren place, the better.”

      The land on which they stood was, in fact, green and fertile; but as trees were few, in the eyes of a Forester it was a desert.

      Five years before, the Men had felt strong enough to make war on the Ants; and after long debate among themselves, the Foresters elected to join them in this effort. Deer had voted against the alliance, until persuaded to it by his brothers. The war had continued through four long years, and Deer’s brothers had both fallen in it, along with countless other Foresters.

      And only, thought Deer sullenly, to have the Ants scouting again for conquerable territory before the graves of the war dead had grassed over.

      As Cade turned away, Deer asked, “What language does the little girl speak? Has she said anything?”

      “No. She’s in shock, I believe. She’s made hardly a sound. But you’ll have plenty of time to get to know her; maybe you can get her to tell you. Find out her name, if you can.”

      Deer frowned. “Why should she talk to me?” he asked.

      “Because she’ll have to ride with you, of course. I don’t think you’ll find it too much. She’s very small.”

      “Surely one of the females should have her,” Deer said uneasily. “Why not Spring, or Bellflower? In the case of a sick child, I think a woman’s gentler touch…”

      Cade passed a hand over his mouth in an apparent attempt to wipe away a grin that suggested he was enjoying Deer’s discomfiture. “If we meet with Ants, Spring and Bellflower may be called upon to fight,” he said. “If you want, I can show you how a young one should be cradled.”

      Replying stiffly that he would not require any such instruction, Deer turned away.

      When the Foresters mounted to go and the little girl was put into his arms, Deer briefly regretted not taking Cade’s offer, then sternly reminded himself he was a soldier of Evergreen Forest, and therefore equal to any challenge. He had already faced, and faced down, every imaginable terror, including—several times—certain death. He had nothing to fear in simply holding one frail, hollow-eyed child of another race. At worst, she would die; but in that case they would simply stop and bury her by the wayside and continue on to Evergreen at a much better pace.

      Deer glanced down at her, and the child solemnly met his glance with the one of her eyes that, though blackened, was not swollen entirely shut.

      She looked, in fact, as though she might die.

      Deer glanced away quickly. He was not sentimental about children, he told himself. Nor did her injuries or losses move him. He had suffered worse injuries and losses himself. Yet something remarkable—almost miraculous—in her survival to the present moment engendered in him the merest preference that she should continue to live.

      “Please don’t die,” he muttered grimly to himself.

      Aloud, he said, “Now, little one, we’ll go to Evergreen Forest, where our infirmarian, Snow, will make you well. Then we’ll find your family and return you to them. –Are you cold?” Deer felt in the folds of the coat in which she was wrapped for the little girl’s unbandaged left hand and touched it cautiously. “You are cold,” he informed her. “Let me…”

      He turned to reach for the blanket strapped behind him, but, unexpectedly, small fingers closed around his, and as though a bear-trap had suddenly shut on his hand, he found he could not pull away. Forester and child exchanged long, appraising looks.

      Rather sheepishly, Deer maneuvered his horse alongside a nearby companion.

      With elaborate unconcern, he said, “Be so good as to cover the child, would you, Spring? I know little concerning the physiology of Men, of course, but I believe it is always best that the injured or unwell be kept adequately warm.”
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        * * *

      

      For the first three days after they rescued Man’s small daughter, the Foresters moved slowly, beginning their day’s travel early, but stopping every few hours to allow both the child and Deer to rest. His initial protests forgotten, Deer became rather possessive of the little girl. He made a habit of remaining on horseback with her in his arms until he was satisfied that a suitable bed had been put together to receive her, and then sat beside it with his bow near at hand while she slept. As they rode, if he noticed she was awake, he sometimes spoke to her; and though she could not have understood a word of what he said, the child nonetheless listened, studying him intently with first one, and then, as the swelling in her face subsided, two bright blue eyes.

      Late on the fourth day, however, it occurred to Deer that the glint of her eyes had become too much, and that her formerly pale face was strangely flushed.

      “Cade, look here,” he called uneasily. “Look how the child shivers! Yet, when I touch her, she seems very warm to me.”

      The party stopped and when the little girl’s wounds were examined, Cade discovered signs of infection. After taking counsel among themselves, the Foresters set off again as fast as they dared to go, reaching Evergreen at sunset two days later.

      By custom, upon reaching the forest, the party should have proceeded through the thickest of the trees to the stables, where the animals would be left behind. Horses were not usually permitted in the more lightly wooded areas where the Foresters had their homes. The word of their approach would meanwhile be carried throughout Evergreen by the forest pickets, of whom Deer and his two younger brothers, Modest and Tree, had been three before the war had taken them away. Deer had, in fact, been a captain among them.

      Then, after the forest’s children had come to perform their office of garlanding the honored returnees, they should have walked home in solemn procession—Deer, as the longest away, leading the others—between double lines of all the population of Evergreen who could be spared from their duties, joyously singing them welcome. Such customs, the Foresters felt, though unimportant in themselves, gave color and continuity to forest life.

      Instead, Deer carried the child horseback to the door of the infirmary.

      Hardly taking time first to greet the infirmarian, his sister in law Snow, Deer laid his bundle on the infirmary table. Because the child, briefly conscious, clung to him, Deer refused to leave until her injuries had been dressed and she was laid sleeping in bed.

      Then, like all good Foresters after a journey, he went to the baths.

      Evergreen had purposely been founded long before at the site of underground thermal pools to give the new forest’s citizens a convenient means of washing. Every true Forester, be he ever so ascetic in other ways, reveled in a deep, hot bath.

      As Deer settled himself, he was joined by his nephew Heron, coming at his mother Snow’s suggestion. Nearly every other inhabitant of the forest, save for the pickets, was asleep.

      “We’re all proud and happy to have you here again, Uncle Deer,” Heron said, seating himself on the edge of the pool where Deer lay soaking. “I’m sorry we weren’t able to show you how much. We spent weeks planning the ceremonies, and then you came in so quickly, none of us had time to line up or anything. Leaf and her sister were going to lead the singing, and all day yesterday we picked flowers and wove garlands…” Heron stopped abruptly. “What made that?” he asked, frowning.

      “What?”

      “That…mark,” Heron said, staring at the terrible scar.

      Deer looked where his nephew pointed. “Oh, that…” he answered vaguely. “An Ant battleax, I’m told. I don’t remember much about it.”

      Tearing his eyes away, after a moment Heron continued, “Well anyway, as I was saying, we wove garlands and so forth. Probably the master had a speech all ready, too.”

      “No doubt,” Deer agreed. The traditional encomium was the one part of the customary welcome he was not particularly sorry to have forgone.

      Heron offered, “Maybe we can welcome you properly tomorrow—”

      “I’ve been welcomed enough, thank you,” said Deer quickly.

      “—unless you think the noise of singing might disturb the little girl’s rest. May I see her, do you think? I’ve never seen a Man. What’s she like?”

      Instead of answering this, Deer said, “You’ve grown so much I didn’t know you. You’re very like your grandfather, I think.”

      “Everyone says that,” Heron smiled. “How old is she?”

      “Although I believe I see your mother in you as well.”

      “It’s amazing the Ants didn’t kill her. Do you think we could look in on her before we go to bed?”

      “What are your duties now?”

      “I’m learning to sew. —Is she old enough to talk? What language does she speak? Maybe I could get a dictionary from the library and learn a few words of whatever it is.”

      “Ah, sewing. Do you like to sew?”

      Heron laughed. “You’re deliberately changing the subject, aren’t you? Yes, I do like to sew—although I admit I only went to the sewing room at first because it was really cold this winter and I wanted a warm place to work.” Foresters saw no need to consume fuel in heating rooms when simply wearing warmer clothes served as well, but there were exceptions to the rule. The sewing room was a favorite resort of the oldest Foresters and had a fire when the snow was deep. “Why won’t you tell me about the little girl?”

      Deer said nothing for a moment.

      Then he answered, “Because your mother is unhopeful of her chances. And the less you know of her, the less you’ll feel it if she doesn’t live.”

      His desire to save his nephew sorrow was sincere; but Heron refused to be sheltered. “I’ll feel worse if I think she died feeling alone and friendless.”

      It was the very remark, Deer thought, that his brother Modest—Heron’s father—would have made. He abruptly climbed out of the bath, saying coldly, “I want no visiting, but only my bed tonight.”

      Heron’s face fell.

      Seeing it, Deer relented. “If the little girl is still of this world in the morning, your mother will probably let you see her then,” he said. “You may be disappointed: She’s really very little different from one of our own young ones—though not so pretty, of course.”

      Foresters and Men were agreed that the Foresters were the handsomest of the three races. (No one knew what the Ants thought, of course.) Their long isolation in the woods was responsible for this: After a thousand years of intermarriage, every Forester was kin to every other Forester, and as a people, they were fortunate in the way their common genes had sorted themselves out. Unlike Men, whose complexions, temperaments, and features varied widely from one to the next, every Forester was similarly brown-eyed, brunette, and dark-skinned. All were rather tall and long limbed, and in character, naturally reserved. Men admired their intelligence but also judged them aloof, stubborn, and inclined to be snobs—an assessment that the Foresters, had they known of it, would have found flattering rather than otherwise. The only heritable trait among them that was unquestionably unfortunate was that Foresters were not particularly fertile. Children were highly valued in a forest, because there were never many of them there at one time. For this reason, though Foresters tended to be remarkably healthy and famine had not visited the woods for many years, the losses of war could not be quickly made up.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Posthumous, Evergreen’s master, came to Snow to ask, “Now that you’ve seen him, what do you think of Deer’s condition? Has it significantly improved?”

      Snow replied tartly, “He’s on his feet, if that’s what you mean. I didn’t have time yesterday to speak with him much, of course; but from what I did see of him, I’d say Deer’s not trying very hard to live. I think he’s only with us now, in fact, because you ordered him to continue at least one more year in this world. From what I’ve heard from the infirmarians in Broadleaf, my brother in law’s counting the days until the year runs out and he can, in honor, go where his brothers have gone.”

      Posthumous considered this for a moment. “Work can be a great palliative in depression. Is Deer fit enough for duty, do you think?”

      “By no means,” Snow said firmly. “And especially not for the duty of picketing. Picketing is arduous, solitary work. The last thing Deer needs is to be alone.”

      “He would be alone amid the beauties of nature, though. Beauty is a great healer.”

      “Broadleaf Forest is also beautiful,” Snow pointed out. “But I don’t believe Deer noticed it.” She had originally come from Broadleaf herself, and retained a great affection for her first home. “No use thrusting beauties before Deer’s eyes and expecting it to help when the only place he’s looking is into the blackness within himself.”

      Posthumous nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll find something else for him to do.”

      He looked past the infirmarian to where Evergreen’s guest lay sleeping, “How’s your other patient?” At sight of the child, the master looked troubled. The little girl’s pallor was like wax.

      Snow’s gaze followed Posthumous’s. “Not very well, sir,” she said, adding grimly, “But I’m not giving up.”

      On the little girl’s third day in the forest, Deer was walking alone—against Snow’s advice—through one of the prettiest parts of Evergreen. This was a sunny valley, with a stream running its length that was broken in one place by a charming little waterfall. It was early spring, and the valley was thick with jonquils. Deer was there because he had promised himself many times since the death of his brother Modest that if he lived to do it, he would revisit every inch of Evergreen in memory of both of his brothers, who had loved it so much. As a part of this memorial, he walked the valley’s entire length—but, as Snow had suggested to the master that he might, without noticing in the least how lovely it was.

      In approved picket fashion, Bellflower remained absolutely silent and invisible until she wished to be seen.

      “Good morning, Captain,” she said then, stepping out as Deer passed by her assigned position. She would have been more correct in addressing him by his name, since Deer hadn’t yet been returned to his former rank and duties, but Bellflower knew Deer well enough to understand how much the title would please him.

      Deer returned her greeting, and the two discussed picket duty for a few moments in a way that could have seemed interesting only to pickets.

      Abruptly changing the subject, Bellflower mused, “I was looking at the flowers just now and thinking of that ruined village and those poor Men we buried. Did you know that when Men bury their dead, they put flowers into the grave? I’m sorry I didn’t think to look for any at the time.”

      “Do they?” Deer responded, without much interest. “Strange custom.”

      “Yes. Someone told me it’s because Men regard a blossom as a fit symbol for a life, in that it’s sweet and beautiful and endures but a short time.”

      “An— interesting parallel,” Deer conceded. His tone suggested that it irritated him to discover any idea of Men with which he was forced to agree. Then, seeing that Bellflower was studying him with concern, he added dryly, “For some lives, a weed would be a fitter memorial, perhaps.”

      The young picket laughed. “How’s the little girl?”

      Deer shook his head. “Snow tells me she’s unlikely to survive her injuries. I suppose it would be appropriate if I were to place a flower on her bier.”

      Urged Bellflower, gesturing, “Take a handful. All too soon they’ll be withered in any case.”

      In the end, Deer did not take a handful, but only one. He was carrying it when he entered the infirmary, where he expected to see a small, shrouded body—withered, like a flower—laid out on the bed.

      The little girl was certainly withered, but she was alive, and, propped on pillows in a half-sitting posture, being fed something from a dish Snow held. Deer watched silently for a moment, unexpectedly pleased by the sight.

      As Snow laid aside the empty bowl, she caught sight of her brother in law.

      Hurrying to him, she kissed his cheek, saying happily, “How wonderful to have you home again!”

      Looking him up and down, she continued critically, “You look dreadful. I know you can’t be following Roar of Broadleaf’s advice. He’s highly skilled: If you did as he told you, you’d be fitter than you are.”

      “Certainly I’m following his advice,” Deer answered stiffly. He nodded toward the girl. “I see your patient is improved.”

      “Come and see how much. Poor little thing, she’s too weak even to raise her head, but I think now she’ll live. See if you can get her to talk to you.”

      Dubiously, Deer approached the bed, carrying his flower.

      After bending over her and kissing her forehead as he would have a Forester child’s, he asked the little girl in his own language, “All right then: What’s your name, and what languages do you know?” Trying a Man tongue, he repeated, “What’s your name, little one?”

      Since she didn’t react to this, Deer sat down, and held the jonquil out to her. “A simulacrum of your existence, apparently,” he said, reverting to the Forester’s language.

      The little girl sniffed the flower feebly, but with appreciation—surprising Deer, who fully subscribed to the Forester conviction that Men were indifferent to the beauties of nature. Quickly, he put the jonquil to her nose.

      As he did so, he asked, in the language of the inland valleys, “Are you from near the place we found you?” Again, the child didn’t respond—to Deer’s secret relief, since he didn’t know many words in the Valley language. “Or are you from among the coastal people?” he tried again, in the tongue of that region.

      The child lost her interest in the flower at once, turning her large eyes to meet Deer’s.

      Deer called over his shoulder, “I think I’ve found her language.” In the Coast dialect, he continued, “My name is Deer, and the woman who’s been taking care of you is called Snow.”

      Though Deer was careful to make no clarifying gesture as he said this, immediately upon his speaking of her, the child turned her gaze to Snow.

      “What’s your name, little one?” Deer asked.

      The little girl’s lips moved faintly.

      “She’s tired,” Snow said immediately. “Don’t press her.” Snow didn’t know any Man tongues, so she told Deer, “Tell her she should sleep now, but that when she’s rested, if she can tell us her name and where we can find some family member or friend, we’ll bring anyone she wants to be with her as quickly as we can.”

      Deer repeated this as well as he could. The little girl’s only answer was to close her eyes as tears wet her lashes.

      “She’s tired,” Snow repeated. “If you’ll come later, Deer, we’ll ask again.”
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      The forestlands were all divided for administrative purposes into four quarters, although the quarters of a large and populous forest like Broadleaf naturally represented many more citizens than those of tiny Evergreen. Each forest had only one master, however, who shared his time between them all. Though the Foresters maintained that only the merest guiding hand was necessary to rule them, since they were all ruled already by Forest Principles, the office of forest master was in fact one of great power.

      To assist the master in small day-to-day matters, the most important officers in each forest quarter formed a council, who besides seeing to the running of their own departments, gave their master advice and assistance in more weighty matters. Snow, as infirmarian, held a seat on the council of her quarter of the forest.

      The Evergreen councilors were few, and Snow was reluctant to miss a single meeting, feeling that the absence of even one made a noticeable difference to council discussions. When the council met the week after the little girl had come to Evergreen, Snow asked her son whether he could look after the infirmary and its patient for her, for the hour or so a meeting usually occupied. “You know where I’ll be if you should suddenly need me for any reason,” she said.

      Heron had been secretly wishing to have an opportunity to know the little Man’s child better. Although her physical condition had improved, she had not spoken a word since being brought into the forest, despite his uncle’s rather half-hearted efforts to induce her to. Deer showed little interest in whether the child spoke or not—or in much else. Snow excused him to Heron, saying that the little girl shouldn’t be pressed, and Heron had no intention of pressing her. He did think, however, that left on his own, he might be able to persuade her to speak.

      So he said, happily, “Of course. You go ahead. I’ll be fine. It’s all right if I talk to her, isn’t it? If she should just happen to wake up, I mean.”

      Snow hesitated. “No,” she said finally. “It would be a good idea if you did, really. Poor thing, she looks so sad all the time. I know she’s grieving, and none of us can communicate with her but your uncle. Talk to her all you like, so long as you don’t tire her out.”

      Just then, Heron’s little cousin Rumor passed by the window, walking with his mother, May. May was Cade’s wife, and Deer’s cousin; Rumor, as it happened, was carrying a book.

      “How about a book?” Heron suggested to his mother. “How about if I show her a picture book?”

      Snow agreed that a book was a good idea.

      Having retrieved both the book and his cousin Rumor, Heron brought them into the infirmary. Rumor entered with a typical young child’s clamor, and the little girl woke, and stirred.

      Excited, Rumor approached the bed. Laying his book upon it, he put out his hands for the little girl to take.

      When her hands were not forthcoming, Rumor complained to her, “You’re supposed to hold my hands and let me kiss you.”

      Heron laughed. “She can’t understand you. She doesn’t know how to speak our language. Put out your hands again, and I’ll show her what to do, all right?”

      Rumor appeared astonished. Not only was the stranger in the bed far too old, in his opinion, not to know how to talk; but she apparently knew even less than he did about how to behave. Rumor was the youngest child he knew. He was used to setting the forest standard for ignorance of social forms. He thrust out his hands, and when Heron had shown the little girl to offer her own (resting her splinted and bandaged right hand gently on Rumor’s chubby brown one), Rumor stood tiptoe and kissed her forehead.

      “Now you kiss me,” he ordered.

      She was quick to catch on: After only a brief hesitation, the little girl did so.

      “Good,” Rumor said, clambering up beside her on the bed. “Now we’ll look at my book.”
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      Meanwhile, at the Council meeting, Snow was saying, “We’ve learned almost nothing about her. She doesn’t seem to want to speak.”

      Master Posthumous added, “And she cannot write, of course.” He addressed this statement to Deer, since Snow knew relatively little about Men.

      “Oh, certainly not,” Deer agreed. Few Men were literate, in his experience. “In any case, as her hand is broken…”

      “Of course. Then it’s better not to persist. She’ll speak when she’s ready. You expect her to recover from her injuries?”

      “I expect her to survive them,” Snow clarified. “I suppose she’ll be permanently crippled. The bones of the ankle are quite crushed.”

      “How old is she?”

      Deer and Snow looked at each other.

      “From her teeth I would have guessed eight or nine years, but she’s so small… Perhaps –seven?” Snow hazarded. “Again—she has no way of telling us.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m four years old,” Rumor announced, mid-book. He held up fingers to show his companion. “Before, I was three years old. But now I’m four years old.” He contemplated his four fingers happily. “That’s a lot,” he observed with satisfaction.

      “How old are you?” Heron asked the little girl.

      She looked at him, and he clarified by pointing at Rumor, and showing four fingers, and then at himself, and displaying all ten of his fingers, then a fist, then four more fingers. “I’m fourteen,” Heron explained. Pointing at the little girl with a questioning expression and putting up fingers to match his words, he guessed, “Are you… six? Seven?”

      She shook her head.

      “Yes, how many are you?” Rumor demanded. “I’m four years old. That’s this many.”

      The little girl held up first five fingers, closed her hand briefly, and then showed four more.

      “Nine?” Heron asked, surprised. She seemed to him too small for a child of nine. He held up nine fingers at once. “This many?”

      The girl nodded.

      “As many as that?” Rumor demanded. “Why can’t you talk, then?”

      “Mind your manners, Rumor,” said his cousin. “She can talk. She just—doesn’t want to, I guess.”
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        * * *

      

      Posthumous asked Snow, “How does she pass the day? How are you amusing her?”

      “She still sleeps a great deal,” Snow said. “When she’s awake, sometimes I sing for her. She seems to like that. Heron helps her to eat. He enjoys telling her our names for things.”

      This interested the master. “Is she learning them?”

      Snow raised her eyebrows. “I don’t know,” she said honestly. “She will if he persists, I suppose. I have no way to judge it, but I don’t know of any reason she wouldn’t have a normal intelligence.”

      “Normal for Men,” Deer put in sourly.

      “Yes. Mostly, she sits and stares out the window. Poor thing, she’s desperately sad and lost. We must find out her people and bring them to her. But how can we? We don’t even know her name.”
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        * * *

      

      Rumor, meanwhile, was earnestly informing his new friend, “You should come to my house. I’ll let you ride my horse that nobody can see but me. You can’t see him, because nobody can see him but me. But I’ll let you ride him.” Then he added, “But first you have to tell me what your name is, so I can invite you.”

      “You know what?” Heron asked. “She doesn’t know our names, either. We should introduce ourselves.”

      Putting his hand on his cousin’s tousled head, Heron repeated several times, “This is Rumor. Rumor.” Then, putting his hand to his own chest, he said, “Heron. Do you know what a heron is? It’s a bird. It looks like this.”

      Jumping from his chair, he seized a tablet and stylus from a nearby table and drew a picture.

      “See?” He showed her the image. “It’s a heron, like me. I’m Heron, too. That’s my name.” He motioned several times between the picture and himself, repeating the word, and then, presenting her with the tablet, he asked, “What are you called? You.” He pointed to her. “Who are you?”

      The child took the board and stylus but made no further move for so long that Rumor began to fidget, and issue demands for better entertainment.

      Finally, holding the stylus awkwardly in her left hand, the little girl wrote.

      She did not, as Heron had expected her to do, draw a picture. Instead she traced a row of runes of some sort.

      “Are those letters?” Heron asked, eyebrows raised. Like his uncle, he had assumed she would be illiterate.

      The little girl, who had meanwhile put her arm around Rumor to cuddle and quiet him, silently returned his gaze.

      Men used another alphabet from the Foresters—one Heron couldn’t read. “I don’t know your language,” Heron told her. “But I know some people who can. I’ll ask them to tell me what you wrote, all right?

      He hoped she understood.

      His mother passed the window then, coming back from the council meeting.

      “Time to go now, Rumor,” Heron said hastily.

      Rumor protested, but knew better than to resist. “I’ll come back later,” he called to his new friend, as his cousin carried him away. “Now it’s time to go, but I’ll come back. I’ll come back soon.”

      Deer discovered Heron in the library sometime later, in consultation with the elderly librarian.

      Like most of the buildings in the forest, the upper floor of Evergreen’s library was a wooden structure, one story high, and styled to look as much as possible as though it, like the surrounding trees, had grown naturally from the ground. But beneath this were great stone vaulted underground storerooms, in which the bulk of Evergreen’s ancient books were kept. Both Men and Foresters had inherited many thousands of volumes from their ancestors; but though the Ants had never made books any special target, Men’s wooden storehouses and libraries burned readily, and with each generation fewer books remained in Men’s lands. The Foresters had learned from Men’s misfortunes to protect their own stocks.

      Most of the books were in fact still unread. The translation of ancient works—composed, as they were, in many different languages and relating to subjects now little understood—was a slow, difficult process.

      “What do you have, nephew?” Deer asked.

      “I think I got the little girl to write down her name,” Heron explained eagerly, holding up the tablet. “Is it? Or is it just a kid’s scrawl?”

      Deer took the tablet and examined it, his expression shifting from one of curiosity to distaste.

      Coldly, he answered, “It’s a name. Not Coastal, as I expected; but the Island dialect. The child has written ‘My name is Anne.’”

      “Oh, Islander,” Heron said, looking away quickly. No one spoke for a moment. Since the war, as both Heron and the librarian were aware, even the word “Islander” was hateful to Deer. “That’s how she understood you, I guess,” Heron said. “Coastal and Islander are similar, aren’t they?”

      Deer didn’t reply.

      “What’s an ‘Anne’?” asked Heron.

      His uncle didn’t respond. His lips pressed tightly together, he stared sightlessly at the floor. Sudden sweat beaded his brow.

      The dead in the water were so many they formed a dam of armored flesh; and those who had seen it said that at the confluence of the Three Rivers, the sands would be stained forever with Forester blood…

      The librarian spoke up, startling Deer from his trance. “If she’s from the Islands,” the librarian said, “maybe the master can write to someone there and discover her family connections. It might be possible, if we knew the place, to take the child to them, rather than bring more Men into the forest to be with her.”

      For a moment Deer stared blankly past the old man. Then, recovering himself, he answered, “Yes, speak to the master, won’t you? One Man, even a little one, is more than enough to put up with.” Turning to leave, he added to his nephew, “‘Anne’ is a word of no meaning of which I am aware.”

      When Heron returned to the infirmary, the little girl was asleep.

      “Anne,” he repeated softly. He sat down quietly beside her bed and watched her face.

      An Ant whose hands were crusted with earth and blood had pulled away the pallet and now he sat staring at her, squatting on his bare haunches and wearing an expression of rage and faint confusion, mixed. For the longest moment she would ever know, Anne and the Ant studied each other; and then with a strange, ugly sound, he reached for her, and Anne ducked her head and instinctively covered her face. The Ant blindly gripped what met his hands—one of Anne’s arms and her nightshift—and lifted the child by them from the sheltering hole. Grunting, he carried her outside. His great hard fingers pinched and hurt her, and the doll, her last comfort in the world, fell from her arms. Her mother had thriftily constructed the toy from rags too mean for other use, and it had seen Anne through many terrors already. To catch a last sight of it as she was borne away was as wrenching a loss to the little girl as that of the neighbors whose mangled bodies lay scattered along the way.

      When they were well outside the door, the Ant simply opened his hands and let Anne fall to the ground. Too terrified to move at first, she lay where she was while around her the Ants, in systematic fashion, were stripping the houses and the bodies of the villagers and decking themselves with as much booty as they could get on and still manage to walk. Though greedy, they were discriminating in what they seized: A gold ring did not interest them, but a lump of old iron was a prize.

      Twenty feet from Anne lay a still, crumpled form like her mother’s, clothed in a dress like her mother’s dress. Part of the child understood that whoever the woman was, she was dead; but with many cautious looks around to see whether she was observed, she crawled stealthily toward a place from which she believed she might at least glimpse her mother’s face one last time. When she saw her mother no longer had any face upon which to look, Anne cried out. The footfalls of many Ants starting toward her in a body was the last thing she comprehended before she fainted away.

      That night when Heron brought Anne’s dinner to her, he was able at last to address her properly by her name. Clearly pleased, as she took the spoon he offered, Anne pointed to him shyly and replied, “Heron,” to show him she remembered his, too. It was the first word she had spoken in Evergreen.

      When Master Posthumous was told that Evergreen’s small guest was apparently an Island girl, he went immediately to Deer.

      “You’ll have to be the one to get the information we need from the child,” he said. “Your Island speech is the most fluent in the forest, and you know her people’s ways.”

      With this, Deer agreed—though glumly. “I’ll go tomorrow.”

      “By all means,” the master approved. “Don’t bring up the subject of her family just yet, though. Let her get to know you first.”

      Deer recoiled.

      “Nothing that happened at Three Rivers is the child’s fault, after all,” Posthumous added.

      Flushing guiltily, Deer replied, “No, no. I know that, of course. But—how long am I supposed to wait to question her, then? The child ought to be sent away—that is, sent home—as quickly as possible. For her own good.”

      “But not before she’s had time to recover her health. It sometimes takes time to recover one’s health, as you have reason to know.”

      The master’s tone, Deer felt, was reproving. He said quickly, “Her health, of course, is paramount. I only meant that, in all likelihood, little Anne would recover much more quickly with familiar faces around her.”

      “No doubt.” Posthumous nodded. “Make yours familiar to her, then. Foster her while she’s with us.”

      This sounded, to Deer, like a very bad idea. “Surely someone else would do better at that,” he said uneasily. “She’s fond of Snow. Or Heron would make a good foster father. He’s young, of course; but the child’s already acquainted with him.”

      Posthumous shook his head. “As you say, Heron is young. The responsibility for judging when and how to question a traumatized child would be too much for him. And Snow has other duties to distract her.”

      Just then, Deer grimaced painfully, giving the master an opportunity to add, “And in your present physical condition, light duty must be found for you.”

      “I’m feeling stronger every day,” Deer quickly told him.

      Posthumous replied dryly, “You and little Anne can grow stronger together, then.”

      “I don’t know anything about children!” Deer persisted. “Anybody’s children—Men’s, or Forester’s either.”

      “No doubt you’ll learn a great deal from the experience, then.”

      A forest master was not a king, of course. He was elected by the acclamation of his people and served at their will. Nevertheless, a Forester’s respect for his master’s authority was expected to be such that his word was absolute. Deer saw no point in arguing further.

      So unwillingly, he conceded, “I’ll do what I can for her, of course.”

      Posthumous smiled. “I know you will,” he said, rising. “Thank you, Captain.”

      Deer looked up, startled.

      “Didn’t I say?” Posthumous politely ignored Deer’s lapse of manners in remaining sitting while his Forest master stood. “I’ve considered your request, and agree you should resume your former office.”

      Deer leaped to his feet. Though he tried to do it smoothly, the pain any quick movement caused him was obvious.

      “Thank you very much, sir,” he replied fervently.

      “You’re not quite strong enough yet to engage in all the duties it entails, of course,” continued Posthumous. “I’ll wait to give you back your sword, since I don’t want you standing any watches personally until your condition has improved. And the borders must be regarded as off limits to you until you’ve put on a little weight.”

      “Sir?” Deer asked, startled. Guarding the forest’s borders was, of course, a picket’s primary duty.

      “Snow tells me you shouldn’t be walking so far yet.”

      Deer replied to this with barely concealed sarcasm, “I may at least talk to my pickets, I suppose?”

      Posthumous smiled serenely. “By all means. Anytime you like.”

      He appeared very pleased with himself.
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      Despite his forest master’s order, for a few days Deer did no fostering of Anne at all. While the little girl remained confined to bed, he thought, she was clearly still too feeble to befriend. Beyond asking every day at the infirmary to know her progress, he hardly remembered the child’s existence. His primary duty, he felt, should be the defense of Evergreen, and not the fostering of—of all things—an Island child. Posthumous had ordered otherwise, and Deer recognized he must therefore submit; but he was in no great hurry to undertake the work. He spent his days instead sitting on his bed, knees drawn up, carelessly dressed and often unshaved, mentally revisiting his every deed and decision of the Ant War, wondering gloomily what he might have done differently that could have saved more lives among his people. Heron came regularly at mealtimes to insist that his uncle accompany him to the Hall; but once there, Deer could eat little.

      But as soon as Anne was well enough to be carried from her bed to a comfortable chair near a window, Deer went dutifully to the infirmary to sit with her for an hour or so every day. There he made labored conversation by acquainting her with what she saw outside.

      “This is the residential part of this quarter,” he reported to her—repeating the sense of what he said alternately in the Islander’s, and then in the Forester’s tongues, to help her learn the language. “That place—there—is where the master lives one week of every month. It’s not a palace, you notice, though our master is as important to us as kings are to Men. We all live equally simply here.” (The Foresters were proud of their humility.)

      Since Deer remained looking gloomily out the window after he had said this, rather than at Anne, he didn’t see from her eager expression that she would have liked a chance to remind him that it was a distinguishing feature of her Islands that they had long ago given up kings and governed themselves through an elected council, much as the Foresters did.

      “That place over there is where Leaf and her sister live,” he continued. “Leaf is a great mistress of music. Before the war took away so many of our finest singers and players, we used to have concerts of music here frequently.”

      Anne timidly offered to Deer that she liked music; but he was thinking sadly of his youngest brother Tree, who had played—perhaps with more enthusiasm than skill—on a sort of viol, and only said absently, “Do you?”

      After a moment, Deer went on, “That window there is one end of the Great Hall. It’s built into the hillside, see? The Hall’s a sort of gathering place for us. The kitchen’s behind it, where our food’s prepared. I believe that among your people, family groups commonly cook their own food and dine apart from other families, but here we eat in company in the Hall.”

      Anne seemed interested in this, too. Deer took better notice this time.

      “It’s poor economy of fuel to have a thousand cooking fires where one will serve,” he informed her. “And wasteful of food, as well.”

      Recognizing from her face that Anne interpreted this as a criticism of Men’s ways (which it was), Deer blundered further by adding hastily, “Although it’s partly from fear of having many fires in the woods that we have just one kitchen. As you might imagine, the thought of the trees burning in this particular part of the forest worries us a little.”

      At this, Anne looked away and began tracing nervous patterns with her fingers on the blanket that covered her, causing Deer to recall suddenly that her last sight of her own home had been of smoldering ruins. He tried to reassure the little girl, but did it so awkwardly that the hour he was willing to give to fostering was over before she was quite comforted. Turning her over to Snow, Deer bolted away with relief, wiping the sweat from his face.

      The next visit did not go markedly better. In an attempt to rectify his mistake of the day before, Deer explained to Anne that in the event of fire or any other danger, she would be carried to safety underground. Anne had never seen anything like the roomy underground vaults to which Deer was referring, and assumed he meant something more like the only other underground refuge she knew of—a hollow scraped in the earth and disguised by a sleeping pallet. A hole in the ground had failed her as sanctuary once, and in spite of Deer’s earnest reassurances (in two languages), she appeared noticeably doubtful of trying the experiment a second time.

      Deer attempted a new subject. “That building over there is the library, where books are kept. And that place near it is where the baths are located. The baths well up from under the earth.”

      Anne would have preferred books over baths as a conversational theme. What she knew of books delighted her. Among her mother’s most prized possessions had been books. The baths of her early experience, on the other hand, had always involved first fetching, then heating—if fuel was available—and then disposing of inconvenient quantities of water that, in the process of bathing in it, as often as not only substituted waterborne muck for the honest earth it washed away.

      Not seeing this, Deer persisted with the topic of bathing. He had often reflected, while lounging contentedly in the thermal pools around which Evergreen had been built, that Men did not seem to appreciate baths. At least, he had never known one who looked clean. Without considering that farmers were obliged to make their homes without reference to the availability of bathing pools, he decided he shouldn’t miss his chance to introduce this particular Man’s child to better practices.

      He informed her, “Bathing is very healthful,” and continued for some time on the subject of the various modes of bathing favored in each Forestland, and the benefits of each.

      The deep, hot baths Anne had daily in the infirmary as a part of her treatment were delightful to her, but she assumed they caused Snow a great deal of trouble to provide. She had never seen a thermal pool in her life.

      She had witnessed the digging of a well, however; so as Deer talked on (his mind largely elsewhere), Anne conceived the idea that Forester baths were great holes dug into the ground, down which, she supposed, the Foresters must lower themselves in large buckets.

      The visits between Anne and Deer continued for several days with little mutual understanding.

      Snow, meanwhile, noted with concern the continuing depression of Deer’s spirits, as well as his poor physical condition. One day when he came as usual to visit with Anne, the infirmarian drew him aside and asked worriedly, “How can I bring you back to health, brother? What needs to be done that I haven’t tried? Your strength should have returned by now. Are you sleeping?”

      “Of course,” Deer lied promptly.

      “Good. When, though? I see you walking in the woods at all hours of the night.”

      “Not at all hours,” Deer protested, affecting a sudden interest in the view out a window. “I might have gone out once or twice at night to look at the stars, but— All right, it could have been three times, then. Three or four. Oh, no, no, it certainly wasn’t a dozen. Not that many. Well, I admit I haven’t kept an exact count, but it was certainly no more than a dozen times. And most nights I sleep very well. Anyway, if you’ve seen me at all hours, you can’t be sleeping yourself.”

      Without Modest beside her, the bed was so empty and cold…

      Snow glared at Deer. “Don’t change the subject. We agree, then: You aren’t sleeping. I don’t even need to ask whether you eat. You’re nothing but bones.”

      Her brother in law shrugged. “It’s a stringy, tasteless lot of deer the hunters have been bringing to the kitchens lately, isn’t it?” He frowned. “Something ought to be done about it.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with the venison, brother,” Snow said severely. “There’s nothing wrong with any of the food. The problem is you don’t eat enough of it. You can’t push it around on your plate and expect it to make you fat. But—” She sighed. “I’m not in a position to blame you. Anne isn’t doing well, either. As you’re both my responsibility, the failure must be mine.”

      Deer’s expression turned to one of concern. “Is she ill again? Is that why you cut off her hair?” On his last visit, he had noticed—without much interest—that Anne’s curly hair had been sheared off close to her head.

      “She has a fever. I had nothing to do with cutting off her hair, though. She did that herself.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ve no idea. The scissors were within reach, and I turned away just long enough for her to snip off her braids. I’ve had to put away every other sharp thing in the infirmary in case she takes it into her head to cut something else.”

      “You mean… to hurt herself?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you think she would?”

      “I can’t even mend her body; how can I fathom her mind?” Snow shook her head despairingly. “She’s certainly unhappy enough to think of it. When you talk to her, will you ask her what she needs to be happier, please? And,” —prodding Deer’s belly meaningfully— “if you won’t take care of yourself for your own sake, you might consider doing so to set a good example for a sick child. Anne doesn’t eat as much as she should, either.”

      Deer answered this with silence, his brow creased in thought.

      It had occurred to him while Snow was speaking that in the matter of Anne, he was failing his master; and if Deer hated anything in the world as much as he hated Ants, it was to fail. Posthumous had asked him to befriend the child and make her feel comfortable confiding in him, but so far, he had learned nothing useful at all about her earlier life or connections. He had not even been aware that her gaze might already be fixed on the world beyond. In her present condition she was already perilously close to following after her mother. Were she determined to go, she might easily slip away without Snow or anyone else being able to stop her.

      Exactly as he himself intended to do, in fact, when the year he had promised Posthumous was over.

      But what was good and honorable in him, Deer told himself quickly, was unacceptable in a young child, be she Man’s daughter or a child of the forest. Nor, while he lived, would he permit himself to fail at anything, if he could help it.

      Without a word, Deer turned and left the infirmary.

      Before Snow had recovered from her surprise at his sudden departure, Deer was back, carrying a bowl of strawberries.

      “You wanted to know why Anne cut off her hair,” he reminded his sister in law, heading for the door to the room where Anne lay. “Come ask her, why don’t you? I’ll translate. I’ve brought a little treat that I hope will engage her interest and get her to talk. Look: The first of the season.” Noting Snow’s doubtful expression, he added, “Freely offered, by the way. A kitchen master is as apt as anyone to be softhearted in the matter of a sick child.”

      As Deer had explained to Anne, to minimize the number of fires burning at any time in the forest, as well as to ensure the fair distribution of food, each quarter of Evergreen was furnished with a stone-walled, tile-roofed kitchen where all cooking was done. Years before, Deer had entered upon his adult life by undertaking duties in one of them, as Heron had recently done in a sewing room (the adult Forester’s choice of duties was voluntary—subject to availability of work—but idleness was not countenanced), and so he was perfectly familiar with kitchen rules, including the one that stipulated that in fairness to all, nothing could be taken privately from any kitchen at any time.

      Snow smiled. “No. You go, and tell me afterward what you find out. Anne picks up new words of our language every day, and she uses them as fast as she learns them. But I’ve noticed that when the two of you are speaking Islander together, she prefers that no one else hear.”

      Anne was looking at pictures in a book and didn’t immediately notice that Deer had come in. He took the opportunity to study his foster daughter closely, seeing her for the first time simply as a child, rather than as a Man, or—worse still—an Islander. Besides being pale and thin, she looked lonely, a little bored, and desperately sad.

      Anne raised her head and caught sight of him. She immediately brightened, and put out her hands to him eagerly.

      Deer experienced a faint dawning of interest in the little girl.

      He showed her the bowl of strawberries.

      “The first of the season, and not as good as they’ll be later, but a treat, nonetheless,” he said in the Forester’s tongue. “Personally, when I was your age, I’d have found them sweeter if I’d stolen them; but I suspect you’re such a good little thing you’ll prefer them this way, with the kitchen master’s blessing.”

      He continued in Anne’s language, “You like strawberries, don’t you? Of course you do. Everybody does. Open your mouth, then. There: What do you think?”

      Anne nodded. “Good!”

      “Did you have strawberries in the Islands?” he asked. Seeing the little girl’s face immediately grow troubled, he said quickly, “I’ll tell you a story about somebody else who liked strawberries: My youngest brother, Tree. As a matter of fact, Tree once spent two or three weeks in strawberry season with his foot lying on a pillow just the way yours is. He sat in that very chair.”

      Her hands on her cheeks in a gesture of concern, Anne begged anxiously, “Did a— Did somebody step on his leg, too?”

      Deer was first startled by the response, and then pleased. He made a mental note to inform Snow that an Ant had crushed Anne’s leg by stepping on it. It might make some difference in her treatment of the injury to know it.

      “No, a riding accident,” he told Anne. “His horse stepped in a rabbit hole and threw my brother right over his head. The horse was fine, by the way. It was Tree whose leg was broken. Served him right, too. My brother was always reckless.”

      Since Anne appeared to be listening closely, Deer made the most he could of the tale, only leaving out a few parts such as where, when he’d begun to recover from the shock of the accident, Tree had roundly cursed the horse, the rabbit, his leg, and his whole luckless existence, instantly turned wretched. Deer had never known his brother to be so fluent on any subject before; Tree was not ordinarily much of a talker. “Little brothers are nothing but trouble, really,” he told Anne, adding slyly, with a pose of unconcern, “Did you have a brother or sister?”

      Anne shook her head regretfully. “I think I maybe had a brother once,” she offered. “But I don’t remember him.”

      Deer noted this information. “Cousins?” he inquired casually. “Cousins can be like brothers and sisters sometimes, can’t they?”

      At this, Anne looked uneasy, though she nodded. After a moment she blurted, “I think they’re dead. I haven’t seen them for a very long time.”

      Deer was about to answer this when Anne unexpectedly reached out and patted his knee.

      Tremulously, she inquired, “Are you sad because your cousins are all dead, too?”

      Disconcerted, Deer assumed what he hoped was a more cheerful expression. “Oh, no,” he assured her. “Not all of them.” He had lost cousins, of course. As with most of his people, half the population of Evergreen were Deer’s cousins in one degree or another. “You know Rumor, don’t you? His mother, May, is one of my cousins.”

      Anne looked relieved to hear this.

      Seeing an opportunity, Deer added, “Rumor’s father is the one called Cade. What was your father’s name, Anne?”

      The girl hung her head. “I don’t know,” she admitted in a whisper.

      “You just called him ‘Papa,’ didn’t you? And did your papa live with you in the village where we found you?”

      Anne shook her head and said he was a soldier.

      Lost in the war, then, thought Deer.

      Previously, during his story about Tree, the little girl’s hand had moved regularly between the bowl of strawberries and her mouth; but now, Deer observed, she had stopped eating.

      Using Anne’s strawberry consumption as a gauge by which to judge her degree of comfort with the topic under discussion, Deer continued for some time to gently extract information from her.

      When she tired, he offered, “Let’s look at your storybook, shall we? And have another berry.” Her arms were thin as sticks.

      Snow was pleased Deer was taking enough interest in his fostering duties to bring Anne treats, but when more than an hour had passed since he’d gone in to her, she was afraid he might be overdoing things and wearing the girl out with his lectures. Quietly, she opened the door to the sunny room where her patients lay during the day, and saw to her surprise that Deer was writing in his pocket memorandum, and Anne, still clutching the empty strawberry bowl, was fast asleep. Deer glanced up, met her eyes, and (Snow recoiled with the shock of it) actually smiled. Indicating the sleeping Anne, he put his finger to his lips.

      After scrawling a last word or two, Deer eased the bowl from Anne’s unconscious grasp and tiptoed to where Snow was waiting.

      “Sorry,” he whispered. “I wanted to make one last note before I forgot the name.”

      Snow shut the door noiselessly behind them. “How long has she been asleep?”

      Instead of answering her question, Deer said, “Anne has no designs on your scissors and knives. You may put them all back where it’s convenient for you to have them. She cut off her hair in token of mourning for her mother. She tells me it’s a sort of tribute her people commonly pay the dead, but she didn’t know the words to tell you she wanted to do it.”

      Snow blew out a breath of relief. “It’s more convenient to have it short anyway. Curly hair is such a bother! What else did you find out?”

      “Quite a few things of interest, I think. She doesn’t speak her own language when you’re present because her mother told her it was rude to speak any language in front of those who don’t also know it. I think the subject must have come up between them because they left the Islands, where they were from originally, and went to live among speakers of the Coastal dialects. I tried to reason with her about it, and convince her it was a different matter where there was someone like me available to translate between the two tongues, but she was adamant. Her mother told her, and her mother cannot possibly have erred.”

      Snow smiled. “Oh no, don’t insist. It’s rather sweet, really. But how rude she must find us, to be always speaking our language in front of her!”

      “That was one of the points I made, in fact; but she tells me we’re perfectly right to do so, because this is our land, and she’s only a visitor here. She promises to tell me privately anything you want to know, such as that her ankle—which was crushed under an Ant’s foot, by the way—hurts her very much and makes her feel ‘all hot.’”

      Snow nodded. “The wound’s abscessed, clearly,” she said thoughtfully. “What else did you find out?”

      Deer showed her his memoranda. “After we’d talked for a while, she was more willing to tell me some towns where she’s lived, and name acquaintances she had there. Once they left the Islands, she and her mother appear to have moved from place to place, never staying long anywhere for fear of Ants. After she fell asleep, I jotted down everything as I remembered her saying it. I’ll write to our contacts among the Men and see what they can find out for us.”

      “Do you think someone might know her family?”

      Deer hesitated. “As far as family goes, I think she may have none. Her father and uncles were apparently killed in the war, and aunts and cousins lost track of. Anne believes they must be dead.”

      “How terrible for her if she’s right in that! What else did you talk about? You were with her for a long time.”

      “Was it a long time? It didn’t seem long. Let’s see: I told her the story in the book you gave her—a very good choice, by the way. She loved it; and one of my own, about the time Tree was thrown by his horse.”

      Snow smiled reminiscently. “I remember that. I had just come to Evergreen then. Tree was my first patient here.” Dryly, she added, “I didn’t think much of either you or Tree, by the way. Tree howled like a wolf when he wanted any attention, and you shocked me by swearing at him. You told him you’d kick him five miles uphill if he didn’t behave. How ridiculously young we all were!”

      Deer recalled suddenly that his sister in law and Modest had spoken for the first time at Tree’s bedside. Within a short time after that, his brothers were already teasing Modest to explain where, when they stole strawberries from the kitchen, the sweetest, reddest ones were always going.

      Snow studied Deer thoughtfully.

      “I believe this is the first time I’ve heard you speak Tree’s name since he died,” she said. “I’ve never heard you say Modest’s.”

      Deer felt himself flush. He found it strange, in his turn, that Snow could pronounce their names so calmly. It was easier to talk of the dead, he thought bitterly, for those who bore no shred of blame for their loss.

      Instead of saying this, he remarked only, “No doubt Anne will tell us in time about her mother. Send Heron to the library if you need me. I’m going there to write letters to these places Anne named.”

      The letters, however, continued for the moment unwritten. Cade met Deer—nominally his captain again, as before the Ant War—outside of the library, and, taking him aside, told him quietly, “Sir, a party of fifty or so Ants has been sighted across the western cordon from Evergreen. I came to ask whether you had any orders to give.”

      “Fifty?” Deer repeated. “Is there a larger party behind them?” Ants often traveled in packs of a hundred or more.

      “I sent out scouts on my own authority,” Cade replied. “They didn’t see any others. Why would such a small body of Ants approach a forest, I wonder? That number will go five miles out of its way sometimes to avoid even a modest stand of trees.”

      Deer asked, his brow furrowing, “Did you drive them off?”

      “We didn’t engage them at all,” Cade told him. “They never came near and soon moved on. By my estimate, this group is about the same in number as the one that attacked little Anne’s village. Do you think there’s any connection between the two?”

      “Of course not,” Deer said impatiently. “These are wood gatherers, most likely.”

      Though Ants were wary of what might be hidden behind a tree, they always needed timber. They had neither tools nor skill to work building stone, and some wood was necessary even to a sod structure. Though in combat every Ant warrior aspired to capture a Man- or Forester-made knife or sword as quickly as possible, Ants also made weapons of their own—iron tipped wooden pikes and large, clumsy swords and axes to which wooden hafts and pommels were affixed. Even members of an Ant raiding party who had achieved no other object could be identified by the stolen wood they carried. For this reason Deer suspected it was Ant wood gatherers who were skulking outside of Evergreen Forest.

      Or maybe Deer only associated the Ants with wood gatherers because Ant wood gatherers were always on his mind. A party of them, long before, had killed his father, Fosse.

      The cordon of open land surrounding Evergreen; the brush filled moat that surmounted it, kept ready to be fired should Ants cross the cordon; the outermost, hidden watchtowers of the forest; all had to be tended on a regular basis. Repair parties went armed, and so many Forester soldiers stood guard while work was ongoing that there was little danger in it under ordinary circumstances. It took a whole series of unlucky events to have left Fosse, overseeing efforts to clear debris from a storm swollen stream at the forest’s edge, as the only mounted warrior and one of only a handful of pickets present at the moment that Ants with stolen wood, looking for a place to cross the water, came upon the site.

      Had it not been for the wood, of which the Ants happened to be in particular need just then, or the roiling stream, which made retreat in one direction impossible, the Ants would probably have dropped their loads in unison at seeing Foresters and run away. Since the Foresters did not equal them in numbers, the Ants might have regrouped quickly in the nearest open area; ready to fight, if necessary, and hopeful of being able to retrieve their plunder.

      Instead, when the two groups suddenly found themselves face to face only a few yards apart, the Ants conceived the idea that the best plan was for them all to hold their bundles of wood up before them as shields, draw swords, and rush the Foresters where they stood.

      Every Forester wore a whistle on a cord around his neck. Every Forester in the work party and every picket except Fosse now blew his whistle. The sound was taken up by every other Forester who heard it and quickly transmitted in that manner throughout the forest. In every place it was heard, the vulnerable members of the community quickly gathered to go underground, while everyone capable of fighting—including the older two of Fosse’s three young sons—took arms and rushed either toward a previously assigned post or the source of the first whistle.

      Fosse did not waste his breath on blowing a whistle.

      “Go, go!” he shouted to the workers and the other pickets, drawing his sword as he waved them away.

      The workers and pickets lost precious seconds to indecision.

      But for its master, Forester society tended to be egalitarian—except in cases of emergency. As Fosse was captain, under the circumstances everyone should have obeyed his commands immediately and without question. But no one wanted to leave Fosse to face the Ants alone, and everyone feared that as few as the Foresters were, they could not stand the Ants off. All understood that with so little distance between them and the enemy, full retreat might leave them vulnerable to attack from the rear. One picket drew his sword; another drew his bow; a third made as if to run for the sheltering trees.

      Seeing them hesitate, Fosse fanned his horse with his heels and galloped directly toward the Ants, shouting. His intent to cover a retreat was apparent. But instead of retreating, the pickets defiantly assumed a defensive formation, and those who carried bows launched a volley of arrows toward the Ants. They aimed low to miss shooting Fosse himself.

      A Forester charge was the one stratagem for which the Ants were mentally completely unprepared. A charge consisting of only one warrior was more unexpected still. Disconcerted, the Ants milled uncertainly about and feinted ineffectually with their swords. Fosse wheeled and rode past them at such close range that he might have rattled his own sword along the bundles of wood behind which they were sheltering.

      When Fosse cleared the Ant line and was out of range, the Foresters were able to make excellent use of their arrows. But the confusion in the Ants’ brains was clearing, and the Ants, enraged by the slaughter of their comrades, turned in a more coordinated posture of attack in the direction Fosse had gone. Seeing this, the outnumbered Forester pickets spontaneously charged. Arriving reinforcements joined in. In the ensuing melee, some were wounded; but only Fosse, shouting to draw the Ants’ fire until he was struck down, was killed.

      Not a single Ant was permitted to escape, of course.

      Deer and Modest, running excitedly together toward the sounds of battle, were intercepted by Evergreen’s master, at that time a woman called Wren. At sight of her, Modest grew very still, and seemed to understand immediately what it meant for her to have come; but Deer kept asking to know what had happened, and why they were stayed from doing their duty. The brothers had never in their lives before so much as seen an Ant, and Deer had been looking forward to a day when he could test himself against them.

      An arm around each brother, Wren said, “We’ll go to your mother now.”

      By the time they reached her, someone had already brought Tree, and the sight of his brother’s weeping finally made it clear to Deer that his father had gone beyond all aid. Modest cried, too. The boys’ mother, Pearl, bore herself with great dignity, and Deer struggled to emulate her, taking his silent grief with him deep into the woods. It might have been better for both to have been less courageous. Neither Pearl nor Deer ever entirely recovered from their loss.

      As though from far away, Deer heard Cade repeat several times, “Sir?”

      Harshly, Deer replied, “Double the patrols of the outer perimeter tonight!”

      This order meant double work for Cade and no visit home to play with his little son Rumor; but of course he replied, “Yes, Captain.”
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      Snow asked advice in Anne’s case of infirmarians in the other quarters of Evergreen, one of whom recommended that where the wound to a limb was abscessed, the patient should be gotten up and kept active to promote drainage. Deer, when he heard this, volunteered to accompany his foster daughter, supplied now with crutches, as she took her first unsteady steps outside of the infirmary.

      She could not go far. Seeing how painfully the little girl swung herself along, Deer could only with difficulty resist an urge to carry her in his arms. Instead, he directed her to a bench not many steps from the infirmary door and when she had gained it, helped her to climb up. She was pale, and her face was already slicked with perspiration, but Deer hoped when she had gotten her breath the fresh air and change of scene would elevate Anne’s spirits. She never yet wept for her mother or her lost home or health; but neither did she ever smile.

      Deer sat beside her, and, when he had assured himself Anne was comfortable, looked around, wondering how he had ever endured to be so long away from Evergreen. “What do you think?” he asked her, using the Forester tongue. “Is this not a perfect paradise?”

      Anne hadn’t heard the word “paradise” before, but she got the sense of Deer’s words, as she frequently did. She even made an attempt to reply to them in Forester. “Yes, it’s nice. Trees do make a—” She hesitated, trying to think of a word for what she meant, and then offered, “—a good dark.”

      “It’s shady, you mean,” Deer suggested. “Yes, it’s rather warm today, and the shade is very pleasant.”

      Anne repeated the new word, “shady,” softly to herself to reinforce the lesson in her mind, then agreed aloud, “Yes. It’s a good shady.” Glad of something new to see after days of staring endlessly out of the same infirmary window, she took a long look around her at the forest homes clustered nearby.

      Forester homes were, naturally, made largely of wood; and they were beautiful to look at, because the Foresters felt strongly that what they made should be as lovely as the handiwork of nature itself, and closely resemble it. But like Foresters’ clothes and tools and even the food they ate, their dwellings were simple. A forest could support its citizens in the leanest years only so long as its resources were never overdrawn or squandered. Since they worked and ate communally, Forester homes had no need of being fitted with kitchens or workshops, and rooms were small and spare. As they had no means of heating, the temperature inside a forest house was about the same as it was outside.

      This seemed right to the Foresters. It was pleasant to have a place to go to be private, proof against trespassing wildlife, and dry when it rained or snowed. But a Forester expected to spend the greater part of every day outside, like the other forest creatures. Luxurious house furnishings would have been wasted.

      The outer garments of a forest dweller—identical for both sexes—were made from the pelts of the animals he ate (inner garments were linen, which was easier to wash), and for this reason, whether indoors or out, a Forester was as suitably clothed as the forest animals themselves, and did not mind the weather any more than the animals did.

      Anne liked her forest clothes, which were uncomplicated enough in design even for feeble fingers to manage alone; and now, as she studied them closely for the first time, she decided she liked forest houses, too. But having come from a land where a home was ideally a self-contained haven from raw nature and meant to be distinct from it, she also found them rather odd.

      Noting particularly that the houses around her were small, Anne asked Deer in her own tongue, “Where are the big houses where the rich Foresters live? Are they in another place?”

      With what he believed was an entirely justified pride, Deer replied, “Where you come from, rich Men and poor Men live in different kinds of houses, don’t they?” When Anne nodded, he told her complacently, “Well, we don’t do things that way. When someone needs a house, we all build it together, and we make them all the same way. One citizen may want more rooms than another, or a maybe a room of unusual size for some special purpose. But we don’t compete with one another to have the biggest house, or to make an empty show with one.”

      Anne received this information with—Deer felt—an appropriate gravity.

      He added, “There are no ‘rich Foresters’ to build great houses, anyway. None of us has significantly more than another.”

      “No?”

      “No. Of course, we don’t have everything all alike,” Deer acknowledged. “Each of us has a few treasures of our own; things we’ve acquired or made that we feel are especially good, or beautiful, and want to keep. That’s permitted.”

      Innocently, Anne suggested, “Well, if somebody gets a lot of those kinds of treasures, then he’ll be rich. Even if he’s a Forester in a little house.”

      A bit deflated, Deer agreed with her. Certainly nothing was deficient in the child’s intelligence, he said to himself. “We try not to do that. Covetousness is considered a grave fault.”

      “In my Islands, we think it is, too,” Anne replied wisely.

      When she was rested enough to continue, Deer suggested they move on to Cade and May’s house. A visit with little Rumor was the one thing Deer could think of that was almost certain to cheer his foster daughter.

      Far from waning because of the difference in their ages, the odd friendship between Anne and Rumor only grew warmer the more the two were together. Anne admitted to Deer she had always envied her friends their brothers and sisters, especially little ones; and since there were not many children in the forest, Rumor had few playfellows. He would gladly have been with Anne for at least half of every day had the state of Anne’s health allowed it.

      Though the way wasn’t far, the walk to the little house where Rumor lived was almost too much for Anne—though she struggled on, face set, without complaint. Deer was secretly pleased by her determination. As they reached Rumor’s door, they met the little boy and his mother May coming out.

      Whatever Rumor and his mother had been going out to do, Rumor forgot at once. With a squeal of delight, he wrenched his hand from his mother’s and ran to Anne.

      Either to keep him from bowling her over with his enthusiasm, or because she had come to the end of her little strength, Anne abruptly sat down on the ground and, letting her crutches fall, solemnly put out both hands. Mid-shriek, at sight of the gesture, Rumor remembered his manners.

      “Welcome, Anne,” he said politely, taking her hands and offering his forehead for her kiss, which, with a proper dignity, he returned. Only then did he fling himself into Anne’s lap and commence chattering.

      May stood openmouthed with amazement.

      “How quickly they learn, don’t they?” Deer said, taking his cousin’s hands and putting his cheek against hers. “The master himself couldn’t have performed with more self-possession.”

      “Oh, certainly,” May said vaguely, still watching where Anne, one arm around Rumor, was explaining in halting Forester the use of her crutches, which Rumor had not seen before. “Welcome, Anne,” she added.

      As her son explored the play possibilities of a crutch (one was, in rapid succession, a spear, a sword, a spyglass, and a vaulting pole; and two made the antlers of the legendary Elk King), Deer and his cousin chatted.

      “She seems intelligent,” May said. “Could she be one of ours, do you think? I mean, partly ours. Could she be an Exile’s child?”

      Foresters referred—pityingly—to those of their own people who left the forest and went to live among Men as “exiles,” even where the decision to leave was entirely voluntary.

      Since it occurred to Deer that any connection, real or imagined, between Anne and the Foresters could only make Anne more welcome in the woods, he said quickly, “It’s always possible, of course. We don’t know all of her family yet. Now that I look at her, with darker eyes and without the curl of her hair, she’d resemble a Forester, wouldn’t she? And with a little darker complexion. And if she were taller.”

      At first sight of the little girl, May had not seen in her any resemblance to the forest people whatsoever beyond bilateral symmetry and opposable thumbs. Now, watching where Anne, at Rumor’s request, was assisting him to make his doll walk on crutches improvised from twigs, May said confidently, “Yes she would. In fact, I see a definite affinity to our race in the line of her jaw. If we traced her family I wouldn’t be surprised to discover one or more of our people in her line.”

      “No doubt,” Deer agreed, with secret satisfaction.

      “What success have you had in locating them?”

      Deer instantly became more serious. “None at all,” he admitted. “We haven’t had time enough to have gotten answers to many of our enquiries, but I’m afraid Anne may be right in believing that with her mother’s death, she lost what little family she had left.”

      “Has the child been told?” May asked in a low voice.

      “No. Eventually she’ll have to know; but by the time she’s well enough to be spoken to, the master hopes to have means of softening the blow by telling her he’s found a suitable family for her to go live with.”

      “Ah, a foster family,” May said approvingly. “A family’s what every child needs. A family from the place where you found her?”

      Deer shook his head. “Since the borderlands are where her mother died, Master Posthumous believes a return there might be too painful for her. He’s asking in the Valley and among the coastal people instead.”

      Trying hard for her cousin’s sake to avoid the word “island,” May said, “I thought I heard she was from— another place. Can she go there? It seems to me a child’s first home, if it’s been a happy one…”

      Making an effort to speak collectedly, Deer interrupted, “The islands are all but deserted. There’s no home to send her to there. The idea of populating such an unlikely place was foolishness from the beginning; and now that there’s no possibility of trade with the mainland, there’s no point in anyone continuing the ridiculous experiment. I’m told there aren’t more than a few thousand inhabitants there now.”

      Two hundred years before, a group of Men had formed a society in conscious imitation of the Foresters’, based upon principles which included the common ownership of property, universal manual labor, governance by popular consent, and—unusually for Men—scholarship. Finding their less disciplined neighbors a distraction to their efforts, they’d gone alone to colonize the long-deserted archipelago off the continent’s eastern shore.

      The soil of the largest islands, unfortunately, was thin and poor, putting an early end to the colonists’ dreams of self-sufficiency. After a dozen years of near starvation as farmers, they’d been obliged to turn to herding for their livelihoods. By means of a modest trade with the mainland in meat and hides, the community had managed to survive; and due to the unforgiving character of their land, they developed into a rugged people. When war with the Ants came, it found Islanders already inured to the hardships attendant on army life. Where the Ants pressed the Men’s line hardest, Island troops were always in demand; and the slaughter among them had been proportionally high.

      Like most Foresters, Deer had a poor regard for what he saw as the Islanders’ rather shabby attempt to imitate forest life; and in his case, he thought very little of their qualities as soldiers, either.

      “We might as well let the little ones play awhile together,” May suggested. “It can’t hurt, since the little girl will be leaving us soon.”
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      Snow came to Deer in the library a few days later, saying worriedly, “Come and talk to Anne for me, please, brother. I want you to question her in her own language. I know she believes she shouldn’t speak it in front of me, but tell her this time she must. Use whatever arguments will persuade her, because it’s absolutely essential that she understand me. Heron and I tried to talk to her ourselves, but I think we only succeeded in confusing her.”

      Anne, when Deer got to her, was sitting up in bed looking alarmed, her swollen ankle bare and resting on a pillow. Heron, beside her, had been drawing pictures for her to admire, usually a favorite form of distraction for the little girl, but as Deer could see, she was too upset now to be easily beguiled.

      “So what’s this Snow tells me?” he asked her, feigning indignation. “You won’t take your medicine?”

      Sheepish, but positive, Anne shook her head. She made no objection on this occasion to his speaking the Island tongue, Deer noticed.

      “You understand it’s only to make you sleep, so you won’t feel any hurt?” he continued, pulling up his usual chair.

      A nod.

      “Snow doesn’t like to hurt people. It’s one of the difficult things about being an infirmarian, that in order to help people get well, sometimes she has to do things that cause them pain. We mustn’t make it harder for Snow to do her duty.”

      Nod.

      “But you won’t take the medicine?”

      After thinking it over, Anne made an effort to answer in the Forest tongue. “Do cut,” she said reluctantly, “but not sleep, please.”

      Deer considered her for a moment.

      “You will let Snow operate on your leg, but you want to be awake when she does it? Is that it?”

      Another nod.

      He relayed this wish to Snow.

      “No, no, no,” Snow protested immediately to Anne. “It will hurt you, and then without meaning to, you’ll move. Yes, you will: You won’t be able to help yourself. And then I might really injure you. If you moved, I might cut the wrong place by accident and do you more harm than help.”

      She didn’t add that she also wanted her patient to be unconscious because there would be blood let during the operation. Snow had known even great strapping Foresters to become deeply perturbed by the sight of their own blood. “You must be sound asleep before I even begin,” she insisted.

      As Deer repeated this in her own language, Anne said nothing, but her eyes filled with tears.

      She resisted no longer, however, and patting her leg sadly, Anne sighed, “Yes.”

      “You’ll drink the medicine, as Snow asks?”

      A long pause, and then again: “Yes.”

      “All right. Good,” Snow sounded so depressed about it that anyone listening might have concluded she’d lost the argument, rather than won it. Snow hated to coerce even a child, and had hoped by bringing Deer to speak to her to have convinced Anne to take the medicine gladly.

      As she brought it to the bed, the regretful way in which Anne was caressing her sore leg caught Snow’s attention. She recalled other patients from time to time, particularly during the war, who’d made the same gesture.

      Quickly, she asked, “Anne— Deer, what does Anne think I’m going to do while she’s asleep? Tell Deer, Anne: What do you think is going to happen to your leg?”

      Though Anne seemed to understand the question, Deer repeated it in her own language to be certain.

      Anne looked up, apparently surprised to be asked, and, making a sawing motion with her hand, ventured, “Cut.”

      “Yes, but not like that,” Heron exclaimed. “Mother’s not going to cut it off!”

      Anne blinked. “Not cut?” she asked him hopefully.

      Deer laughed out loud.

      “Oh, my,” Snow said with relief. “Is that the problem? Did you imagine I was going to cut your leg off?”

      Looking happier by the minute, Anne repeated, “Not cut?”

      “No,” Snow repeated firmly. “Not cut. Not cut off. I’m just going to drain— Just a little cut, darling.” She measured the space of perhaps two inches with her fingers to emphasize how small the incision would be. “Just like that. Poor thing, you thought you’d wake up and find your leg gone, didn’t you?”

      Appearing almost as though she would smile, and repeating Snow’s gesture of measuring two inches with her fingers, Anne asked eagerly, “So small cut, and then my leg is good?”

      Though she addressed Snow, Deer answered.

      “If Snow says your leg will be good after just a small cut,” he said firmly, “then you may believe it. Snow would never lie to you.”

      Thrusting the sore limb toward Snow, Anne ordered, “Cut!”

      Once Anne had drunk Snow’s medicine, Deer stayed to chat with the little girl and his nephew Heron. With a clarifying word from time to time from Deer, Anne was able to follow the conversation well, and Heron took the opportunity to show off to his uncle how much he’d taught her. Anne knew the Forester name of every object in the room, and could recite the letters of the Forester alphabet, her numbers, and the proud sentence, “I am Anne of the Islands, and Heron is my very good friend.”

      “I taught her some other stuff, too,” Heron confided, as Anne’s eyes suddenly closed, and her head nodded onto his shoulder, “but Rumor told her he thought she was rude to call him a little buzzard’s mess and now she doesn’t altogether trust me.”

      As Deer left the infirmary, he met Cade and Master Posthumous talking quietly together outside. The master beckoned Deer to join them.

      “They’re certainly not just gathering wood,” Cade was saying as Deer walked up.

      When Deer understood what Cade had been telling the master, he was incredulous. “The Ants are still near Evergreen? Why?”

      Cade said uncomfortably, “I don’t know why, Captain. They seem to be making a slow circuit around the forest.”

      “Doing what?”

      Cade shrugged. “Just—living,” he said. “They camp for a time, and then move on when small game runs low in the area.”

      “They must be gathering wood,” Deer insisted. “Ant raiding parties always operate on the principle of hit and run. If the Ants don’t want wood, why wouldn’t they have attacked us already?”

      The three Foresters stood silent, considering this.

      “How many?” Deer asked grimly. The other two understood he was weighing the possibility of sending a party of soldiers out of Evergreen to attack the Ants where they were sheltering.

      Cade hesitated. “Not more than fifty or sixty,” he reckoned. “That’s hardly an army; but of course, if we’re going to attack, we’ll have to get them all.”

      The problem was, as they all understood, that once the Ants saw the Foresters could be lured from the confines of their forest, any survivors could be expected to carry the information back to the Antlands.

      Posthumous spoke up. “Unless you think it’s absolutely necessary, Captain Deer, I recommend we make no move against them, but continue to observe these Ants in hope of discovering what they’re up to. All of our intelligence suggests the Ants are otherwise quiescent behind the borders we’ve imposed on them and show no inclination to move against us in force.”

      Deer nodded, though he pointed out, “Not entirely quiescent, as Anne might attest. They will move against us—probably soon. What other aim in life does an Ant ever have but to attack another’s territory, and keep attacking, until he’s made it his own?”

      “But these haven’t attacked,” Posthumous pointed out. “So perhaps they do have some other aim. Let’s find out.” Quietly, he added, “We can kill these Ants. We can kill whatever Ants come here after them. But what then? The Ants in the Antlands will breed and multiply if they can, and then they’ll look for new territories to take, as they’ve always done. We need a better answer to the ‘Ant problem’ than just to fight back when they attack us. To formulate a new answer, we must have new data.”

      Deer scoffed at this. “What new data can we possibly gain? What new data about Ants could we possibly benefit from having?”

      “That’s what we need to discover,” the master replied. To Cade, he added, “Tell the other pickets to watch, but say nothing about the Ants to anyone else. There’s no point in alarming everyone until we know there’s cause to be alarmed.”
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        * * *

      

      Compared to the Men, Foresters had accumulated a great deal of data on the subject of Ants already.

      There were Men sufficiently short, blonde and blue-eyed that when they were dressed like Ants in crude shirts and loincloths, and had learned by observation an Ant’s typical demeanor, they were—to Men’s eyes—indistinguishable from Ants. At one time, long ago, Men had made repeated attempts to gain intelligence of their Ant enemies by sending such Men as spies among them. Unfortunately, no matter how much like Ants these Men looked, or how well they wore their Ant disguise, the Ants themselves always knew them for impostors. Before any had ever gotten near enough to make a single useful observation, the Ants in every case had fallen upon them and torn them to pieces.

      Foresters, on the other hand, had learned from translating the texts of the Ancients the art of lens grinding. With spyglasses, they were able to observe the Ants from afar.

      From observations made in this way, Foresters had learned that all Ant babies were born into nurseries, in which the new Ant mothers cared for and nursed indiscriminately any who needed care or nursing. Foresters saw no evidence that, after its birth, an Ant mother ever distinguished her own progeny from another’s child. When a mother had been for two years in the nursery, she returned to the community at large, while her child passed into another nursery, and then another and another after that, each with older Ant young as he himself grew older. In each nursery he was fed a coarser diet and taught, by demonstration, new skills. All of the nurseries were in the charge of female Ants, some of whom had borne young themselves, and some of whom had not; but all of whom had simply walked into a nursery one day and taken up the work. Foresters had never been able to determine under what impetus, or by what authority, these became nursemaids.

      The Ants left the nurseries when they were eleven or twelve years old and thereafter lived exactly as adult Ants lived. Young male Ants went into the fields behind the older male Ants and practiced farming. Ant farmers had only crude tools, made by themselves with the rudimentary skills they’d acquired in the nurseries, and they engaged only in spade culture, without plows or the aid of any animal. Ants appeared to have difficulty managing animals. Crude carts and other useful equipment were made by cooperative effort on the spot as needed, and pulled by teams of Ants assembled from those nearby any time it was necessary that the cart be moved.

      Ant communities kept cattle in huge pastures, crudely fenced, and supplemented their largely vegetable diet on regular, infrequent occasions, with beef. No Ant was employed exclusively as a hunter, as was done in the Forestlands (where hunting was a highly esteemed employment), but young Ants sometimes took part in forays against wild pigs, the erstwhile hunters privileged to consume what they killed in the field. The Foresters had learned to dread the times when their spies reported that pig hunts were being organized in the Antlands. Pig hunts occurred when land had been discovered by scouting parties on which Men’s hold was judged weak. Ants hunted pigs exactly as they hunted Men and Foresters, overwhelming them with surprise, a coordinated attack, and sheer numbers. To hunt pigs, for an Ant, was to practice for war.

      Young Ant females followed older ones to work in fields smaller and separate from the ones of the males. Except to be bred, the sexes kept largely apart until their middle years. When they had reached the age at which the females were no longer likely to be fertile, middle-aged males and females left off farming and engaged together in making and weaving linen, and sewing it into loose, undyed garments, or in crudely tanning the few hides provided by their abstemious style of eating to make rough and sturdy shoes. It appeared to observers that clothing produced in this way was distributed—like the food—first among the most productive community members, and then to the young and tender and their caregivers. Only after that, if supplies were sufficient, did it appear that any went to the clothing makers themselves.

      Nothing was ever given to old, sick or otherwise unproductive Ants, who thereby died of want and relieved the community of their maintenance exactly when they ceased to contribute to it.

      The investigations of the Foresters revealed that not all Ants lived alike. Some—it appeared that these were generally the strongest and the best workers—helped themselves to more and better food, and the males to the sturdiest females, with whom they bred. No less-favored Ant, so far as the Foresters could tell, ever registered the slightest objection to his subservient position.

      In fact, no Ant complained of any decision that was made about anything. No Ant was ever heard to speak at all, beyond an occasional grunt; and even a busy Ant community was characterized by an eerie silence. Yet everything that took place there appeared to happen by a common consent. A single male and a single female came together to mate without ever having spoken to or even looked at each other before, and continued to mate at frequent intervals until the female had clearly conceived. At that point, the couple simply ceased to meet; although after the resulting Ant child had been born, if it was a healthy specimen, the male might repeat the process with another female. A barren relationship simply ended at some point, and neither member was ever observed to mate again. Flax was cut, it appeared, when more linen was reckoned useful to have; but by whom such a reckoning was made, or the order for the work given, had never been determined. Land was cleared in anticipation of increased population in precise coordination with measures taken to increase the population—but again, by what means the increase was decided upon, no one knew but the Ants.
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        * * *

      

      The day after Anne’s surgery, Heron came to Deer’s room.

      His face unusually somber, he told his uncle, “I think we might have a problem. I’ve been talking to Anne. I think she’s kind of got a funny idea about her leg.”

      “What funny idea?” Deer asked, putting down the book he’d been reading, and reaching for his jacket. “Don’t tell me she still thinks your mother’s going to chop it off.”

      “No. It’s the opposite problem, actually.” Heron rubbed the back of his neck nervously.

      “The opposite?”

      “Well, I was talking to her, and from what she said, I think she misunderstood how ‘good’ her leg was going to be after Mother operated. I think she thinks when the incision heals, she’s going to be running around good as new.”

      Deer had been reaching for the door that led from his own room into the infirmary. Now his hand fell, nerveless, to his side.

      “Oh,” was all he said, his face grave.

      “Yeah,” Heron agreed unhappily. “I didn’t say anything to her. I thought maybe you should, because you can talk to her better than I can.”

      “Yes, it should be your mother and me,” Deer concurred. “Is your mother here?”

      “She’s on a sick call. I’ll tell you when she’s back, if you want.”

      Deer nodded. “Do that, please. In the meantime, go visit with Anne. Draw her pictures or something. Make her as happy as you can.”

      Whatever happiness Heron’s pictures brought Anne was of short duration. As soon as Snow returned from her visit, she and Deer went to Anne’s bedside together to advise the little girl she should henceforth regard her crutches as a permanent fixture in her life.

      Deer had promised Anne that Snow’s word was one on which she could rely; and Snow, though she struggled to find some gentler way to phrase it, was eventually obliged to pronounce the ankle “crippled.” At the word, Anne’s eyes filled, and silent tears coursed down her thin cheeks.

      “It’s not as bad as that,” Snow hastily assured her. “You’re starting to get around on your crutches quite well now. Anyway, you have to look on the bright side: You’re alive, you’re…” She stopped herself just in time from saying “happy.” Anne was not happy. “You’re getting stronger every day,” Snow said instead. “The stronger you get, the less trouble your crutches will be to you.”

      This seemed such a feeble attempt at condolence that Deer didn’t even bother to translate it.

      “Or if you don’t like the crutches,” Snow added, “we can make a wheeled chair for you to get around in instead.”

      Her gaze on the floor, Anne shook her head miserably. A wheeled chair, as all three of them were aware, would virtually confine her indoors. There were no paved lanes in the forest, and few in Men’s lands, either.

      “Once that incision heals up, your ankle shouldn’t hurt you anymore, at least,” Deer said quickly. “I know myself how hard it is to be happy when something’s always hurting you.”

      Even as he said it, Deer knew it wasn’t the pain of his wounds, or Anne’s, that prevented them from being happy.

      For the first time he acknowledged to himself that there might be worse sorrows in the world than his own. Anne had not only lost her family and her health—as he had—but even her native land and language. The Islands, as he had told his cousin May, were closed to Anne—probably forever. The Islanders themselves lived as exiles in other Men’s countries.

      “If maybe they come?” Anne whispered, glancing toward the window as though fearful of what she might see outside. Unable to think of the Forester words for what she wanted to say, Anne gestured toward herself, mimed with her fingers a pair of running legs, and shook her head.

      “‘They’,” Deer repeated. “You mean the Ants?”

      Anne nodded.

      “You’re afraid if Ants come, you won’t be able to run away from them?”

      Snow cried, “Darling, Ants don’t come into forests. Remember? Anyway, there are no Ants anywhere around here. The Antlands are very far away.”

      Snow abruptly stopped speaking, as both she and Deer recalled this could be but little comfort to Anne. Anne would soon be leaving the safety of Evergreen.

      Deer and Snow continued to offer what comfort they could until Anne was exhausted, and it was time for her to rest. When they had both kissed her, Anne rolled onto her side so her back was to the room and stared dully at the wall until she fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      At the usual weekly council meeting, when ordinary forest business had been dispensed with, Snow asked for the floor. “I’d like to ask this council’s advice in the matter of Anne. She needs help, and I don’t know what more to do.”

      There were no questions. All the council members had seen the little girl on her daily walks, and her melancholy could be read in her face.

      They were all eager to help. The stable master thought exercise on horseback would elevate Anne’s mood, while the kitchen master recommended a bland, or alternatively, a piquant diet as a sure cure. The librarian, hesitantly, offered books. “So long as the little girl can be made to respect them,” he said nervously. Silver, the chief gardener, said work out of doors should be tried.

      Significantly, Deer thought, Leaf the music master didn’t offer to come and sing or play for the child. Leaf, in fact, seemed bent on getting Anne out of the forest.

      “It seems to me the only way to make things better for the little girl is by returning her to her people,” she said. “Can’t she be put into a cart and carried to some Man’s town?” Noting the murmur of disapproval this proposal elicited, she added, “Snow could go and look after her health there until she’s placed in a good home.”

      Everyone at the Council table objected to this idea. Since the Ant War, Snow was the only infirmarian in her quarter of the forest, and they all relied upon her.

      Posthumous said, “I’ve been in correspondence with Men relating to possible homes to foster Anne. Unfortunately, as the war has made so many orphans among them…” Leaving this remark unfinished, he withdrew a few sheets of paper from within his coat.

      Thoughtfully running a finger down his cheek, he said, “There’s a farm family in the Coastlands who have three young male children, but no females. The woman of the house believes she would find Anne useful indoors. And this couple”—he held up another letter— “who have no living offspring, indicate they might be willing to have her. However—”

      Leaf brightened at once, and interrupted, “That might be a good situation for her!”

      “These people are not young, though,” the master said. “In point of fact, they’re rather elderly to have such a young child. Not to mention they live in a city—the Southern Fortresstown.”

      This provoked a sort of rustle of disfavor from all present, not excepting Leaf. Foresters had a strong prejudice against an urban style of life. Men sometimes referred to the more densely populated parts of the forests as “Forester towns”; but the Foresters themselves believed the absence of paved streets with their attendant noise and bustle, animals and humans living in close association, and food and goods passing through many hands before the final possessor’s, exempted their settlements from the opprobrium of a “town.”

      “The farm family, then,” Leaf persisted. “The little girl’s the daughter of a farmer herself, isn’t she?”

      But Snow asked the master worriedly, “Does the farm woman understand Anne is frail and—somewhat crippled? She wants help in the house, but Anne’s not ready to shoulder a large part of the cooking and cleaning a family of six must require.”

      All conceded then that a sickly child could not be sent where she might be expected to outwork her little strength.

      Posthumous folded his papers. “If we can’t ensure that Anne will be made happier by leaving us, then we’ll have to find a way to make her happy here. Let’s return to first principles,” he suggested. “What does a child require to be happy? Any child.”

      “Her family,” Leaf said irritably. “Nor can we return them to her. What now?”

      “Exactly,” said the master. “What now?”

      “A child must be loved,” someone suggested tentatively.

      “So she is,” Snow said immediately. “I love Anne very much. So does Heron.”

      At this admission on Snow’s part, Leaf turned her head away from the master’s end of the table, apparently to hide a grimace.

      Posthumous said, “Then she has that. What else?”

      The obvious things were brought up, some of which, like food and shelter, were already supplied to Anne in plenty.

      Snow finally said, “It occurs to me that, rather than each other, we had better ask Anne herself what she lacks. Deer’s been successful at getting information from her. Almost everything we know about Anne, Deer has found out.”

      Deer agreed to question Anne again.

      He began the conversation in a way that he conceded to himself afterward had probably been the worst possible: He asked Anne what she thought might help her to be happy. By the tears that filled her eyes as she turned her head away, Deer could easily guess that as far as Anne was concerned, nothing in the world could ever make her happy again.

      Deer leaned back in his chair and sighed. “I know what you mean.” he found himself saying.

      Anne’s eyes met his. This was not the answer she’d expected.

      “Let’s not think about ‘happy,’ then,” Deer suggested. “We both agree ‘happy’ is out of the question, so let’s try for something smaller. Do you think making things grow in a garden would make you feel less miserable? How about picking berries? You can eat what you pick, by the way. As much as you want.”

      Anne answered these suggestions with an indifferent shrug. No doubt she’d worked in gardens before, Deer thought, and gone berrying with her mother in happier times.

      “No. Well, I’m no gardener myself,” he admitted. “All right: How about horses? Do you like to ride horseback? Do you think you’d be less unhappy for an hour if you spent it on a horse?”

      In reply to this, Anne gestured—half angry, half frustrated—toward her leg.

      Deer chose to interpret this in a positive way. “Ah, you would like to ride, then,” he responded approvingly.

      It occurred to him suddenly he wouldn’t mind taking a ride himself. He’d been convinced for some time that riding was one of many former pleasures for which he’d entirely lost his taste; but now he saw it still held charm for him after all. “Your leg won’t be a problem,” he told Anne. “I wasn’t meaning for you to ride all alone. You’d ride with me, of course, as you did when we came here.” Since Anne didn’t absolutely refuse the offer, Deer said, “We’ll have a ride one of these days, then.” Suddenly remembering a topic that had come up earlier between them, Deer asked, “What about books? I think you told me once you liked books.” Seeking for a way to ask the question tactfully, he ventured, “Had you ever seen a book before you came here?” He would never have characterized Men as great readers.

      To his surprise, Anne answered quite nonchalantly. “Oh, yes,” she said. “We had lots of books in my school. And my mother had books. She had two books. She was a scholar.” This last fact Anne pronounced with great pride.

      A scholar among Men, Deer supposed, might be anyone who actually possessed two books. “You went to school?” he asked. “Was that in the Islands?”

      “Yes. And in the Borders, too.” Anne brightened visibly at the memory. “My mother made a school for us in my village. There were eight of us in the school, and my mother was a very nice teacher.”

      Her animation as she talked of the school made Anne look for the first time like a normal, happy child. Wanting to see this happiness continue, Deer encouraged her to continue on the topic for some time.

      When he left the infirmary, Deer went straight to the master, who had earlier said he would be waiting to hear what Anne had said.

      After relating the substance of the conversation, Deer asked, “Would it be out of the question to institute some form of a school, sir? I know it’s not our custom, but school and books are the two things Anne seemed most interested in of any; and unless she’s taught to read our language, she cannot read our books.”

      Posthumous seemed taken quite aback by the idea. No forest had ever had a school. Forester young were educated by their parents at first, and then by the community at large as they grew older.

      “An entire school isn’t required to teach a child to read,” the master pointed out.

      Remembering Anne’s near smile, Deer decided he was willing to press the issue of a school. “No,” he agreed. “But Anne would be happiest learning that way.”

      After long thought, Posthumous said cautiously, “I think some sort of school could be permitted, then. It would be an innovation, but in this case, it’s also a matter of a child’s life. Snow tells me something must be done for Anne soon, before she entirely loses interest in living.”

      At this, Deer grew sober. “Does Snow still think there’s danger of it?”

      “She does,” Posthumous replied; adding, “And I have no authority, of course, to order Anne to continue one year longer in the world.”

      When Deer didn’t answer this, the master asked, “What did you have in mind for this projected ‘school’? Would you be master of it?”

      “Oh, no, no,” Deer said quickly. “I have other duties, of course—or expect to very soon.” To Deer’s regret, this pointed hint was not answered by any assurances from the master that he would soon agree to let him return to picketing. After casting about quickly in his mind for another name to offer, Deer suggested, “Heron can be schoolmaster.”

      “Heron?” the master repeated, on a rising tone.

      Deer shifted in his chair. Defensively, he said, “My nephew’s no scholar, but he’s perfectly intelligent. And anyway, aside from reading instruction, which Heron can certainly supply, the point of the school is to provide Anne with a distraction from her grief, not an education.”

      Posthumous, though slightly frowning, agreed to this. It was clear that, if a school had to be instituted, he would have preferred to have seen Deer as the teacher at it.

      “Make whatever arrangements for it you see fit, then,” he said. “Don’t leave everything to Heron. Desks, I believe, are traditional in a school. The carpentry shop can provide suitable ones, and—whatever else a school requires.” The master had never seen a school.

      Deer rose to leave; but on the point of going out, abruptly turned back.

      “Do you know Roar, sir?” he asked.

      “Roar of Broadleaf? The infirmarian, you mean?”

      “He might be called an infirmarian.” Deer’s tone suggested he doubted Roar’s qualifications. “He’s not the usual kind, certainly. Roar’s devised a course of exercises he’s very proud of, meant to help those who’ve been sick or injured get back their strength. While I don’t entirely endorse the exercises themselves, I think Anne would benefit from any sort of activity—the more the better.”

      “Ah, yes,” Posthumous said thoughtfully. “Roar worked with you in Broadleaf, didn’t he?”

      “Briefly.”

      “And you think it would benefit Anne to do his exercises?” Before Deer had time to insist he would never go so far as to say that, Posthumous added, “An excellent plan. I’ll write to him today to ask whether he can come.”
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      Though the master had approved, the council of the quarter of Evergreen in which Anne lived expressed some doubt that the experiment of a school should be tried. Such a thing would be an innovation; and “innovation” was a term of disapprobation in a forest.

      “Group instruction is not our custom,” Garden master Silver pointed out to Posthumous; while Leaf put in irritably, “If you’re worried about her education—as if Men needed any—the girl can be tutored like other children, can’t she? (And isn’t it time she was moved to a guesthouse instead of staying right among us, by the way?) I want as much as anyone to see her happy; but children, like dogs, are much less well-behaved in a pack.”

      The parents at the table objected to this simile.

      The kitchen master asked doubtfully, “How many of our children will attend this ‘school,’ then?”

      Everyone was immediately more reconciled to the idea upon discovering the pupils at the proposed school would number only three. Anne, the master said, would be joined in the classroom by four-year-old Rumor and a seven-year-old girl named Daisy, who was loved by all for her sweetness and good nature, but whose mental processes were slow and uncertain.

      Posthumous added, “Heron will be schoolmaster. His good nature suggests he’ll work well with the children; and who knows? In teaching them, he may even discover some hitherto undiscovered impulse to study in himself.”

      Only the elderly librarian still protested.

      “This is not our way,” he insisted. “There has never been a school in any forest. Master Posthumous, I think the other Forest masters should be consulted before any such novelty is established in Evergreen.”

      The master folded his hands patiently. “I understand your concern, but the difficulty is that Anne’s health so uncertain. Any delay in bringing her to a better state of mind might be fatal. The school need not continue long if it’s seen not to be accomplishing its aim.”

      “Master—”

      “It would relieve all of our minds, though, Librarian, if you would consent to the library functioning as the schoolhouse.”

      The librarian gasped. “The library?” The library to him was a sacred space, the nearest thing in any forest to a temple. He only reluctantly permitted children access to it at any time.

      The master added smoothly, “I want the school to be held in the library so that you, Librarian, can oversee it. Should it appear to your experienced eye at any time that our children are being in the least damaged by the experience of ‘school,’ you can report it to this council immediately.”

      The librarian digested this in stunned silence. Much as he disliked innovation, to be entrusted with responsibility was quite to the librarian’s taste.

      After a brief, fierce struggle within himself, he replied to Posthumous fervently, “You may depend upon me, sir!”

      As soon as the desks were installed in a corner of the library, the school opened; and Anne, Snow soon reported to the council, appeared greatly comforted by this return to the routine of earlier, happier times.
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        * * *

      

      As the library was the focus of Evergreen’s intellectual life, the four Halls (one in each forest quarter) were its social hubs.

      Deer, seeing that the busier Anne was kept, the less she grieved, decided one day she should accompany him to the Hall for dinner when Posthumous would be present there.

      In the Western Quarter, where Deer had lived for most of his life, the Hall was not the usual freestanding structure, as in every other forest quarter, but a cavern cut into the side of a cliff, which over many generations had been cut away inside to form a series of large rooms. The outside of the cliff was left untouched (save at one end, where windows had been made), so that it still had the appearance of a natural rocky outcrop. The Hall was entered through an undecorated, square chamber—the original Hall from Evergreen’s earliest days—with a large fireplace against the back wall whose chimney, cut through solid rock to the surface, was shared with the kitchen behind. In winter, diners stopped here to hang their heavy coats on hooks ringing the room and warm themselves before proceeding to the dining room.

      Where Forester homes and workshops were simple and practical, the Hall of the Western Quarter of Evergreen was unabashedly fanciful in its design. Realizing that chambers cut from a cliff would necessarily be low-ceilinged rather than lofty and grand, the Forester stonecutters styled the dining room after a forest bower, cozy and intimate. The columns of stone left in place to support the roof had been chiseled into tree trunk shapes, and branches were represented in relief on the ceiling. All types of trees grown in Evergreen were depicted, but especially the fruit bearers; and polished pebbles of red, green and yellow were inlaid among the sculpted leaves of the cherry, apple and pear trees to represent fruit. Here and there, the crook of a trunk or a low hanging “branch” provided a convenient stand for one of the lamps with which the room was lit at night.

      The theme was carried even to the windows that formed one end of the room, where a sculpted row of stately pines made irregularly shaped window frames. In daylight hours, the sun shining through the glass set between them suggested the view from the deep forest into one of Evergreen’s sunny little glades. Once, long before, the stone trees and leaves had been painted to resemble their originals. Lamp smoke and time had long since dulled those colors, but the gleam of the stone fruits—kept polished and bright—still delighted the eye.

      Since being well enough to leave the infirmary, Anne had already eaten there many times during the day, when food was dispensed casually at the kitchen hatch to all comers, and then carried to tables arranged for the convenience of family groups and friends sharing conversation and a meal. Lately she’d grown strong enough to dine there in the early evening, too, when the room’s character was more sedate but still not formal.

      But she had never been there in late evening, when the Hall became for a few hours a place of ceremony, with a solemn atmosphere. The master dined then, when he was in residence in the quarter, with the holders of office attending him; and the tables were set in imposing rows and decorated with flowers in season. Rather than retrieving from the hatch plates of food already apportioned, diners were invited to serve themselves from platters carried among the company. (No one, of course, took more than his share.)

      As Deer led Anne in, a momentary hush seized the room, followed by a wave of soft sound as the Foresters already seated murmured their wonder at the sight of a Man’s child among them. But no one voiced aloud any objection to her presence, and the few who met Anne’s shy glances for the most part smiled pleasantly at her.

      Deer explained softly as they found places at one of the long tables, “We’ll sit for now, Anne, but don’t put your crutches aside yet. When the master comes in, we’ll all stand again for a moment for Leaf to sing to us.”

      Anne looked at Posthumous’s place, and then back at Deer, letting her raised eyebrows ask the question for her, since she was much too intimidated by her surroundings to speak aloud.

      Sensing what she wanted to know, Deer pointed to where the rest of the council already sat flanking the master’s empty chair. “That’s my usual seat, there. Cade is taking it tonight, since I am your host.”

      Anne looked with interest where he indicated. She was sorry not to see Deer next to Snow in a position of honor, but also pleased that if it were not her foster father, then at least it was another good friend who was so distinguished. Cade caught her eye and smiled at her.

      In the old days, before the war, the colorful clothes of the diners themselves had always been the Hall’s brightest ornaments. Foresters did not care for luxurious fabrics that were difficult to clean or care for, or for garments that were in any way fussily cut or styled. Unlike Men, Foresters followed no “fashions” in clothes. Their coats, shirts and trousers had been cut to the same simple patterns for hundreds of years. But elegantly—even elaborately—embroidered shirts and coats were worn on important occasions. They were popular gifts, the work entailed in producing them a tribute of affection from giver to receiver. The tones of the embellishments were necessarily muted, since the dyes were vegetable; but the designs were often quite fanciful. The forest’s artists were always in demand to produce patterns incorporating images significant to the garment’s intended wearer, or symbols meant to communicate secret, loving messages.

      Since the war, after the first casualties in battle, no one had cared to wear embroidered clothes; to do so seemed inappropriate to the atmosphere of mourning that pervaded the forest. But diners in the Hall at night were always freshly bathed, their hair neatly braided behind their shoulders; and their shirts, though plain now, were finely made. Some of Anne’s nervousness at the present moment was due to her worry she might spill something and stain the one she wore, which was Rumor’s best. May had offered it, since Rumor, being too young to come to the Hall in the night, had no present use for the garment. Anne’s wardrobe otherwise was serviceable, but not in any sense dressy enough for such an important occasion, being entirely of the hand-me-down sort. She had no clothes of her own save for the blood-soaked shift in which the Foresters had found her. This Snow had secretly washed as clean as it would come and laid away. Conjecturing that it was most likely the work of Anne’s mother’s own hands, she intended to return it to Anne as a memento—when the day came that she thought the child could bear to be reminded of the time she had last put it on.

      Master Posthumous entered then, Leaf behind him, and in a body, the Foresters of Evergreen rose in salute. Anne, struggling with her crutches, was somewhat behind the rest, and Bellflower, who had hurried to take the place to Anne’s right, deliberately dawdled in getting to her own feet so Anne wouldn’t be the last to rise. It pleased Deer very much that the young picket would do this. When everyone was standing and silent, Leaf began to sing.

      The intention of the nightly song before dinner was to keep alive music composed by the Ancestors, and therefore Anne couldn’t understand the song’s words, which were in an ancient tongue. Only a few among the Foresters present knew what the words meant—not including Leaf herself, who had learned them phonetically. When Deer was able to whisper to Anne that the song was a hymn to a star, twinkling like a precious jewel high above the world, the little girl was profoundly impressed. She hadn’t known before that, in his youth, Deer had studied man’s ancient tongues. He had given up the idea of being a scholar when his father died, feeling that the duty of keeping Evergreen safe now fell to him.

      Leaf’s voice was magnificent, and as she sang, Anne closed her eyes and, swaying slightly in time, let herself be carried away on the melody. Around the room, other diners saw her and smiled; and Deer, who had heard the tune so many times as to be as familiar with it as Leaf was, found new enjoyment in it for himself, in observing Anne’s.

      When the music ended and Anne opened her eyes, she found herself looking across the room directly into the eyes of the only other young person present—a boy she hadn’t met. She couldn’t help noticing that the dark eyes that gazed back into her blue ones were angry; almost repulsive. For a moment the two stared silently at each other, until Deer laid his hand on Anne’s shoulder to distract her and kept her occupied with tucking her crutches under the table until the twelve year old boy had looked his fill and turned away.

      Bellflower engaged Anne in a friendly conversation about the food.

      Anne, the daughter of farmers, gestured toward the platters being passed along the tables. “All these food,” the wondering child said. “It’s lots of meat.”

      “Well, we don’t eat only meat,” Bellflower told her quickly. “We have fish from the rivers, and nuts, and every sort of tree fruit, and what we grow in the gardens… Do you like apples, Anne? We’ll have a lot of apples this winter.”

      The young picket had forgotten, Deer noticed, that Anne would likely be gone long before winter came.

      Later, when Bellflower wasn’t paying attention, Anne plucked at Deer’s sleeve. “Who is that one who was look at me?” she whispered urgently. “I think I don’t know his name or anything.”

      Deer cleared his throat uncomfortably. “No, I don’t believe you’ve met. His name is River. River is a—nice boy, really; but he’s also very unhappy right now, so if you don’t mind, I don’t think I’ll introduce you two. Unhappy people can be—difficult, sometimes.” It occurred to Deer to wonder whether this description fitted him, as well, as he added, “It’s good for unhappy people to be with the ones who understand they’re unhappy and can make allowances for them.”

      Anne studied her foster father thoughtfully. “That one doesn’t like me,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Don’t imagine that,” Deer said quickly. “How could he not like you? He doesn’t even know you. He’s just unhappy, as I said. His father and brother were killed fighting the Ants. He misses them.”

      Anne said, “He doesn’t like me that I’m a Man girl.”

      Deer suspected this was, indeed, the case.

      But he said, “River isn’t in any condition to judge people fairly. When he’s feeling better, you’ll probably be friends.”

      Bold, daring Tree had been the first of the three brothers to be wounded in the war; in almost its first engagement, in fact, when his reaction at finding himself facing a battle line of Ants had been to recall that these were the creatures who had taken his father from him. Tree had gone rather berserk, in point of fact. It was all Deer and Modest could do together to cover their little brother’s shield arm and occasionally, as the press of combat permitted, drag him bodily back toward his own lines and out of harm’s way. An Ant pike through one shoulder finally calmed Tree down, and after the fight his brothers had put him into a wagon with other wounded and sent him home to be nursed by their mother.

      Eight weeks later, Tree came back to find that while he had been convalescing in Evergreen, the Ants had come swarming out of the farthest reaches of their territories in unlooked-for numbers.

      Among the Foresters, citizens trained in the use of arms went to war; and among the Men, young, strong, male possessors of bows, swords, or at least knives were soldiers. But in the Antlands every Ant except those in the nurseries was mobilized—and the nurseries soon fell silent, since no one remained behind to supply their needs. This brutal fact shocked the Men, and even the Foresters were surprised by it. They had imagined even an Ant must feel a certain tenderness toward juveniles. But the Ants were more pragmatic than sentimental, it seemed. All resources were directed toward ensuring the survival of the Ants as a species. Time enough when that had been accomplished, the Ants must have felt, to make more young.

      “No one is permitted to die unless he has first killed twenty Ants,” the Forester soldiers grimly joked, reckoning that the allies in the field were outnumbered by about that figure.

      The Ant army’s war strategy was one of alternately diffusing to make the longest possible front, and then contracting without warning into packed bodies of warriors who drove relentlessly, without any apparent regard for the casualties they suffered, to break through the lines of the Men and Foresters, and get behind them. The Allies, therefore, were required either continually to advance to try to compress the Ants into a smaller and smaller territory, or to find themselves defending a perilously attenuated frontier. Set-piece battles were few after the first year, and the war became one of guerilla actions and attrition.

      Within a few months of the war’s beginning, Deer was made a general among Foresters (the Foresters recognized only three ranks, soldiers, subgenerals, and generals; the latter two being popularly elected positions) and could not stay with his brothers after that. For more than a year he was constantly on the move, riding up and down the Allied line to gather intelligence and direct the movements of Forester troops. He suffered several slight wounds during that time, and Modest and Tree also, when he saw them, were often nursing some minor hurt or other. But none of the three was seriously injured again until, in the second year, Modest had to be sent far to the rear with a wound to his leg that appeared likely to deprive him of the limb, if not of his life entirely. Snow came from Evergreen and served for a while as an army infirmarian; but Modest—for Heron’s sake—didn’t want her to stay. When Modest returned to the lines, Snow went home.

      And then a few months later Tree—not quite so rash as he had once been, but still near the front in every skirmish—was wounded again, very badly, and this time it was Pearl, his mother, who came.

      It was immediately apparent that, though Tree might survive, he would not fight again. In a camp at a place called Three Rivers, Pearl helped to care for her son and thirty or more other wounded Foresters who were waiting for wagons to be sent from Broadleaf Forest to take them all away. River’s older brother Robin was also among the injured in the camp. Ants swarmed along a line of front twenty miles or so from the place, but the Men who held it—Men from the Islands—seemed strongly positioned, and when Deer conferred with him, their general assured him his troops would hold.

      The three brothers and their mother were together one last evening at Tree’s bedside. In the morning, when Deer and Modest left to return to the Forester lines, Deer carried with him a letter from River’s brother Robin to his father in the camp of which he was a subgeneral. Robin’s wounds were not so severe as Tree’s, and he had written to his father to say he expected to be with him again soon.

      Before Deer had reached his own headquarters, word was coming down the line that the Ants were breaking through at Three Rivers. The Islanders there had not held after all, and the Ants advanced more than twenty miles before they were stopped. In their headlong run, they slaughtered all before them, including the wounded Forester soldiers in the camp where they lay; and when the place was retaken, Pearl’s headless body was found stretched protectively across that of her son, killed in his bed.

      Robin was dead also, of course.

      On his way to his own room, Deer stopped to visit with Snow, eager to hear what Anne had told her about her experience dining formally in the Hall. Snow, however, gave him no chance to speak before bursting out excitedly with news of her own.

      “Did you know the master’s persuaded Calluna to send River to the new school?”

      Calluna was River’s mother.

      “The master was just here a few minutes ago to tell Heron,” she continued. “Apparently, he spoke to Calluna after dinner, and she agreed with him that River needed whatever distraction going to school could supply. He’s been much too withdrawn since Robin’s death. He absolutely adored his big brother, as I’m sure you know.”

      Wonderingly, Deer asked, “But—Three Rivers?”

      “I know, I know,” Snow said. “But Anne’s not to blame for what happened at Three Rivers, and Calluna could hardly refuse the master, I suppose. River will start tomorrow morning. Isn’t that amazing?”

      A few days after River enrolled in the school, a letter came from Roar in Broadleaf in reply to Snow’s inquiry, saying he had never treated either a Man or any child, and had little understanding of the physiology of the one, or experience with the other. Then he immediately added he’d simply love the job of working with small Anne, and would come as soon as he could.

      “He seems amiable,” Snow said happily, showing the letter to Deer. “Is he always so good natured?”

      “He certainly doesn’t lack confidence,” Deer replied. “Yes, Roar’s cheerful and positive to an annoying degree. But you may take it from me that behind his mask of smiles beats the heart of a natural tyrant.”

      Snow laughed. “I’ve heard many good things about him. He got you on your feet again, didn’t he?”

      “He provided the motivation for me to get back on my feet in order to have the means of running away from him, you mean,” Deer muttered, loading a box with books to carry back to the library. “I’ll be keeping a close eye on him while he’s here. There’s the potential for Roar to do good, but if he tyrannizes Anne, he’ll find he has me to deal with. She’s just beginning to recover her spirits a little. I won’t let him jeopardize that.”

      He looked up to see his sister in law observing him closely.

      “I’m joking,” he told her flatly. “He won’t hurt her.”

      “Oh, I know you are,” Snow said. “I was just thinking it wouldn’t do you any harm to work with Roar, too. You’re still not recovered, are you? It hurt you just now to pick up that box.”

      “No, it didn’t,” Deer lied, replacing the box carefully on the table. To change the subject, he said quickly, “I stopped to look in on Heron yesterday. The school is working out better than I expected. River ignores Anne, and Anne ignores River right back, which is the appropriate response, I think. It hurts his Forester pride that she’s so bright. Nothing could make River work harder at his lessons than the suspicion that if he flags in the least, she’ll surpass him.”

      Snow agreed with this. “Still, though my son is good-hearted, he’s no scholar. If we’re to have a school at all, wouldn’t it be better to have a real scholar as the teacher there?”

      Seeing that his sister in law was eyeing him speculatively, Deer busied himself with the books again.

      “Let’s let the school continue as it is for a time,” he said, not meeting Snow’s eye. “The children all like Heron. That’s the important thing.”

      After a moment’s silence Snow said abruptly, “My son has told me he’d like to study with Lark, Brother.”

      Lark was one of Evergreen’s artists.

      “Did he?” Deer responded, his tone noncommittal.

      “Yes. Several times, in fact. I don’t know what answer to give. Do you think he should?”

      Deer looked up, surprised. “Is there any reason he shouldn’t? Heron clearly has a talent for drawing. If he’s willing to apply himself, why not let him do what he wants?”

      Snow flushed. “I just thought— I was thinking of his father, I guess,” she said uncertainly. “You sons of Fosse were all so keen to be just like your father… I assumed Modest would have wanted his own son to be like him.”

      This remark caused Deer to stop and reflect. Picking up the box again—more carefully this time—he said slowly, “We wanted to be like Father, yes. More, even, than you can imagine. I’m not certain that was what Father wanted, though.”

      Then he added, “I think my brother would be proud of how well Heron can draw. Talk to Lark, why don’t you? See if she’ll take him as a pupil.”

      Cade met Deer early next morning to report that the Ant-camp just outside Evergreen’s borders was now empty.

      “Empty?” Deer echoed. “Where are the Ants?”

      “Gone,” Cade told him. “The pickets observing the camp reported movement in the night, and this morning, the place is deserted.”

      “They haven’t just moved camp again?”

      “If they have, this is the first time since they came that they’ve gone beyond the range of our spyglasses.”

      Deer said nothing for a moment. Then, shrugging indifferently, he declared, “We’ll never know what they imagined they were doing out there, then. Too bad for the master, I suppose. He hoped something useful would come out of having Ants near enough for us to observe.”

      Starting away, he added, “Go and tell him, if you haven’t already. And see to it that none of the pickets gets the idea we can let our guards down just because the Ant-camp is empty. There are plenty of Ants still out there.”

      The strange little episode of Ants circling the forest was now ended, Deer thought; and whatever had possessed the creatures to haunt Evergreen in the first place would likely never be known.
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      Roar was tall and strong and smiling, and Anne liked him as soon as she walked into the infirmary and saw him for the first time. As Deer had indicated, Roar didn’t lack confidence, in himself or in others, and his confidence that Anne could be gotten into much better shape communicated itself to Anne before she had gotten through the door, and made her feel confident of it, too.

      He didn’t stand on ceremony. “Come in and let me look you over, then,” he called to Anne immediately. “Snow’s just been telling me all about you.” He and Snow stood the width of the room away from where Anne was taking off her coat, but rather than walking toward her as Snow usually did and meeting her halfway, Roar stood where he was and watched sharply as Anne came to him. He continued smiling, but took note of the difficulty with which she swung herself on her crutches, and how awkwardly she held them under her arms to take his hands to be saluted.

      “Hello to you, Anne,” he said in his hearty way when he had kissed her. “Let’s put you up here where I can see you better.”

      Setting Anne’s crutches aside, Roar lifted her onto Snow’s table, and proceeded, with Snow helping, to examine her very carefully from toe to head. He asked many questions as he did so, but his brisk informality set Anne fairly at ease, and she was able to answer calmly even the ones relating to what the Ants had done.

      “Somebody gave you a knock in the head sometime, too, didn’t he?” Roar asked at one point. “Was that the Ants again? Or somebody else?”

      Anne was astonished that anybody could have guessed so much just from running his fingers lightly through her hair across her skull.

      “This place right here,” Roar explained, guiding her fingers to it. “It was an Ant? What did he hit you with? The flat of his sword, maybe?”

      Anne shook her head. “He was kicking me,” she told Roar, her lip trembling. “Because I was moving. And I put my hand up there, like this, and he kicked my hand, too.”

      For a while Anne lay where the Ant had dropped her. She hoped if she pretended to be dead, the Ants would all leave her alone. Hard as she tried to be still, though, she could not stop her trembling; and at the sound of heavy footfalls near her, she curled involuntarily into a ball. The footsteps stopped, and she opened her eyes a slit to look. In the early morning light she could see an Ant standing over her, sword in hand. As she looked, he lowered himself cautiously into a squat, studying her intently. For an instant their eyes met, Ant and girl, and then the Ant rose again and walked away.

      Later, another Ant did the same, and as this one turned his back Anne saw the familiar blue of her mother’s dress at a distance. As the Ant retreated, Anne began to crawl, her one thought in the world that she would get to that dress and hide her face in it.

      She had gotten perhaps halfway to her goal when, with a sort of growl, an Ant ran up on her. This Ant’s sword was in its sheath. The villagers were all dead now—except for her—and he had no need to carry it in his hand. Anne heard the sword’s sigh as it was half drawn, then thrust back again. She crawled faster. If she were going to be killed anyway, let her die by her mother’s side, she thought.

      Angrily, the Ant began kicking her, and he kicked her again and again, only stopping when another Ant came and pulled him away. The two stood silently beside where Anne lay gasping for breath, until, after a moment’s silent contemplation, they turned and went away as the other Ants had done. Anna watched them go, then painfully began crawling again.

      Two Ants had been killed in the raid and several were wounded. As Anne lay by her mother’s body later, one of the wounded Ants, stumbling because he was weak from blood loss, stepped entirely by accident on Anne’s leg, putting his whole weight upon it and crushing the bones of her ankle. After that, the little girl knew nothing for a long time. When she awoke the sun was high and the Ants had finished their looting and their feasting, and, with uneasy glances about them, were gathering to go.

      “And that’s when your hand got broken,” Roar said. “Well, we need to do something about that hand. We want that to open all the way up, like it used to.”

      Anne wanted everything to be like it used to be. She was willing to address the problem of her hand first of all.

      When Roar had finished looking at Anne (exchanging grim looks with Snow as he examined her ankle), he set her on the floor again, and, returning her crutches to her, asked her to walk for him while he watched. While she crossed and re-crossed the room, Roar studied her gait from every angle, even to lying on the floor to see what he could discover from that perspective.

      Then he lifted her onto the table again.

      “Bad news first,” Roar said, holding Anne’s gaze with his own. “We can’t make the ankle as strong as it was before. All right? Everything—everything—about you can be made better, but some things can’t be fixed all the way. I have to agree with Snow on this one: It may be that you’ll always need crutches to help you to walk.”

      Anne’s eyes filled.

      “I only said you might need them,” Roar pointed out quickly. “I’m not giving up on the idea of getting you walking again without crutches someday. But you do need them for now.”

      Anne was not cheered by Roar’s reassurances. She wanted to walk and run like other children, as she once had.

      “I know,” Roar comforted her. “That’s very sad. I don’t like to talk about sad things, though. Let’s talk about happy things.”

      Anne looked down at the floor. “I don’t know any happy things,” she whispered forlornly.

      Roar smiled. “Well I do, so let me share them with you. We can fix your hand.” He took hers in his own, gently massaging it with his strong fingers. “We’ll make your hand just like new. And your head is fine. Snow told me already it’s a very good head and full of brains. So that doesn’t need any fixing at all.”

      Anne sighed. Tears stood on her lashes. Her leg….

      “As far as the leg goes—though you have to have crutches for now, we’ll get the carpenters to make you much, much better ones. We can do that right away, starting today. I have the plans for them here, see?” Roar pulled a paper from within his coat and, unfolding it carefully, showed it to Anne. “These are my own design, and they’re much, much better crutches than you have now. These are much lighter than the ones you have, and much more comfortable to use, and you’ll be able to go much faster on them. In fact, you’ll be the fastest thing in the forest on these. Really. You’ll shame the deer.”

      Roar teased her until he had coaxed a reluctant smile from Anne.

      “But before you can race the wind,” Roar continued, “we’ll have to do a lot of work. You need to do exercises, special exercises, to help all your other muscles get strong to make up for the ones in your ankle that can’t help you anymore. You’re going to have one whole leg and most of another leg to get around on now, instead of two whole legs; but we can deal with that, can’t we? Of course we can.”

      Her loss seemed to Anne much less, put Roar’s way. Rather than having a crippled leg on which she could not walk, she was the possessor of one and two-thirds good legs. This was an appealing kind of math. Anne wiped her tears on her sleeve and studied her withered left leg with new respect.

      Roar continued, “If we make your arms and your back and this part of your leg up here stronger, then you won’t miss that little part of a leg so much. Especially with this new kind of crutches. In fact, as soon as you have your new crutches to walk on, you’ll walk better and faster right away, even if you don’t do any exercises at all. But you want to do the exercises, too, don’t you?”

      Anne assured Roar she wanted to do whatever was necessary to be able to walk fast. Already she was imagining crutches like seven-league boots, and herself swinging away from Ants at a rate that left them astonished and helpless to catch her.

      Roar lifted Anne down from the table. “Come with me then and we’ll go talk to the carpenters. They’ll need to measure you carefully to get this just right.”

      Winking at Snow, Roar led Anne away.

      “While we walk,” he continued, “you can tell me about your friend Deer. He’s an old friend of mine, too. Did you know that? So— Is Deer perfectly well now, do you think? And by well, I mean is he really fit? Because from what I’ve heard so far, he isn’t.”

      Hobbling along after Roar, Anne shook her head, saying earnestly, “No. Deer’s very skinny, and he puts his hand like this sometimes on his side, like maybe it hurts him there.”

      “Yes, I think it does hurt him there,” Roar said. “And his back, too. He walks like his back hurts him too, doesn’t he? That’s what I’ve heard.”

      In answer, Anne mimicked, for a few steps, Deer’s stiff walk, and his expression of discomfort and annoyance, mixed.

      “Exactly, exactly,” Roar agreed, stifling a laugh. “What can we do about that, do you think? We can’t make him fat: He’ll have to do that for himself, by eating more.” As though absently, Roar reached down and circled Anne’s thin arm with his thumb and index finger, letting her observe without comment from him by how much the two digits overlapped. “What about some exercises, though? Some exercise would make him stronger, at least.”

      Anne nodded vigorously. “And if he does that, he’ll maybe get more hungry, too,” she offered.

      Roar answered this enthusiastically. “I hadn’t thought of that. That might just work!”

      Then, more soberly, he continued, “But wait—you know what? Now that I think of it, when Deer exercised with me before, back in Broadleaf, he got very impatient with how long it took him to get better. As soon as he could walk at all, almost, he said it was no use, and he didn’t want to do it anymore.”

      “You can tell him about how it’s a really long time to get well sometimes,” Anne suggested gravely. Snow had told her this many times in the preceding months.

      “Oh, I will, definitely,” Roar assured her. “There again, though, I think I did that before, and he didn’t listen very well. Hmmm.” Roar let Anne see how he pondered this quandary for a moment.

      “What about if we can get Deer to come exercise at the same time you do?” he asked then. “So he can see that you keep working even though getting fit is a long, difficult, slow process? That might help to motivate him. Would you be willing to do that?”

      Anne was very willing.

      “And you’ll really be helping two people,” Roar added. “While I’m working with Captain Deer, Snow can practice with you what she’s learning from me about exercise.”

      Anne wanted very much to help Snow, too.

      “And, ah, just so he doesn’t get all stubborn on us—because Deer can be very stubborn sometimes. I don’t know whether you’ve noticed that—we won’t tell him you and I had this little talk, all right? We’ll let him think getting strong again is all his own idea.”

      To this, Anne solemnly agreed.

      As soon as she had been measured, and the carpenters had promised to have the new crutches finished in five days (amending this, after a look at Anne’s eager face, to three), Roar took her back to the infirmary and went in search of Deer.

      Though it had been his own suggestion that Roar be invited to come to Evergreen, Deer didn’t appear particularly pleased to see his “old friend.”

      “So you’ve come, have you?” he greeted him stiffly, extending his hands with apparent reluctance. “All Broadleaf must be celebrating right now.”

      With a hearty laugh, Roar brushed Deer’s hands aside and seized him in a bearhug.

      “Good to see you!” he exclaimed, assessing with his fingers how thin Deer continued to be. “What there is of you,” he added, looking Deer pointedly up and down.

      Deer gestured as though to push Roar’s remark away. “Have you met Anne yet?” he asked.

      Roar took note of how Deer’s eyes softened when he spoke of Anne, and his own gleamed shrewdly.

      “I did,” he said. “And she seems a lovely little thing. We had a discussion concerning what I thought exercise could and couldn’t do for her, and came to a good agreement about it.”

      “Did you? I’m glad to hear it.”

      “Yes. Well, I thought it was a good agreement at the time, anyway.”

      It took Deer a moment to process this. Then he asked, worriedly, “‘At the time?’ What’s wrong?”

      “I mean I’m not certain I’ll be able to keep the agreement we made.”

      In a confiding tone, he continued, “See, Anne was reluctant at first to agree to do any exercises. You know how it is: She’s gotten her hopes up about her leg before, only to have them dashed. Now here I am, making more promises…”

      Roar was only guessing at Anne’s feelings, based on his experiences with others. He knew nothing about the misunderstanding between Snow and Anne concerning the abscess in her ankle. But to Deer, what Roar said had the ring of truth. Anne had been disappointed before.

      When a covert glance at Deer’s face convinced Roar he was on the right track, he slyly went on, “But then she decided she would exercise if somebody she loved exercised with her. That way, she’d have someone on the spot both to motivate her and to offer immediate comfort, I suppose, if things didn’t work out again. And I was going to ask you,” Roar continued relentlessly, “until I got a look at you.”

      Suspiciously, Deer asked, “What’s wrong with the way I look?”

      Roar gestured, wordlessly.

      Deer pulled himself straighter and made an effort to stand more strongly.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Who are you going to get, then? Snow? How about Snow? Anne’s very fond of Snow.”

      Roar shook his head. “Let’s be reasonable. Snow can’t exercise, watch how I work with Anne, motivate Anne, and maybe comfort Anne, too, all at the same time. That’s too much.”

      Deer mooted several other names, but Roar had reasons for rejecting each suggestion.

      “I guess I’ll have to take you on after all,” he concluded finally, with a counterfeit sigh. “You’re better than nothing, I guess.”

      “Thank you,” said Deer dryly. After a moment’s thought, he added, “I’ve just been had, haven’t I? You tricked me into agreeing to work with you.”

      “What? Oh, nonsense, nonsense,” Roar cried, giving Deer a friendly slap on the back that moved him forward several inches. “You haven’t been had. You’ve been given an opportunity to do a kind deed on behalf of a sick child. Anyway, a little exercise will do you good. Don’t worry: Since you’ll only be pretending to work out for Anne’s sake, I’ll go easy on you.”

      Deer replied bitterly, “Hah!” He didn’t believe for a moment that Roar even knew what “going easy” meant.

      Thereafter, when Roar’s weights and other apparatus were all properly installed in a new room added to the infirmary for the purpose, Anne went daily with Snow to pull with all her feeble strength at ropes attached to small weights, and to cheer on Deer, working with Roar at the other end of the room, in his efforts to raise much larger ones.

      And Deer (with an occasional glare in the smiling Roar’s direction), did the same for Anne.

      Snow and May had meanwhile reached their own conclusions about what Anne required to be happy.

      Love and care, horseback rides with Deer and Heron, and daily school, they agreed, had begun to have their intended effect of lifting Anne’s mood; and with Roar’s encouragement she was even beginning to allow herself to hope of a future of health and vigor. But these things, the two women agreed, didn’t go far enough. Anne, they felt, still didn’t demonstrate a proper child’s joy in life.

      She never played, for example. May reported to Snow that Anne was clever at making Rumor little figures from twigs and leaves and bits of salvaged thread, with which he enacted scenes of his own devising, compounding equal parts thrilling adventure with the mundane details of a happy little boy’s daily life. But though she took an amused interest in these dramas, Anne could never be induced to play with the stick figures herself.

      “I think when she’s with Rumor she believes it’s her job to keep watch for Ants at every moment,” May said thoughtfully. “Instead of losing herself in a game, she stands guard. Her eyes are everywhere.”

      Snow had noticed the same thing. “It’s unnatural for a child to try to take on that level of responsibility. We need something to draw Anne back toward childhood.” A Forester axiom held that no good ever came of hurrying young ones to maturity.

      Snow’s face lit with sudden inspiration. “You know what Anne needs? She needs a doll.”

      “Well, Rumor loves Bear, that’s certain.” May laughed. Bear was Rumor’s boy-doll, who accompanied him everywhere. Bear even went to school, where he spent the school day propped at his own makeshift desk, perusing a picture book with the shabby stuffed toy squirrel who was little Daisy’s favorite comforter.

      May added, “I don’t think Anne wants that type of doll, though. I don’t think she wants someone to go adventuring with her.” (Rumor saw to it that Bear practiced the Strenuous Life.) “Anne’s a little mother at heart. She’ll want something she can care for. I’m going to ask the sewing room to make her a baby doll.”

      So, not long after, Heron asked Anne one day (with a sidelong smile for his mother), “Would you like to visit the sewing room with me today?”

      As Anne nodded, Snow immediately spoke up brightly, “You know what? I’ll come too, if you don’t mind.”

      Anne was unsuspicious of the invitation, even when, as soon as they stepped out of the infirmary, they were joined by May and Rumor, and she saw Deer and Cade lingering nearby, unmistakably just hanging about. Everyone, it seemed, had an inexplicable urge to visit the sewing room that day.

      Heron, playing tour guide to the workrooms, was enjoying himself too much to want the surprise to be soon over. He exasperated the others by showing Anne everything in the place, down to the last thimble almost—only veering suddenly away from opening one tall cabinet at a suggestive cough from a certain elderly Forester, who had earlier hidden the doll in that very place. Anne was interested in what Heron pointed out, and didn’t understand the broad hints of her frustrated companions that he should get on immediately with the business at hand.

      Finally unable to ignore them any longer, Heron urged, “Come and sit here, why don’t you, Anne? This is where I usually sit.” He led her to a chair.

      Anne sat, and as she was laying her new crutches to one side (giving them, as she did so, an affectionate pat), May slipped the doll into her lap.

      For a moment, Anne did not react beyond a fixed stare at the doll’s sweet painted face. Swaddled in a skin bag like the one real Forester babies rode about in, the doll had been posed with its arms extended, as though mutely asking to be held. After a long moment, full of uneasy suspense for the givers of the gift, Anne slowly, and to all appearances involuntarily, put her arms about the doll in the manner instinctive to all mothers, and began tenderly to gather it to her.

      Then abruptly, she froze.

      Looking up anxiously, Anne blurted, “It’s for me? This?” Her voice shook.

      She was looking at Heron, but May was the one who answered her, crying, “Of course it’s for you, darling! You’d like to have a doll, wouldn’t you?”

      Before she’d heard more than “of course,” Anne’s face relaxed into a sudden smile, and she completed the gesture of cradling the doll to her, kissing its forehead gently in the Forester manner—all the answer to May’s question she could possibly have required. Anne said, with a delighted chuckle (the first laugh anyone had heard from her), “Well, I think she is a very beautiful girl!” “Beautiful” was a word she had only recently learned and could not say clearly, but her stumbling pronunciation only made the effect more touching, somehow.

      “What about a name?” Deer asked. “Does your little one have a name?”

      Putting the doll to her shoulder and patting its back in a manner that suggested long experience with real babies, Anne nodded. “She’s Doll,” she announced.

      “Doll?” Rumor echoed. “You can’t call her that. I think you should call her, maybe, Rumor. What about Rumor, Anne? Rumor’s a good name.”

      “No; she’s Doll,” Anne said stubbornly—the first time anyone had seen her resist any suggestion from Rumor, whom she was used to indulging in everything. (Triumphant smiles were exchanged on all sides.)

      Guessing suddenly that there had been an earlier “Doll”—whatever word “Doll” might be in the Island tongue—Snow quickly interceded.

      “Doll’s a lovely name, Anne,” she said. “‘Rumor’ is too tough and manly a name for a sweet baby girl.”

      Put that way, Rumor saw her point at once.
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      A few weeks after Anne had begun the regimen that Roar had convinced her would soon make her stronger than any Ant ever born, Deer came to the exercise room one day and found Roar sitting on the floor assisting the little girl to stand with a crutch under one arm while he supported her other leg with his hands around her knee.

      Deer had ceased resisting Roar, partly in gratitude for the clear improvement he could see in Anne, and partly (though he would never have admitted it) for the improvement he felt in himself. The year that Posthumous had ordered him to remain in the world had now passed, but as long as Anne had no permanent, loving home to go to, Deer felt his duty as her foster father was not quite done. And since this meant he had to live awhile yet, he decided he might as well make himself as strong (and therefore as useful) as he could.

      When she saw Deer, Anne said excitedly, “Roar thinks maybe he can make me something to put on my leg so I can use it a little bit. Then maybe I can walk with only one stick!”

      “I’m not making any promises, remember,” Roar reminded her. “But we’ll see what we can do, eh?”

      Deer pulled a bench over and sat down. “What, exactly, did you have in mind?”

      “Some sort of brace,” Roar explained. “I was envisioning something more or less leg-shaped, with an iron frame to do the work of Anne’s ankle in supporting her, and leather straps to hold it on. What do you think? Could we make something like that work?”

      Deer was immediately intrigued. He loved a good puzzle. With Roar he spent an hour or so experimenting with supporting Anne’s bad leg in various ways to gauge how much weight each part of it could bear, and discussing what sort of device could be constructed that would effectively transfer to her stronger upper leg the load ordinarily borne in walking by the lower leg and foot.

      “No matter how we do this,” Roar said finally, “it’s going to require a fair amount of iron. And iron’s heavy. Leather, too. We could use cloth in place of leather for the straps to save weight, I guess; but cloth isn’t as strong as leather, and if even one strap breaks, the brace won’t support Anne.”

      “And then I will fall down?” Anne asked anxiously.

      “You might.”

      “That would certainly be awkward if it happened while she was out in the woods somewhere,” Deer reflected.

      “Exactly. I’d rather use leather wherever we can.” Roar frowned. “I wonder whether having to swing this much weight with every step will be any more convenient than using two crutches.”

      Anne’s face fell. The two Foresters exchanged glances.

      “Is there some way to lighten this that we haven’t thought of yet?” Roar asked, one eye on Anne.

      “Can we use something other than iron for the pieces that have to be rigid? Something like. . .White Metal?”

      Roar glanced up. “Do you think Master Posthumous would permit it?”

      “What’s White Metal?” Anne begged. “Is it nice?”

      Deer smiled. “Very nice. So nice we’d have to get permission from the master to use any.”

      As Anne was aware, until a thousand years before the birth of her own generation, human creatures had for a long time entirely dominated the globe.

      On every side lay the evidence that the world of that time been a very different place from the present one. Then, it seemed, the four-footed animals had been many fewer, though more various in kind; Foresters had not yet separated themselves and their fates from those of Men; and the Ants had not existed at all. In those days the earth had been unimaginably populous, its inhabitants filling vast cities employing complex technologies. Over the Islands, on the mainland, and even in the Forests, were scattered the weathered and broken artifacts of those times, and one had only to travel a battered but still usable road to any Man town (and every Man town was built on such a road), and look around it at the finely-made steel and glass elements that had been scavenged from ancient structures and incorporated into every building there to know how magnificent the works of the Ancestors had been. Even in a Forest, it was necessary only to scrape away, in some places, the topmost layer of the soil to find the remnants of the Ancestors’ smaller treasures, crushed and corroded, but still capable of evoking wonder.

      Now men’s numbers were few compared to other animals; their habitations scattered and necessarily modest in form, since men had no technology anymore beyond the simplest machines. If any of the Ancestors had somehow awakened from his last sleep and walked the earth again, his first impression might well have been that he had gone far back, rather than forward in time, to when civilization was an entirely new concept.

      Or at least, he might have thought so until he began to notice the shards and remnants of his own time in use everywhere.

      This apparent retrogression was, in fact, something for which man himself bore the responsibility. Among the Ancestor’s many beautiful creations had been two dark and ugly ones: The Ancestors had made (and Men continued to desire) fearful weapons; and to do the kinds of work they did not care to do themselves, they had made the Ants.

      Since to make war with fearful weaponry was a terrible job that few wanted to do, the Ancestors had inevitably conceived the idea of bringing their two worst inventions together.

      Armed Ants had ended man’s dominion over the earth. Ants had turned men’s technology against them, and their identical Ant brains and bodies, and their coordinated style of combat had given them many advantages in war. Before the last technologically sophisticated weapon had broken in the Ants’ savage hands, Ants had, in fact, nearly ended man’s existence on the earth altogether. Only when all combatants were reduced to using nothing more than stones, sharpened sticks, and strategy to fight, did men, with their greater intellect, begin to regain the upper hand.

      Though the Foresters’ scholars struggled to preserve the Ancestors’ knowledge, the Foresters as a people refused on principle to make much practical use of it. Reasoning that mankind had once taken the path paved with technology and it had led them to create the Ants, they chose to live simply. Foresters did, however, sometimes salvage the fruits of earlier technologies. They mined their earth for smelted metals, plastic, and glass, and remolded what they recovered into useful—peaceful—objects.

      Deer explained to Anne, “Remember how some Foresters of Beechlands discovered the hot springs here, and decided to found a forest around them? And then when the evergreens they planted had grown, some Foresters came here to live permanently, and that was the start of Evergreen Forest?”

      Anne nodded. She had learned the story from Heron, in school.

      “Many years after those first Foresters came,” Deer went on, “when the forest had gotten bigger and a lot of Foresters lived here, they decided to dig deep rooms under the ground, where they could go and be safe if the Ants came.”

      “I know about those rooms,” Anne told him quickly. “Cade showed me. They’re very big.”

      Deer nodded. “I’m glad you’ve seen where you’d go to be safe if Ants ever came into Evergreen. Not that they will, of course.”

      “Never,” Roar affirmed gravely.

      Deer continued, “Well, when the diggers excavated those rooms, after they had dug beneath the first ten feet or so of soil, they found the Ancestors had used this site long, long ago to bury huge stores of all sorts of good things.”

      “In the ground?” To bury good things in the ground seemed a strange proceeding to Anne.

      “Yes. Well, good things and rubbish, too, all mixed together. We can’t imagine why, really.”

      This was a point of wonder to all the Foresters; although the Men, who both produced and wasted a great deal more of everything than did Foresters, were just beginning to figure out what the real purpose of these underground “stores” might have been.

      “One of the good things we find there under the ground,” Deer added, “is this White Metal we were talking about. It’s metal; but it’s very light in weight; it doesn’t rust or tarnish; and it can be melted and cast in a mold. There’s never as much White Metal in the mines as we could use, though, so the master has to decide who gets any. What I was thinking was that if we could get a little to make a brace for your leg, the brace could be much lighter than if we have to use iron.”

      Anne thought about this. “If I can have some of that metal,” she said sincerely, “I’ll try to be always very good to deserve it.”

      As Roar and Deer left the exercise room later, still discussing the potential brace for Anne’s leg, they were accosted by Leaf, who asked politely, “May I have a moment, Roar?”

      Since Roar seemed to be requiring a surprisingly long time to formulate a coherent answer to this question, Deer took the opportunity to comment, “I thought you sang particularly beautifully last night, Leaf.”

      Leaf looked pleased. “Did you? I thought so, too. If you’re thinking of coming to the Hall later, by the way, I feel as though I shall be in good voice again tonight.”

      At once, Roar spoke up eagerly, “I’ll certainly be at the Hall.”

      A remark which, when he heard it, made Deer smile wryly to himself.

      “Of course, I can’t compare with the voices you’ve heard in Broadleaf,” Leaf said modestly, attempting a blush.

      “Oh, no, yours is as good as any of them,” Roar assured her quickly.

      Leaf then said she had come to Roar to find out whether he knew any exercise she could do to improve the projection of her voice.

      “There’s always room for improvement, of course,” she said.

      Roar disclaimed the truth of this in Leaf’s case; exactly, Deer suspected, as Leaf had hoped he would.

      At that moment, Deer noticed the master standing some distance away, gesturing for him to come.

      “Is there some time you could sing for me and allow me to observe you very closely?” Roar was asking Leaf meanwhile. “I’m sorry to be so ignorant, but I’ve really never considered what muscles are most used in singing. Is it your impression that projection depends more upon the muscles of the belly, or those of the back?”

      Deer interrupted this to say, “Excuse me, please, won’t you? I think Master Posthumous is waiting to talk to me.”

      Roar and Leaf were too engrossed in their own conversation even to hear him. As Deer started away, Leaf was saying sweetly to Roar, “As it happens, I’m free right now. By any chance, are you?”

      Deer wasn’t in the least surprised when, as soon as they had greeted one another, the master began to walk. He had long been used to Posthumous’s peripatetic style of conversation. A master of a forest, even one as small as Evergreen, always had someplace to go; and Posthumous made the most of his time by conducting business with one party while on his way to visit another.

      After remarking on Deer’s improved looks and new energy, the master startled him by announcing without other preamble, “The Ants are back.”

      “Back?” Deer gasped. “You mean, outside Evergreen? Not the same Ants, surely.”

      “Yes. The same ones. They’ve made a camp again, and I’m told they brought firewood with them this time, so apparently they intend to stay for a little while.”

      Deer said nothing. His mind was racing.

      Posthumous gave him a sidelong glance. “Strange, isn’t it?” he asked calmly. “I don’t know what to think. There can’t be any question now that these Ants have an interest in Evergreen particularly, rather than simply happening upon our forest in the course of their usual scouting.”

      “But why Evergreen?” Deer asked. “Why not a settlement of Men, where they could get meat and plunder?”

      “We must assume these Ants want something other than meat and plunder,” the master replied.

      “But what?”

      “If we observe them carefully, we may find out. They’ve made no move toward our forest, at least. We can all be grateful for that. Ah, here we are,” he added, halting.

      Deer looked up. They were standing before the metalworkers’ shop.

      “I have something for you,” the master said, beckoning Deer in.

      The chief metal worker, Deer saw, was just putting a fine sword into a sheath. Nodding pleasantly to Deer, he silently handed sword, sheath and belt to Posthumous, who took them, and turning, smilingly presented them to the surprised Deer.

      “Snow’s approved you for a return to all the usual duties of a picket captain,” he said.

      Momentarily unable to speak, Deer ran an appreciative hand over the leather of the belt, and pulled the sword just far enough from its covering to admire the fineness of the blade, since it would have been disrespectful to have fully drawn a weapon in the master’s presence.

      Said Posthumous, “It’s very like the one your father carried, don’t you think?”

      Deer replied, his voice thick, “Very like. Father’s was lost with Tree, I believe.”

      “You’re not to take this as permission to overexert yourself,” Posthumous said. “There’s no Forest Law that says a picket captain is obliged to do all the worst duties, in the worst weathers.”

      Deer looked up, grinning. “I’ll try to keep it in mind,” he said. “Thank you very much, sir.”

      The metalworkers all came forward to congratulate Deer then, and to proudly bring his attention to an improvement they had made in the design of the sword-belt.

      One of them remarked, “Better not let the little Man’s daughter see you wearing it. Snow tells me she has a great fear of weapons of all sorts.”

      “That’s not to be wondered at, of course,” commented another; and Deer, suddenly reminded of his earlier conversation with Roar, turned quickly to speak to the master.

      Posthumous had already slipped away.

      Excusing himself to the metalworkers, Deer went after him, catching up to Posthumous on the path that led to the Eastern Quarter of Evergreen.

      Hearing Deer’s step behind him, the master politely turned and waited for him to catch up.

      “Sir, if I may—” Deer began, trying to disguise the fact that even so little exertion still left him breathless, “Roar and I think we may be able to make a brace for Anne’s leg that would allow her to walk with only one crutch.”

      “A good idea,” Posthumous approved.

      “Thank you. The problem is we feel that any brace suitable to the purpose may be too heavy for her to use, if we have to employ much iron in the construction. We were wondering whether—”

      “Whether you might use White Metal instead?” the master finished for him. “Of course. How much do you think you’ll need?”

      Deer hesitantly offered an estimate. “Or a little more, maybe,” he admitted. “We haven’t finalized the design. We’re unlikely to need less, anyway.”

      Posthumous nodded. “I’ll tell the metalworkers to set aside for you what you want.”

      Deer was so happy to have the master be so obliging, and in such a hurry to give Roar the good news, that he didn’t think to wonder until much later whether the return of his sword had anything to do with the fact that the Ants had come back to Evergreen.
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      At the next council meeting, Snow reluctantly brought up the matter of Anne’s leaving the forest and returning to Men’s lands. Snow, as Deer was uneasily aware, was becoming more and more attached to Anne, and more and more unwilling to let her go.

      “Winter will soon be here,” she said, feigning more worry about the weather, Deer suspected, than she actually felt, “and Anne’s health is still somewhat uncertain. Also, she’s never spoken to anyone about what happened to her at her village, which I believe, for her own sake, she must do. Could we at least keep her through the winter, do you think? By spring she’ll be stronger, and maybe by then she’ll have felt safe enough to talk to someone about her mother. She’s really no bother to anyone, after all.”

      To everyone’s surprise, Leaf answered this. “Oh,” she remarked airily, tossing her head, “we might as well give that Broadleaf fellow—what’s his name, again? Ah, yes: Roar—we might as well give Roar a fair chance to show what he can do for her. Personally, he strikes me as a great blowhard, and if he is, a winter should be long enough to prove it.”

      “You’re working with him yourself, aren’t you?” Silver, the garden master asked, with a slightly wicked smile.

      Leaf admitted she was. “I thought I might as well make what use I could of him—if he is of any use, which I doubt.”

      The master said, “Unless anyone has any objection to state, then, I suggest we revisit the question of resettling Anne among her own people in the spring.”

      There were no objections. Snow, Deer saw, was overjoyed; and he himself, he realized, wasn’t at all sorry.

      It was, of course, an honor to be elected a general of Foresters, and no one ever refused the office; but it was an honor that meant Deer could not be with his brothers much—a privation that struck him keenly when Tree was lost, and only he and Modest were left. Stronger warriors, usually the younger ones, often paired with less vigorous but more experienced fighters, but the three sons of Fosse had followed their own inclination (as they usually did), and supported each other.

      Now with Tree gone and Deer so often away, Modest paired with a Forester called Running, and the two weathered many battles together. Running had a son near Modest’s age who had been left behind in the forest, but he was still hale enough himself to fight half the day and then carry his injured companions from the field at the end of a battle. Seeing that his brother was in good hands, Deer tried hard not to let concern for Modest distract him from his own work of continually riding to oversee the Forester line, and gathering intelligence from all possible sources to analyze for clues as to the Ants’ possible next moves. After Three Rivers he didn’t meet anymore with the generals among the Men, but he sent representatives to exchange information with them, and gave his advice where it was wanted.

      Early in the fourth year of the war, Deer wrote to the Men that the Ants seemed inclined at a place called Red Hill to make one last effort to break through the line of armies that was pushing them steadily into more confined, less desirable lands. His judgment was not in error, and among the troops that moved into the area around Red Hill to prevent the Ant army from getting past were Running and Modest. Racing to the spot with further reinforcements, Deer found the troops there already engaged with the Ants, and Running lying dead on the field.

      It wasn’t usual for a general to join the line, naturally, but seeing that his brother must have moved forward when Running fell without a partner at his shield arm, Deer sent away his horse and threw himself into the battle, fighting with unaccustomed ferocity until he reached the place where Modest, too, had been struck down. There he fought until the Ants had been turned and were fleeing, not knowing whether he was defending a living brother or only the lifeless remains of a soldier, late of Evergreen.

      Throughout the long night, Deer sat beside the pallet on which Modest lay dying, holding his brother’s hand and hating his own life and strength for continuing undiminished while his brother’s slipped away. After a time the hand Deer held grew cold, and Foresters he didn’t recognize came and led him away and put him into a bed, where he stared into the dark until the twittering of birds told him the first morning of his life alone was dawning.

      The office of general was never refused, but it might be relinquished; and when Deer found that along with his brother he had lost all desire to eat or sleep or even to breathe, he asked to be allowed to resign his post and return to the ranks. The request was refused both by the soldiers of Evergreen, and, when he was appealed to by letter, by Master Posthumous.

      By the end of the year, the Ants were beaten and in full retreat, running gladly back to the Antlands, rocky wastes that looked to them like sanctuary, now. The Allied Armies pursued, but wearily. They had neither heart nor soldiers enough to finish the Ants as they would have liked. It was not to be expected that, though they might allow themselves to be pushed into territories where survival would be a struggle, the Ants would not fight with unmitigated savagery if they believed they were faced with imminent extinction, and many soldiers would have been required to kill them all. Since he cared nothing anymore for his own safety, Deer had been wounded twice in the preceding months, and rode painfully; but when given leave—and even urged—by the army infirmarians to return to Evergreen, he now insisted that since he had seen the first battle of the war, he would not go without seeing the last one, too.

      An unexpected skirmish with a small body of panicked Ants who had stupidly wandered from the main army and found themselves cornered proved the validity of Deer’s assumption that, though weakened as a species, Ants were still a force with which to reckon. Three Foresters among his companions were killed outright.

      The initial account sent to Evergreen reported four deaths: Deer was so badly wounded in the fight it was taken for granted that he, too, would soon succumb.

      “Uncle!”

      Deer started awake. Sweat-soaked and gasping, he opened his eyes and found himself looking straight into Heron’s. His nephew was leaning over his bed, his face scarcely six inches from Deer’s, for Deer had, in his sleep, seized the young man roughly by his shirtfront and drawn him close. Despite this, the expression on Heron’s face was one of loving concern, unmixed with fear.

      Deer released him at once, of course. Struggling to sit upright, he panted, “Sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean to do that. I was dreaming.” His hands—his whole body—shook with terror, and rage.

      “I know,” Heron said. “It’s all right.”

      Deer forced a short laugh. “You’d better keep your distance next time. Have a good long stick on hand to poke me with, why don’t you?”

      Heron laughed softly.

      The two were silent for a moment, and then, when his breathing had slowed, Deer asked, “Did I shout? I hope I didn’t wake your mother, too.”

      They listened. Heron said, “You yelled a little, but I don’t hear her, so I guess she’s still sleeping. You want me to get you a drink of water or something?”

      Deer struggled to his feet, refusing the hand Heron offered to assist him. “Don’t trouble yourself. I go on duty in a few hours anyway. I might as well get up.”

      “Do you want to talk about your dream?”

      “No, no,” Deer said quickly. “It was just some nonsense. You know how dreams are. In fact, I’ve already forgotten it.”

      “You were calling for my father,” Heron told him.

      Deer looked away.

      “You can talk to me about him if you want,” Heron offered. “I wouldn’t mind, and it might make you feel better.”

      Deer forced a smile. “I will sometime.” Reaching for his clothes, he added, “I just have time for a bath, I think, before I go out.” He hurried away before Heron could say more.
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      To everyone’s surprise—Heron’s most of all—the school intended only to provide a distraction from grief for Anne proved enticing enough generally to have spontaneously attracted another student. A boy named Swan, a year older than River, visited and, intrigued by what he saw there, asked to join. The librarian reported happily to Deer that there had begun to be inquiries from other prospective students as well.

      The librarian, in fact, initially entirely against the very notion of a school, was now its greatest promoter. Deer thought anyone hearing him talk about it might be excused for imagining the idea to establish a school had been entirely the librarian’s own from the first. The old man spoke of it everywhere as a wholesome adaptation to the labor shortage in every forest workshop that the losses in the Ant War had occasioned.

      “It’s not right that our young people should be left too much on their own while their parents are working,” he told everyone. “In our school, the children are properly overseen. Oversight is the key to it all.”

      So enthusiastic was the old man, in fact, Deer felt obliged to remind him, gently, that the Evergreen school was an institution not likely to continue long. “It was only begun for Anne’s sake,” he pointed out, “and when Anne leaves us, I suppose the school will be discontinued, too.”

      “No school?” the librarian quavered, in his cracked, old voice.

      “Well, it’s not really our way, after all.”

      “But—if a school is properly overseen… I’m the school’s overseer, you know.”

      “You do a fine job,” Deer assured him.

      The librarian swallowed hard. After thinking for a moment, he said determinedly, “I don’t know why the little Man’s-daughter should go anyway. She’s no trouble to anyone.”

      Though regretful himself, Deer reminded the old man, “She’s not a Forester. To keep her here would violate Forest Principles.”

      “Oh, of course, of course… And we value our Forest Principles, don’t we? Yes, above everything else. But she’s really a very nice little thing,” the librarian persisted. “I’m the school’s overseer, you know. I don’t see why the little girl has got to go!”

      But though Anne loved her school even more than the librarian did, whenever Roar came to the classroom and beckoned her to come for a fitting of her new brace, she was always willing to forego an hour or so of Heron’s instruction to accompany Roar to the metal shop.

      The projected leg brace turned out to be a more difficult project than either Deer or Roar had anticipated, requiring many changes to the initial pattern and the efforts of many workshops to produce. After the first model proved, when constructed, unusable, Deer spent hours in the library searching the Ancient Texts for more promising designs.

      Watching Deer hurry by on his way to the exercise room with a volume tucked under each arm, the librarian exclaimed to Snow one day, “What’s gotten into our old general, do you think? I haven’t seen him so absorbed in a project since he was a boy! He and his brothers were always running in and out of the library in those days, researching some silly scheme or other. I remember they set out to make a flying machine once, and young Tree strapped a great wooden contraption to his back, jumped off the top of the Hall, and broke his wrist when he landed. Tree was always breaking some bone or other.”

      Snow, marveling too, answered, “Well, this project isn’t silly; it’s wonderful. And it’s wonderful to see Deer so engaged in it. He’s come alive again.”

      Eventually Deer found a picture of a leg brace from the Ancestor’s time that seemed promising, and on this picture Roar’s second attempt was based.

      This one, too, was not quite suitable to Anne’s need; but after many modifications, and many trips to the saddlers’ for leather straps, and to the sewing room to have padding applied, and a hundred mathematical computations on Deer’s part to calculate exactly what load every part of the brace would have to bear so it could be constructed without a single superfluous ounce of White Metal and yet reliably support Anne’s weight, Roar came to the school one day to announce proudly to the class as a whole that at last the brace was absolutely finished.

      The other children all clamored to be allowed to see the brace, too—except River, of course, though River couldn’t quite hide the interest that shone in his eyes.

      Heron said obligingly, “Sure. We’ve had enough school today, I guess.”

      The metal shop was overflowing by the time Anne got there, since all of the many people who had taken a hand in producing the brace wanted to see her wear it. The children wriggled between the taller adults to get good places close to the chair on which Anne was seated, and River appeared as excited as any of them. When the brace was on her leg, and Anne stood for the first time on it, the onlookers’ collective “ooooh,” and “ahhhh” could be heard at some distance.

      “Now, you’ll still need both those crutches for a while yet, Anne,” Roar told her. He was smiling, as he always was, but beads of sweat on his forehead suggested Roar was more anxious than he wanted Anne to know. “Move back, everybody. Snow and I are going to stand right here, Anne. You see if you can walk over to us, putting that left foot right down on the ground.”

      After faltering on her first step (twenty hands reached out to steady her), Anne walked, slowly at first and then with increasing confidence, straight into Snow’s waiting arms.

      Cheers and applause erupted, and for half an hour Anne practiced walking back and forth, with stops at intervals for Roar and the saddler and the metal master and the head of the sewing room to make little adjustments to their parts of the work that they thought would add to her comfort or safety. Anne smiled continuously and could hardly find the words to express, again and again, her delight and her gratitude to everyone present.

      As the crowd dispersed at last, Roar told Anne, “Your poor old friend Deer’s on duty today. What do you say you and I walk out to his post and show off what you can do? Who knows? We might see rabbits on the way, and you could run races with them.”

      Anne liked the idea of going to visit Deer very much. “Well, I bet I can go pretty fast,” she confidently asserted. “Maybe if it’s just a very small rabbit I can win!”

      Knowing Roar and Anne would be coming, Deer had taken a picket post relatively close in that day, but Anne was exhausted by the time she had reached it nevertheless, and Deer led her to a fallen log to rest. Behind the log, concealed in his coat, lay his sword and belt, hidden in anticipation of the visit. Anne, as the metalworkers had observed, was afraid of all weapons.

      Deer said, buttoning Anne’s jacket around her, “I smell snow coming.”

      Though Anne’s smile was a weary one, she replied happily, “I can walk far, can’t I? Pretty soon, I can maybe even run.”

      Beyond this hopeful remark, she was too tired to talk much; but at first she took a keen interest in Deer and Roar’s conversation, as Roar told over the events of the morning, and the two men complimented each other on the success of their joint work.

      Then as Deer was sitting on the ground in front of her, minutely examining the hinge at the brace’s knee section and earnestly telling Roar he thought its design could be improved, Anne shivered. Glancing up, Deer asked, “Cold, Anne?”

      Anne’s face was turned aside, and her eyes tightly closed. She shook her head.

      Deer was about to return to the subject of the hinge when the little girl suddenly gave a shudder of revulsion. She turned away from him more sharply, drawing her legs toward her body.

      Surprised, both Deer and Roar looked around. The forest was still, beyond the cawing of crows, and at a distance, in a clearing, deer browsed. Even the youngest forest child knew that where deer could be seen peacefully feeding, there was unlikely to be any danger about.

      Roar asked, “What’s the matter, Anne? Did you hear something?”

      Clearly agitated, Anne gestured vaguely, her eyes still closed. “Those— big birds,” she faltered.

      “Crows? Crows won’t hurt you,” Roar reassured her. “See? They’re nothing.”

      But Anne steadfastly refused to look where Roar pointed, and in fact turned away further, so her back was turned to the crows.

      Deer rose quickly and sat down on the log beside Anne.

      Touching her shoulder, he asked mildly, “What’s the problem with the crows, Anne? They’re just birds.”

      “No,” Anne said. One swooped near just then. Hearing the beating of its wings, she gave a frightened cry.

      At this, Roar jumped up, shouting and waving his arms until the startled crows rose together and flew away, calling noisily to each other as they went. Anne covered both ears with her hands to block the sound. The browsing deer, startled too, bounded off.

      Leaning close, so Anne was sure to hear him, Deer asked her, “Have you ever seen crows before?”

      “Yes!” Anne screwed her eyes still more tightly shut.

      “But you don’t like them.”

      “No!”

      “Why not?”

      Anne didn’t answer. While Roar looked on, puzzled, Deer pressed, in a gentle voice, “Why don’t you like crows, Anne?”

      Anne opened her eyes at last, and glanced about her fearfully. “Crows eat people,” she whispered.

      Startled, Roar blurted, “Of course they don’t!”

      But Anne fixed him with a look, crying fiercely, “I have seen it!”

      For a moment, nobody said anything.

      Deer knew what Anne was talking about. He had many times seen carrion birds, crows and vultures mostly, tearing at the bodies of the fallen after a battle. Not only birds, but other animals as well were greedy for human meat. Wolves preferred live food; Deer had watched packs of them take down wounded Ants straggling in the rear of a retreating Ant column, and been an unwilling witness to their death-struggles.

      So long as the wolves and the crows and the other carrion eaters left the Foresters alone, Deer never cared how many Ants they killed or Men they scavenged; but his brother Modest, he remembered, drove off birds and shot at sight wolves he saw feasting in this way. Where time permitted, he skinned the wolves, whose fine pelts he could trade away for small luxuries. His brother had always liked it especially if by such trade he could get himself a book to read.

      For an instant, Deer was back with the forest army again, the sights and the smells and the fear inside as sharp and real as ever; he trembled and grew cold.

      Then, with great effort, he stopped the flow of memories. He would think of these things again at another time, he told himself firmly. Anne’s face suggested she was near to panic, and Roar had been stunned to silence by the expression in the little girl’s eyes. No one else was near to help her but him.

      Taking a deep breath, he put his arm around Anne and drew her close.

      “Come and tell me about that,” he said softly. “Tell me about the crows. Was that at your village?”

      For a moment Anne had trouble focusing on what Deer said, but he repeated the question, and finally she nodded.

      “When the Ants came?”

      Another nod.

      Deer glanced up at Roar, and with a short gesture made out of Anne’s line of sight, indicated the coat-wrapped sword behind him. Though his post was a relatively unimportant one, far from Evergreen’s border, it would have been a dereliction of his duty to have left it long unmanned. As he asked Anne, “Did the Ants come at night?” Roar, comprehending, slipped quietly to where the weapon lay, and, after draping the coat in which it had been wrapped around Anne’s thin shoulders, buckled the sword belt at his own waist, to stand Deer’s watch for him.

      Words, mixed Forester and Island, tumbled out of Anne, as, clenching and unclenching her fingers, she told the whole story of how the Ants had come before dawn, and her mother had hidden her in a hole in the floor and gone herself to fight them.

      At the point where Anne, white-lipped, was describing to Deer how she had sat by her dead mother’s side amid the bloodied bodies of her neighbors and schoolmates, watching first as the Ants desecrated the dead in their hunt for booty, and then—when the Ants had left—as the crows grew bold in the deathly silence and came down to feast on their remains, it began to snow. His eyes fixed on Anne’s face, Deer never noticed when Roar came up quietly behind him, and, taking off his own coat, covered him with it.

      Anne talked on and on, sometimes aloud, and sometimes in a frightened whisper.

      Deer asked, “Why did you leave your hiding place? Did you think the Ants had gone?”

      Anne shook her head. “A big Ant found me,” she explained, peering anxiously into the forest around her.

      Deer wondered whether, with her tear-blind eyes, Anne saw trees, or whether she saw scavenging Ants instead, moving silently in their lumbering way in and out among the huts of a small frontier village.

      “He found you under the mattress? The bed?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did he do when he found you?”

      “He looked at me, and then he picked me up from there.”

      “He picked you up out of the hole? Did he hurt you at all? Did he strike you?”

      “No. He just looked at me and said, ‘who?’ That’s all he said: ‘Who?’ And I was afraid.”

      Involuntarily, Deer recoiled slightly. “He spoke to you? Did any of the other Ants speak to you?”

      Anne nodded vigorously. “Yes. Not then. But some did later.”

      Deer was too taken aback by these remarks to immediately answer them.

      Anne’s assertion to the contrary, no one had ever heard an Ant speak. In battle (Deer had reason to know), they howled and grunted like wild beasts, wordlessly; and when wounded, they sometimes screamed with voices like a Man’s—or a Forester’s. But they did not ever, that anyone had observed, speak.

      Deer probed carefully, “What did the other Ants say? Later, when they spoke to you.”

      “Sometimes they were saying ‘who’ also to me,” Anne told him, her gaze moving restlessly from point to point. “When they looked at me. But a lot of time, they were just talking to each other.”

      “What did they say to each other?”

      Anne replied, glancing fearfully over her shoulder, “Like, ‘Go there,’ ‘come with me.’ Those things. And sometimes ‘no.’ I think it was a lot of times they said, ‘no,’ when they looked at me.”

      Anne was afraid the Ants intended to take her with them. As they gathered to go, they milled about her, plucking at her shift and trying to draw her along. “Come. Come,” they said. Twice one tried to pull her to her feet, but each time she screamed from the pain of her shattered ankle and fell to the ground in a faint. This apparently distressed the Ants. She woke both times to find Ants stroking her body as though to calm her and making strangely soothing sounds deep in their throats. But Anne saw them do the same to one of their wounded comrades nearby—and then slit his throat. She waited for the same to be done to her and did not care.

      But eventually the Ants left, and left her alive. When they had gone, the little girl managed with great difficulty to raise herself into a sitting posture and to pull her mother’s hand from where it lay beneath her body. The hand was cold and stiff as wax, but Anne chafed it gently with her own unbroken on, as though by doing so she could somehow warm her mother back to life.

      Deer asked, “What language did the Ants speak?”

      The little girl pulled away and looked up at him, blinking in surprise.

      “I think it was—” She stopped. “I don’t know,” she said, as though she had never considered this before. “I guess it was mine.”

      “The Island tongue?”

      “I don’t know,” Anne repeated. “Yes, maybe Island; because I could understand them. They wanted me to go with them. But I wouldn’t.”

      She turned then, and buried her face in Deer’s chest. Her sudden tears soaked his shirtfront, but at the same time, her body relaxed against his, and she cried a cry that seemed to him normal to a child who has been hurt. Relieved, he hugged her close.

      “You’re safe now, Anne,” he comforted her. “No Ant can come where you are ever again.”

      Anne murmured something indistinctly, and let out her breath in a deep, ragged sigh.

      Gradually, Deer was able to get Anne to talk of happier times in her early life. Her mama was very beautiful, she told Deer solemnly, with brown eyes like a Forester, only lighter, and with golden flecks in them. The two of them liked to sit outside together and watch the sun go down and sing a special song as the sun’s last embers died each day.

      “And she could make medicine, like Snow, and nice soup,” she said. “Even when nobody had any food, my mama always could make nice soup for me. And everybody loved her, because she was very kind.”

      Deer embraced her softly with one arm. “I know she was,” he soothed. “Your mama was very good. I know she was because she raised such a kind, good daughter.”

      A little later Anne admitted, hiding her face shyly, “I thought Cade was my Papa.”

      Cade, Deer remembered, had been the first of the Foresters to reach Anne at the village, leaping from his saddle at first sight of her, and, when he reached her side, making a point of respectfully covering her mother’s still body with his coat before turning to the child herself. Deer saw now how much the gesture had meant to Anne. “Does Cade look like your Papa?” he asked, smiling.

      Anne shook her head. “I just thought he was him. I just thought he was my Papa who had come home.”

      She referred to the Ants only once more, this time to state with relative dispassion, “I hate Ants, and when I get big, I’m going to kill a really lot of them.”

      By the time Anne said this, snow had been falling lightly but steadily for an hour, and another picket had long since come to relieve Deer at his post and found Roar in his place.

      “Let’s go home,” Deer suggested. Anne, sad but calm, agreed to it at once.

      As Deer stood up, Roar, who despite the cold was still waiting nearby, came up and took Anne into his arms. Anne usually objected to being carried; maintaining, sometimes vociferously, that she was not a baby. This time she seemed grateful. She put her head down on Roar’s shoulder and the three walked in silence toward the clearing in which the infirmary stood.

      Someone—one of the pickets, Deer supposed—must have alerted Snow they were coming. While they were still some distance off, he saw her waiting on the path for them, wrapped for the first time that year in a winter coat and holding Doll. As they approached, Snow craned her neck anxiously for a glimpse of Anne’s face; while at the sight of Snow, Anne raised her head and reached out with a happy cry—first for Doll, and then for Snow herself. Roar, still silent and looking shaken, kissed Anne gravely and put her into the infirmarian’s arms.

      As Snow started away, Deer and Roar hung back.

      When his sister in law was out of earshot, Deer said, “You heard what Anne told me, of course.”

      “Some of it,” Roar said grimly. “Damn all Ants, Deer. I could hardly stand to listen to her. How does Anne bear up so well? She has twice my strength.”

      “She’s trying to live,” Deer told him. “Her mother asked her to.”

      Deer remembered that Master Posthumous had asked the same of him, and was ashamed of himself for ever having imagined there could be any honor in following after his brothers. Wherever Modest and Tree had gone, they didn’t need him now, and others did. Deer promised himself that, in future, he would live with his eyes focused squarely on the present world. What lay beyond was not the concern of the living.

      The two men stood silently for a moment, watching the snow fall. Deer had let spring, summer and autumn pass without noticing, so absorbed had he been in his grief. Now the beauty of the wintry scene made him ache for what he had missed.

      “It won’t last,” Roar predicted. “These first snowfalls never amount to anything.”

      It suddenly occurred to Deer he wasn’t as cold as he should have been. “This is yours, I think,” he said sheepishly, taking Roar’s coat from his shoulders. “I should have given it back to you before this. I’m sorry.”

      Roar laughed. “I wouldn’t have accepted it. I’ve spent a lot of time getting you back into shape. I’m not going to let you catch a chill just when you’re finally at the point where I can take a little pride in you.”

      Roar looked as though he were about to say more, but then without warning his attention suddenly wandered. Following Roar’s abstracted gaze, Deer saw Leaf standing a little way off, talking with her sister. As the two men looked, the music master turned and started toward the Hall—first casting one brief, tantalizing glance in Roar’s direction.

      Roar interrupted Deer’s thanks for the loan of his coat to say hurriedly, his eyes following Leaf, “Excuse me, won’t you? I just realized I need to go to the Hall. I’m absolutely starving.”

      As he spoke, Roar made a move as though to put on his jacket. Even in the early evening, dress in the Hall tended to be rather formal.

      “Don’t!” Deer said quickly.

      “What?”

      “Leave your coat off,” Deer advised. “You’re not cold, are you?”

      Roar’s linen shirt, which the snow had wetted, emphasized a pair of shoulders Deer could hardly imagine any woman—Leaf least of all—being able to contemplate without interest.

      Wondering whether he was doing Roar a favor or a deeply tragic disservice, he briskly adjusted Roar’s shirt to show off his deep chest to best advantage, repeating, “You’re not a bit cold, are you? —Did you know our music master is a great creature of habit? On a night like this, she always goes straight to the fire in the Hall and stands there for at least ten minutes before she sits down.”

      “Does she?” Roar asked, eyes gleaming. “I wouldn’t mind standing before a nice fire myself right now.”

      “Sure,” Deer agreed. “In fact, if you did that, it would give your shirt a chance to dry before you put your coat over it.”

      Roar started eagerly away, smoothing his hair with one hand as he went, then turned back. “You coming?” he asked politely.

      Deer shook his head. “I promised my nephew Heron I’d talk to him about his father,” he told Roar. “This seems like a good time for the conversation.”

      He doubted Roar heard a word he said.
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      When Deer went next day to report what had happened when Anne came to show off her brace, he found Master Posthumous surprisingly willing to believe the girl really had heard the Ants speak.

      Deer disagreed. “Sir, the recollections of an injured child who’s sat for hours alone amid a scene like the one at her village can’t be taken literally. She imagined she heard the Ants talking to her. Under the circumstances, she might just as easily have imagined she heard the crows talking to her. Or her mother’s head, wherever it was.”

      “You didn’t find it?”

      Deer replied bluntly, “We found heads. We found bodies. We matched them in the grave as well as we could.”

      The master briefly covered his eyes. “Please go on with what you were saying before,” he urged then. “As Anne spoke to you, tell me what she said specifically that suggested to you that when she was telling you about the Ants, she was describing a hallucination.”

      Uncomfortably, Deer admitted, “Well—nothing. Nothing specifically. But I’ve seen many Ants in my time and not one has ever spoken a single intelligible word.”

      “If an Ant pronounced a word in the Island tongue before you, do you think you would distinguish it? You speak Islander, I know. But you wouldn’t necessarily be expecting to hear an Island word from an Ant, and so one might go by you unrecognized.”

      “Why should the Ants speak Islander?”

      “I’m sure they don’t.” The master leaned back, fingers steepled. “I’m only postulating that if they did, what sounded to you like a wordless babble, Anne might hear as speech. Isn’t the Island language supposed to be the one least changed from the Men’s mother tongue of Ancient times?”

      “I’ve heard it is,” Deer said slowly. “There’s something about living on an island, I’m told. Island populations tend to keep to old ways and old words. Nevertheless,” he added quickly, “I still have difficulty believing an Ant—or anybody—speaking any ancient tongue would be understood by any child of today. Even one as intelligent as Anne.”

      “She’s a bright little girl, isn’t she?” he suggested thoughtfully.

      “She compares favorably with any of our own.”

      The master sat forward again and abruptly changed the subject. “What’s the latest on our unwanted guests?”

      Deer understood this to mean the Ants in their camp outside Evergreen’s borders.

      “Nothing new to report. They wait, they watch… I’m hoping the cold drives them away.”

      “What are they waiting and watching for? They’ve never made any attempt to cross the cordon, have they?”

      “No,” Deer said shortly. “And if they do, it’ll be the last attempt at anything they ever do make. No, they seem content to stay on their side. Conditions in the Antlands being what they are, maybe rough camping outside a forest represents an improvement over their usual lot. What we should do, sir, is to finish them off once and for all. They’re only sixty or so. A night attack, by stealth, would take care of the whole problem. It’s possible we might take a few casualties—” Deer stopped. He was unwilling to let the Ants have even a single Forester life more than they had taken already. Then, resolutely, he continued, “But we’ll have to kill them; we can’t just drive any off. If we did, they’d likely head straight for a settlement of Men.”

      Posthumous looked up keenly at this last remark, and Deer realized the master was thinking there had been a time, not long before, when his picket captain wouldn’t have hesitated to recommend merely driving the Ants away to save Forester lives no matter where they were likely to go afterwards.

      Apologetically, Deer explained, “Every Man village is full of children like Anne, I suppose.”

      Posthumous apparently approved of Deer’s new attitude. “Indeed they are. But as I’ve said before, I don’t want the Ants driven off or killed either. Instead, I want you to study them.”

      “Sir?” Deer asked, startled.

      “As I mentioned before, I believe, I want all the pickets, in the course of their normal duties, to study the Ants; but you’re more of a scholar than most, and I have no doubt you’ll make more of your observations than the others do. You once thought of becoming a scholar, didn’t you?”

      “Long ago,” Deer admitted, looking away.

      “Study the Ants, then,” Posthumous ordered. “Report to me what you find out.”

      Deer shifted uneasily in his chair. “Sir, I’ve already given it as my opinion that there’s nothing new to be learned from the Ants. I’ve been observing them—unwillingly—for years now. I’ve never seen anything that led me to believe they’re not exactly what the scholars who observed them years ago said they were.”

      “Why should you continue to think that?” Posthumous asked with a sudden smile. “You were surprised on the subject of the Ants just yesterday, weren’t you?”

      “Anne never heard the Ants talking, sir,” Deer repeated stubbornly.

      “I wasn’t referring to that,” Posthumous said. “She may have, or she may not. What I’m speaking of is the incontrovertible fact that the Ants left Anne alive, Picket Captain. It isn’t the case that she hid and escaped their notice. We know from what Anne told you that the Ants were fully aware she was in the village, and they were fully aware she was alive when they left it. No scholar has ever reported Ants would—unless driven away—leave any survivors. Therefore, there must be at least one thing more to the Ants than we’ve yet discovered. Let’s see whether there are any others.”

      To Foresters, winter was the last season of the year. A new one didn’t begin until spring, when the ground had warmed enough for seeds to germinate. Since food was apt to be scarce in winter, picket watches were shortened, duties were lightened, and everyone (except the forest master, perhaps) had plenty of leisure. It was the one season in which a forest citizen might legitimately lie long in his bed.

      Before the Ant War, winter had also been a time for games and entertainments. Though there might be no winter feasting in a forest, concerts of music, lectures in the Hall, and sporting contests had once been held often throughout the cold months.

      But on the night the first casualty lists of the Ant War had been read out, the citizens of all the forests had laid aside their accustomed wintertime pleasures along with their embroidered clothes; and even after five years spent mourning, no one had yet suggested reviving either custom.

      No one but Leaf, who complained of the situation one day to Deer.

      “Why is music incompatible with mourning?” she asked irritably, staring out of the library window in the general direction of Roar’s exercise room and absently running her fingers through the fur of her coat. “Music soothes grief, doesn’t it? In difficult times, it ought to be encouraged, not suppressed.”

      “Is music suppressed?” Deer asked, looking up from his book. “You sing for us nightly.”

      “Yes, one song,” Leaf retorted. “We haven’t had a proper concert here in ages. Do you know there are people in this forest—that is, children—who’ve never heard a real song from me?”

      “Not to mention guests,” Deer agreed, straight faced.

      Leaf smirked. “Well, yes. Them, too. They’ve never heard me sing, or any of our musicians play. My sister’s teaching at the school, now. She’s teaching all the children to play the flute. Don’t you think it would be entirely appropriate for the children, at least, to give us a concert? None of the young ones is ready yet to solo, I suppose; but there’s a pretty little song I know that has a flute accompaniment to it. I could sing the song, and the children could accompany me. It’d be good practice for them.”

      Even before Roar had come to Evergreen, Leaf had sometimes schemed for chances to perform and Deer had always been firmly on the side of those who felt that five years’ mourning in the forest was still too little, considering their war losses. This time he found himself unexpectedly in sympathy with Leaf’s point of view. Mourning—even forever—would never bring back his brothers or any other lost soldier of the forest; and meanwhile, Evergreen’s children were being deprived of the full measure of childhood’s joys.

      He said abruptly, “I agree with you,” cutting Leaf off mid-lament.

      “You do?” she stammered, surprised.

      “I think it’s time we started to live again,” Deer said. “I’m going to speak to the master about it.”

      “Are you really?”

      Rising, Deer came and stood next to Leaf. Indicating the scene outside, he asked, “Is that enough snow for a sleigh, do you think? I don’t believe it is, now that I look at it; but it’s not too soon to get the sleighs from wherever they’ve been stored for the last few years and start at least planning a midnight sleigh ride, is it?”

      Leaf beamed happily. “I love a midnight sleigh ride!”

      Rides were popular, and riders were always packed tightly together in every sleigh. Deer was certain Leaf would manage to find her way into whichever sleigh Roar occupied.

      He continued, “We should have concerts, and sleigh rides, and debates. It’d be good for us—especially the young ones. No point in starting a wrestling tournament, though. I think we can all guess right now who’d win it.”

      “That Broadleaf fellow?” Leaf raised an eyebrow, and, running her hand over Deer’s arm and shoulder, said archly, “Oh, I don’t know… You might give him a little trouble. You fill out that jacket rather nicely now.”

      This last remark Deer discounted. Leaf was merely flattering him because he’d agreed with a plan that offered opportunities for her to perform.

      Nevertheless, the next time he passed the Hall, he couldn’t resist a surreptitious glance at his own reflection in its glass windows. To his surprise, what he saw resembled much more closely the young soldier of Evergreen who had marched away from the forest than the bent and joyless invalid who had returned. For this he gave Anne—and Roar—most of the credit.

      When approached, Master Posthumous agreed immediately with Leaf’s recommendation for a children’s concert; and continued to support it against grumbling on the part of some of Evergreen’s more conservative citizens even when it developed quickly into Leaf’s concert, at which the schoolchildren briefly played. Once Leaf had sung in her own quarter, citizens of the other parts of Evergreen quite naturally wanted her to sing for them, too; and after the concerts had taken place, resistance to other forms of entertainment quickly crumbled. By winter’s end, Evergreen’s winter joys had all been reinstated. The children were delighted.

      Meanwhile, in accordance with the master’s orders, the pickets continued to observe the Ants.

      Meeting Posthumous walking through the woods one day in late winter, Deer fell into step beside him. “Sir, despite what Anne told us, I must tell you I’ve seen no evidence of any speech among the Ants—none at all,” he reported. He then added, hesitantly, “However, I have to admit there’s something going on between them. There’s some kind of communication, though it’s not verbal.”

      “By signs, then?” the master asked. His manner seemed faintly aloof for some reason.

      “If they use signs, they’re signs I can’t detect, and I’ve watched them closely for many hours. But when the Ants are confronted with something unexpected, it causes momentary chaos among them. Then the chaos passes, and they begin to react in a highly coordinated manner. That implies communication between them. What mode of communication, I can’t figure out, as I said.”

      Posthumous asked, in a voice grown suddenly flinty, “By ‘something unexpected,’ did you by any chance mean your sudden appearance among them?”

      The master stopped walking to face his picket captain squarely.

      “No Forester may leave any forest without the permission of that forest’s master,” he reminded Deer sternly. “That is our Law. Did you forget our Law yesterday, Picket Captain?”

      Deer recognized the fury beneath Posthumous’s outward calm. It was just like his father, Fosse’s. As Deer had learned while still very young, when his father spoke in the way the master was speaking now, the best thing for a transgressor to do was to beg for mercy and hope for the best.

      He said humbly, “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t forget. I neglected my duty to you. A thousand, thousand apologies. I should have asked your permission, of course.”

      “You didn’t, because you knew I would never have given it,” the master replied. Then, in a tone more of exasperation than anger, he said, “Really, Deer: You can’t have imagined for a moment that when I asked you to study them, I meant for you to go—as I’m reliably informed you did—to within ten feet of the camp of sixty well-armed Ants.”

      Deer replied eagerly, “They’re not actually all that well-armed, as a matter of fact. I was just about to mention that. Their weapons are really quite poor, even by Ant standards.”

      Posthumous drew himself up straighter.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Deer repeated quickly. “I— I apologize for leaving the forest without permission. It was inexcusable.”

      “Yes, it was. And set a very poor example for the younger pickets,” the master said.

      One of whom, Deer thought ruefully, had probably been the one to report him.

      “That’s exactly what it was,” he acknowledged. “A very poor example.”

      “This won’t happen again, I hope.”

      “Oh, no, sir!”

      After studying his picket captain in silence for a moment, Posthumous turned and began walking again. He sighed. “I’m glad to see you so much like your old self, Deer; but I suppose I should have anticipated your customary contumacy might revive along with your spirits.” Then he added in a more usual tone, “Well, what else did you find out?”

      The two talked for some time about the Ants.
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        * * *

      

      Leaf bustled into a council meeting a month or so later, in a week when Posthumous was not in attendance, wearing a flower in her hair.

      “Look, the first crocus!” she said, showing it off. “Although I never know whether to look forward to spring or not, really. We’ll be knee deep in mud in a week.”

      “Mud and all, I always look forward to spring,” Snow replied.

      The librarian, whose job it was to keep the record of council business, flipped through his notes. “Ah, spring, spring…” he mused. “A new year… The master will want full reports from all departments the next time he’s with us, then. And I see we have some business left over from last autumn, too. We’ll need to get that all sorted out.”

      At his words, both Snow and Leaf looked stricken.

      Deer could easily imagine Snow was thinking of Anne. A home for Anne in Men’s lands was one bit of the leftover business Snow was dreading “sorting out.” What Leaf might be upset about, Deer didn’t know.

      Garden master Silver walked in just then, remarking, as he hung up his coat, “I just met the schoolchildren having a nature hike or something in the woods. They informed me today is ‘Opposite Day.’ If that’s the case, then that flower you’re wearing is hideous, Leaf— as are you.”

      Leaf preened coyly.

      “‘Opposite Day’?” the librarian inquired uncertainly.

      “A day when you say the opposite of what you mean, according to our little scholars,” Silver explained.

      As he usually did when the school was mentioned, the librarian said, “I don’t see why we shouldn’t continue to have a school, even if the little Man’s daughter goes away. But why should she go away? She’s no trouble to anyone.”

      Silver replied, offhand, “Well, but she’s not a Forester, really. Better to go where she can have a permanent home.”

      As Snow, her brow creased, abruptly called the meeting to order, Deer happened to look at Leaf. The music master looked—despite her flower—more uncomfortable than ever.

      The source of Leaf’s unhappiness became apparent to Deer later, when she came into the exercise room where he was working.

      From her clothes, which were pretty rather than practical, Deer guessed she hadn’t come to work out. What she had come for was not immediately obvious. After an exchange of pleasantries with Roar, she lingered, toying with the equipment and positioning herself in such a way as to show off her fine profile, though she seemed to have nothing more to say. Deer thought when he caught her eye that Leaf was definitely wishing him elsewhere, though he couldn’t imagine why—and furthermore, he was too interested in the situation to take any hints. He moved to the weights farthest from where Leaf and Roar were standing, and tried to appear oblivious while keeping one eye on the unfolding scene.

      When Roar looked as though he would join Deer, Leaf blurted, “What do you think of this business with the little girl, Roar?”

      Roar stopped, looking confused. “Who? Anne? I’m very fond of her. Everybody knows that. Why?”

      “Oh, nothing,” Leaf said. From his vantage, Deer admired the way Leaf now positioned herself—apparently casually, and yet in a way that precluded Roar’s easily getting past her. “I just wondered,” she continued, “whether you’d stay on here if little Anne were to leave us. We all benefit so much from the good work you do!”

      “Is Anne leaving, then?” Roar asked.

      “She’s supposed to go this spring,” Leaf admitted. “The master thinks the longer we keep her, the harder it will be for her to adjust to a new place. I just hoped—I mean, thought—that even if she went, you might stay on in Evergreen to finish your training with Snow. You seem very well settled here.”

      “Oh, I like Evergreen very much, yes!” Roar said with sudden warmth. “I like the people. It suits me that it’s a smaller forest, and a smaller community; and I like being a student again and learning the healing arts.”

      Leaf brightened. “Then you would stay.”

      Roar stopped and stared perplexedly out the window for some time.

      Finally he said, “No. Snow’s a wonderful teacher, and I’d be sorry; but Broadleaf is nearer the coast than Evergreen is. If Anne goes there, as Master Posthumous plans, I’d want to be able to check up on her from time to time. I’d want to make sure she wasn’t losing ground with regard to her health.” Looking, for the first time in their conversation, squarely at Leaf, he added, “I would miss Evergreen very much. But my duty must come first, of course.”

      “Oh, of course,” Leaf said hurriedly. “But your duty is here as long as Anne is, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” Roar agreed.

      “And you do like Evergreen, you said, didn’t you? It’s not only your work with Anne that keeps you here.”

      “Evergreen may be even more beautiful a forest than Broadleaf,” Roar said sincerely. “I would be content to stay. If I had a reason to stay.”

      Laughing nervously, Leaf continued, “Because I could never live in Broadleaf, you know. Too big, too noisy… And I’d never have so many chances to sing there. I’d just be one of so many singers, I suppose.”

      “Not at all. Your voice would set you apart wherever you might go.” Roar readjusted a weight or two. “But you may be right that your particular art shows to best advantage in a more intimate setting,” he said.

      “I think it does, yes. Thank you for discussing this with me, Roar. It’s so good to have friends to talk things over with.”

      Leaf looked as though she were about to say more, perhaps on the subject of the friendly feelings she cherished towards Roar, but at that moment, May put her head in at the exercise room door.

      Catching sight of Deer, she said tightly, “Oh, there you are, Cousin. I’ve been looking all over. Can you come? I need to talk with you.”

      Deer rose immediately, of course. Leaf, he noticed wryly, had edged several steps nearer Roar already.

      “What’s wrong?” Deer asked May worriedly, as he closed the door behind him. “Has something happened?”

      Without bothering to answer him, May inquired, “Is it absolutely determined that Anne’s to leave us, Cousin? Snow thinks it is.”

      Deer let out a long breath. “Well, no home’s been arranged for Anne to go to yet, so she won’t be leaving us tomorrow or the next day, by any means. But—yes. The answer to your question is yes. Eventually, she’ll have to leave Evergreen. Probably sooner rather than later.”

      May’s hands went to her hips. “Why?”

      Taken aback, Deer stammered, “Well, because—because it’s the Law, I guess. She’s not a Forester.”

      “How do we know that?” May asked sharply. “We don’t know her people. Any of them might have been an Exile.”

      “But the child of an Exile wouldn’t be a Forester, either,” Deer pointed out. “Unless two Exiles had a child together, I guess. I’m not sure what the Law would be in a case like that. Not that it matters anyway: We know Anne’s not the child of two Exiles!”

      “But do you see?” May cried, suddenly jubilant. “On the point of just who is and who isn’t a Forester, the Law’s ambiguous, isn’t it?”

      “Well, not—”

      “For that matter, it’s not a Law,” she continued rapidly. “We just call it that. We live by a collection of principles, purposely left vague enough to be flexible, where flexibility is called for.”

      “Flexible, yes, but—”

      “Not to mention that the highest principles are charity toward the unfortunate and the protection of the weaker by the strong. Well, Anne is definitely unfortunate, and I can’t think of anyone who needs protection more than a child with a crippled leg. And she’s a guest. Where’s our sense of hospitality?”

      “Cousin—”

      “You don’t send away a guest who’s unfortunate, and needs your protection, and who for all you know may have actual ties of kinship with you!”

      “You’ve been thinking about this for some time,” Deer suggested gently.

      “Yes I have,” May declared. “And if you can find a flaw in my reasoning, I’d like to hear it. Anne’s a lovely little thing, and we have too few children in the forest, and anyway, if she went, it would break Rumor’s heart. He adores Anne.”

      After a pause, May added, “And so do I. And so does Cade.” Tears filled her eyes. “I just don’t think it’s right to send her away, cousin. Anne likes it here. She was a miserable little bag of bones when she first came into the forest, and now she’s healthy and smiles all day long. She’s busy every moment. Did you know she’s asked to learn to sew? Only ten years old, and she’s asking for duties!”

      Though in fact he heartily endorsed it, believing Anne was happiest when busy, Deer suspected an ardent desire to emulate Heron in everything rather than pure love of work was behind this resolve of Anne’s.

      May persisted, “She’s obedient, she’s responsible, she’s a perfect wonder with the little ones. I was worried she’d spoil Rumor, but she doesn’t—and yet he’d do anything to please her.”

      “Yes, he certainly would.”

      “And who knows what would become of her among Men? Would she ever get another bath, or read another book in her life, do you think?”

      Deer was about to remind his cousin—as Anne had been at pains many times to point out to him—Men also had baths and books, but thought better of it. Instead, he found himself saying, “I agree with you, May. I don’t want to see Anne go, either.”

      May immediately looked more cheerful. “You don’t?”

      “No. But what can I do?”

      “Well, you could speak to the master, for one thing,” May retorted. “He listens to you.”

      Deer raised his hands helplessly. “Whether Anne stays or not is not only outside of our control, it’s not even under the master’s. There’s a mechanism for creating someone a citizen of Evergreen, of course—”

      “So there is!” May agreed excitedly.

      “—but in the first place, it’s only used in the case of an adult citizen of another forest wanting to change his residence and allegiance; and in the second place, it requires a vote. If all the citizens of Evergreen were to vote on whether Anne should go or stay, I wouldn’t like to predict the outcome.”

      As he spoke, May’s face fell. She agreed, resentfully, “Most of the citizens haven’t even met Anne. They’d want her to go.”

      “Exactly.”

      May stood where she was, thinking hard, for some time.

      Then she said determinedly, “There’s got to be some way to keep her here, Deer. I’m not giving up this easily. There’s a way, and I’ll find it.”

      “I’ll speak to the master, as you suggested,” Deer said. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

      But Posthumous was busy, and when Deer was finally able to see him, it was only to have his plea cut off in mid-sentence with a kindly but brief, “May and Snow have already spoken to me about the matter.” Beyond that vague and noncommittal sentence, Deer could get nothing more from the master on the subject of Anne. Though he struggled thereafter to steel himself against the day of her leaving, Deer knew it would take the edge off his own newly rediscovered joy in life to say goodbye to the child.

      As it turned out, he needn’t have worried.

      On last night of the master’s next period of residence in Deer’s quarter of the forest, when Leaf had sung and he had made his usual predinner remarks, Posthumous concluded by saying, “The next time I’m here, we’ll celebrate a new addition to Cade and May’s family.”

      Everyone in the room turned as one, most with exclamations of surprise, to where Cade and May sat smiling. No one had heard before—or observed—that May was pregnant. How could there be a new addition to her family in only one month?

      Posthumous continued, “Cade and May have asked to adopt Anne the Islander, and I’ve given them my permission. In fact, I’m looking forward to the adoption ceremony very much!”

      Even Snow hadn’t heard the news before, and was almost overcome by her joy. As Deer rejoiced with her, he was secretly admiring Posthumous’s shrewdness. It might be a forest tradition that a general vote was required before the creation of a new citizen could be sanctioned, but tradition gave to the master alone the authority to approve adoptions. Once Anne was legally a member of a forest family, Deer thought, anyone might easily argue that her right to residence in Evergreen could only be revoked as it would be in the case of any other forest family member, by the joint decision of the master and the four forest councils; and only for some just cause, such as gross misbehavior, or longstanding refusal or inability to conform to the forest style of life.

      The time it took for the master to make his usual circuit of the forest and then return to the Western Quarter to formalize Anne’s adoption was enough time for Heron to finish the new coat he was making for her.

      Since the winter, embroidered garments had begun to be worn in the Hall again. Noting that Anne had nothing fine in her wardrobe, Heron had set about making her a jacket, embroidered on the front with a spray of morning glories, over which bright hummingbirds hovered. On the day Anne was to become the daughter of Cade and May, Heron took the garment to her. He went privately, uncertain of what the gift’s reception would be.

      “I put a kind of a special thing in it,” Heron told the girl shyly, as he presented the jacket. “I hope you won’t mind. It’s right here.”

      Inside the breast of the jacket was the usual pocket Forester coats always had, and another, smaller one, that closed with a button.

      An anxious eye on Anne’s face, Heron opened the smaller pocket and showed her what was inside. “Mother said she thought probably your mama made the dress you were wearing when you came here, so I made that pocket especially to put a little piece of it in. That way, you’ll have something from her with you all the time. That’s all right, isn’t it?”

      Anne stood silently for a moment, holding the gift, but not looking at it, and blinking hard. Heron was just about to take it from her and offer to put the bit of stained cloth back with the rest of the garment when she suddenly hobbled to a nearby chair, sat down, and laid her crutches to one side. Apparently, she wanted to wear the jacket immediately.

      Drawing it on, Anne murmured, “So beautiful!” With one of her hands, she felt for the place where the little pocket was sewn inside; found it; and smiled—to Heron’s relief. “Beautiful!” she repeated. Heron flushed with pride.

      When she’d entirely recovered her composure, Anne made a point of looking her new jacket all over, returning many times to the embroidery. It was clear she’d never possessed, or possibly even imagined possessing, such a fine thing. “I like birds!” she said happily, stroking the back of one with a tentative finger.

      Heron grinned. “They’re annas,” he said. “You know—hummingbirds. I picked them because their name sounds like your name. In fact, you’re like an anna all over, aren’t you? You’re small and quick and like flowers, just like hummingbirds do.”

      Thoughtfully, Anne asked, “Is ‘Anna’ a Forester name? Like, for a person?”

      “Anything’s a Forester name,” Heron told her. “Yeah, ‘Anna’ would be a good name. Bird names are always good.”

      “Can I be ‘Anna’? If I’m a Forester pretty soon, I should have a Forester name,” Anne asserted.

      Heron had always thought that for Anne to have a name that meant nothing was a ridiculous situation. “Why don’t you tell the master you want the recorder to write your name as ‘Anna’ when you get adopted?” he suggested. “I think if the recorder writes ‘Anna’ in her book, then ‘Anna’ will be your name from then on.”

      The recorder, trained in calligraphy, had the job of keeping the forest annals, which made note of—among other things—each day’s weather, decisions of the councils, any particularly notable events that occurred, and the names of new babies born and citizens of other forests who (as Snow had done long ago), became permanent residents of Evergreen by swearing allegiance to Evergreen’s law and master.

      So, flanked by Cade and May and accompanied by Rumor, who capered with excitement, the orphaned Anne of the Islands who entered the Hall that evening was transformed by the recorder into a Forester called Anna of Evergreen. The newly named Anna seemed almost unable to believe her good fortune. From time to time she reached out to pat one or another of her new relatives, or hug Rumor, as though to assure herself they were flesh and blood beings and not figments of a happy dream.

      Her adoption provided River with a welcome retreat from his former position as Evergreen’s chief hater of all things Man—a pose that was becoming untenable in the classroom, where Man’s daughter was his closest rival and had every quality of a friend. Now that she was a Forester, her connection with the Islands and to events at Three Rivers (always tenuous anyway) could conveniently be forgotten.

      With Deer looking on approvingly, River accosted her while the diners socialized in the Hall after their meal. “So,” Deer heard the boy say, with shyness and defiance blended, “I guess you’re like a real Forester now, Anna.”

      “I am a real Forester,” Anna replied promptly, having been told this several times earlier by others. “A Forester is someone who lives by the Foresters’ Law. I do that. I promised Master Posthumous I would.”

      “Did you? I guess that’s all right, then.” After apparently casting about for something more to say, River added, “I see you’ve got your brace on.”

      “And pretty soon I’ll only need one crutch,” Anna proudly announced. “Roar says so.”

      River looked duly impressed.

      “Well—See you in school tomorrow, then,” he said. Anna put out both her hands, and River embraced her like a friend.

      From somewhere behind him, Deer overheard River’s mother Calluna draw a sigh of relief. “I think he’ll be all right now,” she breathed.

      The librarian was standing near her. “Who?” he quavered uncertainly. “Oh, your son. Is he River, the tall boy there by Anne? Oh, he’ll do fine, yes. River is the boy who plays the flute so well, isn’t he?”

      Calluna proudly assured the librarian that River was, indeed, the musical one.

      “He’s at our school,” the librarian confided—as though Calluna might not have known this. “I’m the school’s overseer. It’s a great deal of responsibility, and I have so much other work to do as well, but the master was insistent I should oversee the school. We have eight students there now, you know—two new ones just this month. But I think a school is a good thing for the young ones, and I really don’t see why little Anne should go away.”

      Calluna’s already straight back stiffened as she replied coolly, “She’s not. She’s staying. I can’t say I quite approve it, but it’s the master’s decision, not mine; and Cade and May have adopted her, so that’s that. She’s to be called ‘Anna’ from now on.”

      “Someone’s adopted her?” the librarian—who had been celebrating the adoption for the past two hours—asked wonderingly. “That’s a very good thing. Anne’s no trouble to anyone, you know.”

      As Calluna and the librarian moved away, Leaf walked up to Deer.

      “Someone just told me you’re schoolmaster now,” she said, “and that Cade will be made picket captain in your place. Was it a joke, or have you gone insane?”

      “Are those the only two choices?” Deer asked. “I must be mad, then, for it’s no joke. Heron wants to spend more time in the studio with Lark, so I agreed to take over at the school.”

      Even as she struck a charming pose beside him, Leaf was studying Deer closely. “I think there’s a great deal more to this than obliging your nephew,” she said flatly. “Is it also true that, when you’re not teaching the children, you’re going to study ancient languages?”

      Deer replied blandly, “I’ve been interested in ancient languages for years.” He didn’t say he wanted to know ancient languages to be able to listen in on the Ants, should they ever speak to him as Anna claimed they had to her.

      Leaf shook her head. “What a strange world it’s becoming. What would your father have made of you turning scholar like this?”

      “I hope he’d be proud. You sang beautifully tonight, by the way. Are you enjoying the evening?”

      “Don’t try to change the subject,” Leaf chided. “You’ve just gotten—or gotten back, rather—everything you ever wanted, it seems to me, and now you’re throwing it all away. Your health is good, the master respects you… I’m sure you’re the most able picket captain in the forest.”

      “Well, there you are,” Deer declared. “As picket captain, I’ve peaked. Now I need new challenges, new heights to conquer.”

      Leaf pretended to be amused, but Deer suspected she was annoyed not to be made his confidant. She asked, one eyebrow cocked, “And you think you’ve found that new challenge in civilizing a bunch of children?”

      “Oh, yes,” Deer informed her, nodding gravely. “The hardest work in the world is civilizing children. If you don’t believe me, ask any mother!”

      “Oh, mothers…” Leaf said, growing suddenly distant. “You’re right: What a dreadful job that would be, to be a mother.”

      Recovering herself after a moment, she nodded significantly toward where the handsome Roar stood across the room, talking with someone else. “Well, if it’s a challenge you want,” she cried, affecting gaiety, “why don’t you try knocking some of the cockiness out of that fellow, then? He believes Broadleaf Forest must be the center of the cosmos, on the grounds that it produced a wonder like himself.”

      Roar must be having difficulty, Deer surmised, coming to terms with the idea of staying, perhaps forever, in Evergreen.

      “Roar? Oh, he doesn’t lack for confidence, certainly,” Deer agreed. “But on the other hand, he’s bigger than I am. I was looking for a challenge, I said, not a drubbing.”

      “Well, go ahead and be a schoolmaster, then,” Leaf said. “I certainly don’t care.”

      In fact, Deer suddenly realized, his decision to give up picketing represented less a rupture with his prewar past than a tacit acknowledgment that such a break had already occurred; he was regretting it much less than he’d expected to.

      To Leaf he said, pointing, “Do you know, there’s some particularly nice fruit on that table over there. The one just behind where Roar is now. Unless you think it’s been spoiled through its proximity to the worst of the Broadleaf lot, go and take some, why don’t you?”

      Leaf agreed, “I could do with a little fruit, as it happens. Thank you for the suggestion.”
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      There was to be a concert of music in the Hall after dinner in honor of Leaf and Roar’s new daughter, Lively, to which seventeen year old Anna and her friend River planned to contribute a flute duet.

      In some past age the Foresters had decided that human babies were born in such a helpless, toothless, underdeveloped condition that only a full year after its conception could a child be reckoned fully formed. New parents therefore spent their child’s first three months of life in near seclusion, their customary duties undertaken by others while their baby matured. Lively had come into the world three months to the day before and was now beginning to take an interest in the world and make clumsy but intelligible efforts to imitate those around her, so by Forester reckoning, she was ready for her official debut.

      Anna approved the custom of sequestering newborns, as she did all forest traditions. No citizen of Evergreen was more determinedly in every respect a Forester than she. But given her love of children, no one could have been so cruel as to have kept her from a baby for three long months, and she had visited Leaf and Roar in their seclusion. Nevertheless, Anna was still excited at the prospect of having everyone see Lively genuinely was the paragon of beauty and intelligence that, over the preceding three months, she had widely proclaimed her to be.

      All day long Foresters picked flowers, wove wreaths, decked tables and cleaned lamps, fitting the Hall for the party. Babies were regrettably rare in the forest, and consequently births were celebrated in Evergreen with an abandon that sometimes stretched even to the point of the master authorizing a second beaker of wine to those who cared to have one. The young people in particular were looking forward to the evening very much.

      The name of “Lively” was duly entered into the annals that night, but the food for the dinner was bolted by hasty eaters at the kitchen hatch, rather than served with proper ceremony in the Hall; and before the projected concert of music was finally held in Lively’s honor, so many months had passed that the baby had already taken her first tottering steps. As the earliest comers gathered outside the Hall for the baby-naming celebration, faintly and from far off, and then with increasing volume and urgency, came the scream of many bone whistles.

      For an instant, everyone froze where he was. Then with one accord the well-trained Foresters hurried to their proper places. They had drilled many times for such an emergency, and with little noise and no confusion they took their posts. Roar, who, though a new father, was also a picket now, ran fully armed into the forest at the first sound of a whistle, leaving Leaf and the baby to be taken to the underground shelters by the other women.

      Cade was already on duty in the forest, and May had no idea where he was—or for that matter, in what quarter the danger lay. But her first responsibility was to her own children, and she went in search of them immediately. For several minutes, with growing anxiety, she hunted them futilely; until Daisy’s mother, hurrying by with her own daughter, pointed to where Rumor—now twelve years old—was attempting to lead a white-faced, resisting Anna to her muster place at the entrance to the vaults, while Anna pulled away in the direction of the art studio.

      “Oh, where’s Heron?” Anna was asking frantically when May reached her. “Oh, gods, Rumor! The Ants are coming! We have to get Heron. Where’s Aunt Snow?”

      “Anna, where are you going?” May asked, putting her arm around her daughter and trying to smile encouragingly for Rumor’s sake. “Your Aunt Snow is in the infirmary, where she’s supposed to be. It’s time for us to go where we’re supposed to be, too.” May thought it best not even to mention Heron, who had recently qualified as a fully trained picket and was therefore presumably already at his post in the outer defensive ring.

      “No, she can’t stay there,” Anna babbled—though she was, at least, allowing her mother and brother to lead her now. “They’ll find her there. Where’s Uncle Deer? Father!” Anna looked wildly behind her. “Is Father coming? We all have to stay together.”

      “Father’s all right,” Rumor said bravely, swallowing hard. “Maybe he’s down at the vaults where we’re going. Come on, Anna. Let’s go see.”

      Anna was less concerned for her own safety, her mother saw, than for the lives of the ones she loved. She was determined to lose no more dear ones than she had already, and apparently imagined that if she could only get them all in one place, she could somehow protect them. Or perhaps she was unconsciously acting in accordance with something she’d been taught early in her life. Safety for Men lay in discouraging Ants from attacking by displaying—or feigning—great numbers.

      But urged gently on, first by May and Rumor, and then by all the Foresters nearby, Anna eventually was persuaded to her place, and went down into the smoky darkness underground in her proper turn.

      Other women, seeing her terror, helped her to a bench to sit down.

      “It’s nothing,” one assured her. “Just another drill.”

      But Anna knew it was no drill. At every faint noise from above, she started.

      Marriage and motherhood had changed Leaf and made her less determinedly acerbic. She came to Anna and saying vaguely, as though offhand, “Would you please, Anna? I have to—do something,” she unceremoniously deposited baby Lively in the terrified girl’s lap.

      As Leaf had foreseen, a child interested Anna more than any Ant. Within a few moments, in fact, not only Anna’s, but everyone’s attention was focused on Lively, who in response to their tickles and coos favored them all with her sweet baby smiles.

      Before the master had come down to say the danger was passed, Anna was much calmer.

      Rumor had glimpsed Posthumous earlier, armed and armored, despite his age, and contrary to his custom; but now he looked as usual, and even smiled.

      Leaf seemed startled by his equanimity. “Don’t tell us we’re only down here for practice, sir,” she said. “My throat’s raw with the smoke from these torches. I won’t sing for a week.”

      “Too bad! I was hoping you’d lead us all in a song of thanksgiving,” Posthumous answered teasingly, then announced to the room at large, “The emergency was genuine, but has passed. A party of Men, apparently moving cattle to a market in a town many miles from their own, were unlucky enough to stumble onto an Ant-camp just outside our borders.”

      At the words “Ant-camp,” Anna looked up in alarm and clutched Lively protectively to her.

      “Fortunately, our pickets saw from their watchtowers that the Men were on a direct course to encounter the Ants; but before they could get between the combatants and drive the Ants away, the two sides had already engaged. In consequence of the fighting, the alert was sounded.”

      “How many hurt?” May asked anxiously—not trusting herself to ask whether any were dead.

      “No Forester was seriously injured,” the master said quickly; and everyone palpably relaxed. “There are wounded among the Men—some slightly, and two badly, but not dangerously so.”

      “And the Ants?” Leaf asked. “Make us happy, sir: Tell us they’re all dead.”

      “Ah, but I’m sworn not to lie,” Posthumous replied, faintly smiling again. “Three or four dead, and the rest fled away. They’re on their way to the Antlands, presumably. I’ve ordered that there be no pursuit. It’s enough that they’re gone, and we’re all safe.”

      There was a time, before the last Ant War, when the pickets would have seen to it that no fleeing Ant reached the Antlands to report, perhaps, that the forest cordon might be approached with impunity. But things had changed since then, and pickets were always too few. Everyone in the vault seemed satisfied with Posthumous’s decision not to go after the enemy.

      In a voice made peevish by sudden relief after long tension, an elderly Forester asked, “What on earth were Men doing so near our forest?”

      Anna was prevented from asking what, rather, Ants were doing so near Evergreen, by the master replying promptly, “Groups pass by from time to time. Ordinarily, it’s good policy for Men to keep near to the forests when they travel.

      “Every picket and trained fighter will stay on duty tonight, just in case the Ants take a notion to turn back and try again for the cattle, but I doubt there’ll be any further trouble. It’s best for us to be cautious, but I expect that by the day after tomorrow or so, Evergreen will be entirely back to normal.”

      “We can go out, then, I suppose?” someone asked.

      “By all means,” Posthumous assured everyone.

      They were all relieved, of course. The vaults were safe, but not especially comfortable. Everyone got ready at once to return home, eager to escape the gloomy security of the underground refuge.

      With reassurances to those he passed, the master walked to where Anna sat and took Lively into his own arms.

      “We haven’t given you a very nice naming day, have we, little one?” he commented, stroking Lively’s cheek. “We’ll make it up to you later.”

      Turning to Anna, he asked immediately, “I wonder if you’ll help me? We’re bringing all the Men into the forest for now, but since they don’t understand our language, we won’t easily be able to communicate with them. Your uncle Deer has already gone to help translate, but do you think you could come, too? Or am I asking too much of you? I know you’ve had a great shock.”

      Though Anna was, in fact, badly shaken, it would never have occurred to her to refuse Posthumous anything. Rumor immediately put his arm around his sister in a protective manner and looked as though he would have liked to have declined the invitation on her behalf, but May sensed the master might be asking the favor principally as a means of forestalling questions from Anna that he preferred, for the moment, not to have to answer. She had detected a certain evasiveness concerning the Ants on Posthumous’s part already.

      So she said encouragingly, “How wonderful if you think you’d be able to go, Anna! If it were me who was injured, I know I’d feel so much more comfortable if I could understand what was being said to me.” Glancing at the master significantly, she added, “Don’t be gone long, though.”

      “A few hours at most,” Posthumous assured her quickly.

      Inevitably, when she and the master were alone, Anna’s first question was about the Ants.

      “Why were Ants camping near Evergreen?” she asked as she mounted behind the master on his horse. “I thought they stayed far away from forests.” Posthumous felt her shiver with fear.

      “We’ll discuss that later, shall we?” he replied. “At the moment I’m interested to know how you feel about meeting some of your own people. Are you excited? It’s been a long time.”

      The master kept the conversation firmly on the topic of the Men as they rode to the Southern Quarter of the forest, where the Men had been taken.

      When Anna and Posthumous reached them, they found half a dozen drovers milling about outside the infirmary, surrounded by their cattle and wagons. A number of others had crowded into the infirmary itself and were watching closely while the infirmarians dressed their comrades’ injuries. While Deer tried simultaneously to translate for the wounded Men and to reassure their anxious friends that forest medicine was trustworthy, pickets circulated among the others, attempting to persuade their guests, if they would not come themselves, at least to relinquish their animals to be taken to another place. They were having little success at convincing the Men that hoofed animals could not (for sanitary reasons) be permitted in the residential parts of the forest, and were relieved when Anna came and, in a few words, clarified the situation. The Men quickly agreed to leave only the injured at the infirmary. The rest would allow themselves to be led with their cattle and other possessions to a suitable camping place within Evergreen’s borders.

      “Should I go with them?” Anna asked Posthumous.

      “By no means,” the master replied. The drovers had shown every sign of being aware that this new interpreter was young and rather pretty. “I’m sure the Men know how to make camp without any words from us. Schoolmaster Deer will go to them later and see what more they need.”

      He sent Anna inside while he himself went to speak one last time with the pickets.

      Only two of the Men were badly hurt. After a look around the infirmary, where the ill and injured were customarily provided with the best the forest had to offer, another Man, more lightly wounded, elected to stay there a day or two also. Anna spoke to them all, struggling to remember how things had been done in Men’s lands, to know what of Forester ways would seem strangest to Men and most need explanation.
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        * * *

      

      While Anna was speaking to the Men, near the borders of Evergreen, an injured female Ant, abandoned by her fleeing comrades, lay on a stretcher while the Foresters sent to bury the fallen debated what should be her fate. Dead, she might be buried with the others. Had she been well enough to walk or even to crawl, they would have been glad to let her to do as her instinct dictated, and move under her own power, however feebly, as far in the direction of the Antlands as her strength would take her.

      But alive and badly wounded, the Ant put the young pickets guarding the burial party in an uncomfortable position. Though no question lay in their minds that she had to be killed, by what means this should be done (and by whom), they could not determine without speaking first to their captain.

      Since the captain was not present, two of the pickets—while secretly hoping the Ant would soon succumb on her own—finally decided to carry her with them while they went to find him. They supposed he was not far off.

      But the captain proved elusive, and the stretcher-bearers brought the Ant all the way to the edge of the residential area of the quarter without getting a glimpse of him. There, out of sight of the houses, they paused and considered what next to do.

      “Why can’t she just die?” one complained to the other. “The way she’s breathing, I thought she’d have died a mile back, at least.”

      “What do you think we ought to do about her?” the other asked. Gesturing toward her belt, she added uncertainly, “I’ve got my knife.”

      “Well, stick it in her, then,” the other urged.

      The two set the stretcher down where they were, and the picket—somewhat dubiously—unsheathed her knife.

      At the sound, the Ant writhed and uttered a weak cry.
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        * * *

      

      In the infirmary, Anna abruptly turned away from Deer.

      The two had been talking, but now Anna wasn’t listening to him. She was standing frozen, staring blindly toward the infirmary window.

      “Who said that?” she gasped, coming suddenly to life. “Somebody needs help!”

      Deer frowned, puzzled. “Who said what? I was talking, but I didn’t say I needed any help.”

      “Not you, not you,” Anna cried distractedly, limping to the window and leaning out. “Somebody else! Somebody’s hurt!”
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        * * *

      

      The picket with the knife was unnerved by the Ant’s outcry.

      “Seems like we should have done it back there at the border, if we were going to do it at all,” she muttered. “If I stick her now, we’ll have to carry her all the way back to get her buried.”

      Her companion said impatiently, looking away, “Just get it over with, can’t you? Go on, do it!—Oh, what’s the matter now?”

      “She’s looking at me,” the picket replied nervously.

      The Ant’s eyes were indeed open, and studying her would-be assassin intently.

      The other picket, though equally disquieted at the sight, cried, “Go on! She’s an Ant!”

      Silently, the first picket offered her knife to the other. Though the young pickets had trained to kill Ants, the assumption had always been that such killing would take place in combat, where to kill another being was an act of self-defense. They had never expected to be called upon to function as executioners.

      The second picket hesitated, about to extend his hand for the weapon, then thought better of it.

      “Tell you what,” he said. “The infirmary’s a quarter mile or so in that direction. What if I go and see whether the infirmarians have something to… give her? —To help her along, if you see what I mean.”

      “Infirmarians don’t do that,” the other objected.

      “Well, what if I just ask?”

      The other picket considered this. “They’re supposed to relieve suffering, I guess, and she is suffering,” she said. “All right. Let’s both go, and bring her with us. Maybe they’ll give it to her for us.”

      The two lifted the stretcher again, but before they had gone ten steps, Cade and Roar, stepping suddenly from another path, accosted the pair.

      With a glance at the stretcher, Cade asked testily, “What on earth are you doing here with that?”

      The pickets, feeling foolish, tried explaining first then quickly subsided into abashed silence.

      Cade extended an arm in the direction of the border. “Take that thing back where you got it, and when you get there—assuming it’s still necessary—do your duty. Move quickly, before one of the young ones sees you.”

      He and Roar exchanged glances, Roar with his hand to his mouth to hide a smile.

      The reprimand was bad enough, but to make matters worse for them, the young pickets now saw the master himself advancing upon them from another direction.

      Rather than face any questions Posthumous might have, the two wheeled about, so quickly they jostled the stretcher sharply. The Ant cried out again, in pain. Cade winced at the sound, glad no one else was near enough to hear it.
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        * * *

      

      In the infirmary, Anna, who had resumed her conversation with Deer, gave a cry of her own and started toward the door.

      “Oh, help her!” she exclaimed again. “Don’t you hear her? Someone keeps calling for help!”

      No one in the infirmary had heard any but their own voices. The Man in the bed nearest Anna asked with concern, “You all right, little lady?” and turning to Deer repeated, “She all right?”

      “It’s been a—difficult day for her,” Deer explained hastily. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll take her to her mother.”

      As he reached for Anna’s arm, one of the infirmarians, seeing her distress, came forward with water to drink, and the offer of something stronger, if needed.

      Anna shook them both off.

      “Don’t bother about me! Help her,” she cried again, with passion. “Or I’ll go, then, if you won’t!”

      Deer held her back. “Anna, drink some water,” he said severely. “There’s no one calling. All the wounded are here.”

      He was still trying to persuade her when the door opened and the master walked in. Posthumous’s eyes opened wide at Anna’s expression.

      She rushed to him.

      “Somebody’s hurt, sir,” she told him urgently. “Out there. Somebody needs help.”

      Deer, behind her, caught the master’s eye and made a motion with his hand to suggest mental confusion.

      Nonplussed, Posthumous said, “No. I’ve just been speaking to your father. All the wounded have been taken care of. Was it a child playing that you heard, do you think?”

      There were, in fact, no children playing nearby.

      Anna shook her head. “No. It wasn’t anything like a child. It was a woman, I think, and she called again and again—two times at least, or maybe three—and said she was hurt. Master, I heard her.” Tears of frustration ran down Anna’s cheeks. “It was plain as day. You must have heard her. Everybody must have!”

      She would have pushed by him, had Posthumous not quickly closed the door.

      “Well, there’s no one hurt out there,” he said, “so let’s think about what else it could have been. If not a child, then one of the pickets shouting to another? Or a bird? The cry of an animal, maybe?”

      As he spoke, he led Anna gently from the door toward the infirmarian, who stood waiting, a calming drink ready in his hand.

      Anna refused it.

      Drawing a deep breath, she said in a more reasonable tone, “It wasn’t any of those things. It was words. I don’t know why you’re saying— I don’t know why you didn’t hear it. It was perfectly plain to me.”

      “Your ears are younger and keener than any of ours,” Posthumous acknowledged. Over Anna’s head, his eyes met Deer’s. “Did this woman say anything more than that she was hurt?” he asked.

      Anna gestured helplessly. “She wanted help,” she said, obviously stifling an urge to add something to the effect of, “but no one would.”

      “Oh yes, of course. You mentioned that.”

      The master said nothing for a moment.

      Then, still looking not at Anna but at Deer, he asked, “What were her exact words? Do you remember them?”

      A look of fury crossed Anna’s face, that she should continue to be doubted; and then it resolved, after a moment’s thought, to bewilderment.

      “I—I don’t remember exactly what she said,” she admitted, fidgeting nervously. “I mean, I know what she said, but I don’t remember what words she used.”

      “It’s possible, then,” the master suggested gently, “that you heard something that suggested alarm to you, and you put words to it in your mind.”

      “I guess so. Yes.” Anna blushed. “I feel silly now.”

      “Nothing to feel silly about,” Posthumous said heartily. “I’m glad to find you so alert, in fact. Oh, to have the sharp ears of the young, eh, Schoolmaster? But look: Our guests seem alarmed.”

      The most seriously wounded Man was asleep, but the other two, Anna saw, were indeed staring anxiously at the Foresters, whose chatter they could not understand, but whose gestures and tones suggested to them that something was deeply amiss.

      Quickly, she straightened up and smoothed back her hair, struggling to compose her features.

      “It’s all right,” she said in the Coastal dialect the Men used. “I’m just afraid of Ants.”

      This made perfect sense to the Men, who were afraid of Ants, too.

      “Oh, if that’s what you’re upset about, you can relax,” the lightly wounded Man said quickly. “They’re miles from here by now.”

      The other Man also, though his voice was weak, murmured reassuringly.

      The master, meanwhile, seemed to be thinking.

      “Anna,” he said abruptly, interrupting the Men, “may I borrow your uncle for a moment?”

      Surprised, she nodded.

      “Thank you.” Looking around the room, Posthumous said to the Men politely, in the Forester language, “I’ll visit you again later, when you’ve had a chance to rest. A thousand welcomes to Evergreen, gentlemen,” adding to Anna, “Will you stay and translate that for me, please? Feel free to amend my poor words in whatever way good manners among Men suggest would be appropriate. We want them to be comfortable here.”

      Then he went out quickly, Deer in his wake.

      Once away from the infirmary Deer immediately said, “Should we have left her, sir? I think we’ve overtaxed Anna today as it is.”

      “I didn’t like to do it, but we have to move quickly. Anyway, distraction may be the best thing for her.”

      “She seemed distracted enough already,” Deer muttered. “What are we hurrying for, sir? And to where?” Posthumous seemed strangely cheerful considering he had just dealt with an Ant battle virtually on the doorstep of his forest. He seemed elated, even.

      Posthumous, without slackening his speed, whistled loudly. In answer, a picket showed himself, and, at the master’s wave, ran to meet him.

      Posthumous demanded eagerly, “Two pickets came by here with an Ant, didn’t they?”

      When the picket nodded, the master said, “I want those pickets back here right away. And the Ant, too. Relay the message as quickly as you can. Tell them to go gently with that stretcher: I want the creature alive.”

      The picket—after a barely perceptible hesitation—ran after the stretcher-bearers.

      “There’s an Ant in the forest?” Deer exclaimed, aghast. “And you want it alive? Sir, what are you thinking?”

      Posthumous turned to the schoolmaster, his eyes shining. “While you were in the infirmary with Anna, two pickets brought an injured female Ant to that grove right over there,” he said, pointing. “That Ant cried out. Two or three times, as I recall. I believe her cries are what Anna heard.”

      “Anna?” Deer asked, his forehead creasing.

      “Exactly.”

      “Anna’s just upset. I didn’t hear anything.”

      “It’s as I suggested years ago,” Posthumous said. “What to us, speakers of the forest language, is only unintelligible sound, Anna hears as speech. She heard Ants speak and understood them as a child. I’m sure she heard and understood this one. If only we can keep this Ant alive! Think how much we could learn, Schoolmaster!”

      Deer shook his head. “Master, I’ve studied both modern Islander and the ancient language it derives from, and I didn’t hear any Ant speech.”

      “You heard nothing at all,” Posthumous pointed out. “You were too far away. If only you’d been standing where I was, you might have picked out the words just as Anna did!”

      Crossing his arms, Deer maintained, “Sir, the simplest, most reasonable explanation for what happened in the infirmary is not that an Ant spoke, but that Anna was emotionally taxed beyond what she could bear, heard a faint cry, and became overwrought. We asked too much of Anna, that’s all. Anybody in her situation might ‘hear’ something.”

      Posthumous craned his neck, eagerly seeking a glimpse of the returning pickets. “If the Ant still lives, we may soon know,” he said. “You’ll spend time with this creature, and get her to ‘talk’ to you, won’t you? If we can speak to the Ants, maybe we can control them.”

      “If the Ants are capable of understanding spoken language, then why couldn’t the Ancients control them?”

      “Yes, you’re right to say that.” The master grimaced ruefully. “But you’ll try the experiment, won’t you, and see whether anything at all can be accomplished through talking to them? Any advantage we can gain, however slight, is a good thing.”

      Deer agreed with this, though reluctantly. “Take Anna home, why don’t you, sir?” he suggested. “I’ll stay at this post until the picket returns. If word gets around the forest that the master is standing picket watches now, everyone will start hearing things. And please don’t blame me for hoping that Ant is long dead by now.”
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      In defiance of Deer’s wishes, the Ant—tough and stubborn like all her race—not only did not die, but after a few days’ care looked likely to recover from her injuries entirely. This was despite the facts that the infirmarian who dressed her wounds could hardly bear to touch her, and that for safety’s sake the Ant was kept bound tightly hand and foot to the frame of the bed in which she lay.

      Though at first relatively few in Evergreen knew an Ant was being kept in their forest, with every day she continued to live, word spread. The master made no effort to keep her existence a secret, except from the young ones. He visited the Ant daily, and persisted in appearing as pleased with his guest as he had been on the day she had first been brought into the forest. It seemed to Deer, however, no one else was sharing in his evident delight.

      In fact, within a week, the dissatisfied murmuring of Evergreen’s citizens had taken on such an unpleasant tone he felt obliged to warn Posthumous about it.

      He saw no reason to be other than straightforward.

      “Master, you can’t keep that creature in the forest,” Deer told him flatly. “Everyone is against it. They feel it’s dangerous.”

      Serenely, Posthumous asked, “Why? I think we’ll learn a great deal by studying her. That’s worth some risk, surely.”

      “How much risk? Suppose the other Ants return, and come after her?”

      “Do you think sixty Ants would attempt to invade Evergreen?”

      “I don’t know what they might do. At one time, I’d have said sixty Ants would never camp outside of Evergreen; but for years, they have.”

      “You see how much we need to study them, then. We don’t know enough about them even to predict their simplest behaviors.”

      “Sir, sixty Ants can’t conquer the forest, certainly, but they could inflict serious casualties.”

      Posthumous nodded. “Then if there’s any sign of her companions, we’ll revisit the question,” he assured his schoolmaster.

      Deer had never known the master to be so stubborn. He had expected that once Posthumous was informed of how his people felt about the situation, he would surely—though perhaps reluctantly—agree to execute the Ant at once. “Master,” he said impatiently, “why should we take any risk at all? Your people are against keeping this Ant alive and among them. You can’t impose your will on them. You must govern with their consent.”

      “Of course,” Posthumous agreed quickly. “But I’m only talking about a matter of a few weeks. When she’s more recovered, you’ll visit with her; speak with her; see whether anything can be accomplished that way; and that will be the end of the matter.”

      “Weeks?” Deer asked, eyebrows rising. “How many weeks?”

      The master shrugged. “Well, say another a month, then,” he countered. “Will you support me if I propose to the council that we keep her that long?”

      “Do you mean unofficially? I’m not a member of the council.”

      “Yes, you are,” Posthumous replied. “Or— nearly. Leaf suggested last week that our school is large enough now to have the importance of a forest department, and should have a councilor to represent its interests. A vote on the matter is on the agenda in every quarter for this week’s meeting, and I expect a favorable result.”

      “Leaf?” Deer asked, confused. Leaf, as far as he knew, scorned the very idea of the school, having gone so far as to remark publicly that she certainly never intended to send Lively there.

      The master smiled. “She wants you back on the council, one way or another. We all do. Can I count on your help there?”

      “I’ll support you in any way I can.” Deer tried not to let his expression reveal his delight at the thought of being a councilor again, at the heart of things. “But only if you promise to keep that Ant well away from my niece.”

      “Oh, I don’t want the young ones to know anything about her,” the master quickly agreed. “As Anna lives in the Western Quarter of the forest and the Ant is being held in the Southern, she can’t possibly see or hear anything to upset her.”
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        * * *

      

      Studying Anna as she walked toward him, River thought that, looked at logically, a great many of Anna’s features were the opposite of beautiful. Her hair was wild, for one thing. No matter how tightly she braided it in approved Forester fashion, curly locks were always escaping and blowing about her face. Her skin was too pale, her eyes were unmistakably blue, and she was also slight in stature—not to mention that she limped. Every female Forester under the age of fifty was more beautiful than Anna was, he conceded—at least, in the eyes of another Forester.

      But somehow, somewhere in the middle of his long and sometimes acrimonious efforts to get the better of her, River had fallen headlong in love with his schoolmate; and despite Anna’s obvious deficiencies, at her approach the young man flushed.

      “I can’t find Heron,” Anna complained.

      “He’s off sketching someplace, probably,” River said. “Here, take my arm,” he added quickly, maneuvering to draw Anna’s through his. “You don’t want to fall.”

      “I can walk.” Anna laughed, pushing the hand gently away. “I do it all the time.”

      The two continued to the empty art studio where, when Anna had seated herself on Heron’s customary stool, River asked, “So where were you just now? Not that it’s my business, I guess. But where?”

      “I was visiting the Men.”

      “Oh,” River said, his lip curling. “Them.”

      “Yes, them,” she retorted. “Don’t say it like that. They’re nice.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do say so. They’re very nice. I went to their camp with Roar and Rumor and they sang a song for us. It’s an ancient song. Do you want to hear it?”

      River made a face.

      Anna reached for her stick. “I think I’ll go to the library and work now,” she said coolly. “Goodbye.”

      Alarmed, River put out his hand to stop her. “Don’t get mad,” he said quickly. “I was just joking. I’m sure the Men are all—wonderful. And I really want to hear their song, too.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “I do. Honestly,” River pleaded. It was not entirely a lie. Though Anna’s voice wasn’t the finest in Evergreen, River preferred it to any other.

      River’s Coastal speech was fair, and he was able to get the gist of the Men’s song, in which he wisely feigned great interest. When Anna had finished, he asked, “So who was Lord Kumbaya? Was he a king or something?”

      “Nobody knows.” Anna replied. “Nobody’s found any historical references to him yet.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out for his name anytime I’m reading an Ancient Text,” River assured her. “Since there’s a song about him, he must have been pretty important in his day.”

      Concluding from Anna’s expression that he had placated her sufficiently, he changed the subject. “There’s no point in you going to work at the library right now, by the way. There’s nobody there.”

      “Nobody?” Anna asked, bending to smooth away a stubborn wrinkle in the trouser leg underneath her brace. “Not even Swan?”

      Swan had taken a recent interest in the librarian’s job, and with the master’s permission had begun working with the old man with an eye to one day succeeding to his post. The position of librarian was regarded as an important one, and guaranteed a seat on the council to the holder of it, but neither Anna nor River envied Swan the task of persuading the present librarian to relinquish even the smallest duty to his new assistant save that of running up and down the ladder to the underground book vaults all day. The librarian was extremely possessive of his books.

      “No, so you might as well just stay here with me. Heron’s bound to show up sooner or later, right?”

      “Might as well,” Anna agreed cheerfully.

      The two had talked for half an hour when River suddenly realized Anna was no longer paying any attention to what he said. The girl’s eyes had lost their focus. As he watched, she swiveled suddenly toward the window, her expression troubled.

      He asked, “What’s the matter?”

      Anna continued to stare sightlessly before her.

      River repeated, more loudly, “Hey, Anna! I said, what’s—”

      “I don’t know, I don’t know!” the girl cried. Without seeming to know she did it, she slid down from the stool and started toward the door as though she had forgotten she wore a brace and needed a stick to walk. She managed only a step or two before stumbling. “Something— Something’s wrong,” she gasped, clinging to a table for support. “I keep hearing something.”

      When River reached to steady her, Anna threw up one arm as if to fend him off.

      “It’s all right,” he said hastily, stumbling back a pace. “I won’t touch you if you don’t want me to.”

      Anna slowly lowered her arm again, sweat beading her forehead. “I’m all right. I’m tired, that’s all. I didn’t sleep well last night. Ever since that battle, I keep dreaming about—Ants.”

      Proud to be old enough himself to have been told about the presence of the Ant captive, where Anna was not, River lied reassuringly, “Well, there aren’t any Ants anywhere around here anymore, so you can forget about them. Do you want me to take you home?”

      Anna nodded wearily.

      “Take my arm,” River said, trying not to sound happy. “We’d better not go too fast.”

      The walk wasn’t quite the opportunity to comfort—and, if he could, to impress—Anna that River was looking for, however. The girl was silent; and despite River’s repeated admonitions, her pace grew faster and faster as they went. At the threshold of her house Anna thanked her “protector” (as River saw himself) as though it were an afterthought, and went in quickly, all but shutting the door behind her in his face. After standing for a moment, possibly hoping she would return, River wandered dejectedly away.

      In the house’s small central room, Cade was reading to his wife. Both looked up, startled, as their daughter burst in.

      Breathless, Anna declared, “There’s something going on here.”

      Her parents exchanged glances. May asked—too smoothly, “What makes you think so, darling?”

      Anna made an impatient gesture. “I don’t know. Just… There is something, though; isn’t there?”

      Neither parent said anything for a moment, until Cade suggested quietly, “Come sit with us. We’ll talk.”

      From the way May drew her daughter’s chair close to her own, it was clear she expected Anna to react to what they said with terror and possibly even panic; but instead her daughter was merely made thoughtful by the information that an Ant was being held in Evergreen.

      “Why’s she still—with us?” Anna asked. “Why isn’t she— I mean, why didn’t somebody—” Without meeting her parents’ eyes, Anna made a short gesture suggesting a knife’s thrust. “I didn’t even think you could take an Ant prisoner. I thought the Ants always killed other Ants when they were wounded.”

      “The rest of the group were driven off before they had the chance,” Cade explained. “No doubt they’d have come back to finish her, if they’d dared.”

      May added, “Her capture was an accident, really; but now that we have her, the master thought we might as well study her.”

      “But after she’s been studied—?”

      “Yes. She’s an Ant, after all.”

      Anna laid her head against her mother’s shoulder and closed her eyes.

      After a moment, she asked, “Where is she?”

      “On the other side of the forest,” May assured her. “Locked up and well-guarded with pickets on duty all around her night and day. You don’t need to worry a bit about her getting loose.”

      “I’m not worried.” Anna raised her head again and fiddled nervously with the end of her braided hair. “Has she ever been closer? To me, I mean. Have you moved her around any time, and gone by here? Or has she been near the studio at all?”

      Cade frowned, as though puzzled by the question. “No,” he said. “She’s been locked up in a closet in the Southern Quarter since we took her. She hasn’t been well enough to be moved anywhere.”

      Anna sat up straighter. “That’s a long way from here. Is she really noisy? I know it sounds silly, but I thought I might have heard her once or twice.”

      “She’s— a little bit vocal at times. I wouldn’t call her noisy, exactly.” Cade didn’t add that however loudly the Ant might have clamored, Anna could never have heard her at such a distance. “You must have heard something else.”

      “Birds, likely,” May said quickly. “Crows quarreling.”

      As soon as she said it, May looked as though she would have liked to have bitten her tongue. She had heard from Deer what Anna told him about crows on the day she had first worn her leg brace.

      But Anna didn’t react to the allusion, saying only, “I don’t think it was a crow.”

      “Well, be that as it may,” her father said, “the Ant will be gone soon. We had a council meeting about it, and the master agreed to keep her one month and no more. The whole forest is against having her here longer; but we agreed we might learn something without too much risk to ourselves by observing her for that long.” Cade wiped his upper lip with his handkerchief—his habitual gesture when uncertain. “Your mother and I were going to tell you about her. I mean, we were considering it.”

      “Did the master say I should know?” Anna asked, adding pointedly, “I’m not really a young one anymore.”

      This topic had come up between Anna and her mother before. “As a matter of fact, it was Heron’s idea,” May admitted, looking guilty. “Heron thought it might—help you to know.”

      Anna flushed. “Good old Heron,” she said, with sudden warmth. “He knows me better than anybody.”

      “You’ve been friends a long time,” Cade agreed.

      May began to suggest comforts—a hot bath, a walk, a visit with Leaf and Roar and Lively—to all of which Anna shook her head.

      “I’m fine. You don’t need to fuss over me.”

      “That’s my brave girl,” said Cade with relief.

      “Can I see her?” Anna asked suddenly.

      May flinched. “See whom, dear?” she asked nervously.

      “The Ant. Can I see her?” With a visible quiver of fear, Anna added, “I don’t want to go close, though. Can I just see her from—far away, maybe?”

      Cade was aware that for his daughter to see the Ant at a distance would require that the creature, despite her injuries, be brought out of her prison. Without knowing what pain this might cause the Ant—or caring—he replied, “If you want that, I’ll arrange it.”

      “I think I do,” Anna said. “I’m not sure.”

      “I’ll arrange for whatever you want,” Cade assured her.

      “I think I do want to go. But I don’t want her close to me.”

      “All right.”

      “I think maybe— tomorrow. I think I want to go tomorrow. Can I go in the morning?”

      May cried, “Tomorrow!” while Cade said, “It might take me a while to arrange everything. Can you wait until the afternoon?”

      “While Rumor’s in school,” May said. “There’s no hurry, darling! Think this through before you make any decisions!”

      “I’ve thought. I can wait until afternoon. And I don’t want to go too close.”

      “You don’t have to go any closer than you want to.”

      “I’ll go, then. I want to see her.”

      Next day, Anna would advance no nearer than twenty feet from the place where the Ant stood supported on both sides by pickets. The Ant, who, except when fast asleep had struggled unremittingly since her capture to escape her bonds and attack her jailers, was surprisingly passive in their grasp. She confined her activity to stealing wary glances at Roar, the only picket present bearing arms. Roar had stationed himself off to one side, midway between the Ant and the place where Anna was. His right hand rested on the hilt of his sword and he looked as though he might be silently daring the creature to take so much as a single step in Anna’s direction and give him an excuse to use it. The Ant, wisely, made no such move.

      Anna stood frozen, and stared at the Ant.

      “Do you want to go home?” her mother whispered, hopefully.

      “No.”

      “Do you want—”

      Before May could finish, the Ant, who had looked directly at no one save the young picket who had drawn her knife with the stated intention of finishing her off, suddenly raised her head and looked straight at Anna, her expression so unexpectedly mild it would undoubtedly have caused Heron, had he been present, to reach eagerly for his sketchbook.

      As her eyes met the Ant’s, Anna’s face contorted with rage. “I hate you! Murderer!” Her voice had the odd, shrill timbre of someone shouting aloud in the throes of a nightmare. As she called out, she gestured threateningly with her walking-stick, so violently she almost fell.

      Cade caught her by the arm and steadied her.

      Anna shook him off impatiently. “Beast!” she shrieked, breathing hard, and still staring fixedly at the Ant. “You big—you big dirty beast!” Not knowing Forester words adequate to express her fury, she added to this a word in the Island tongue.

      The Ant continued to look at her, her expression unchanged. Anna abruptly averted her head.

      “No!” she snapped. “I’m not going to listen to you! Father, make her go away now. Make them take her away.”

      Cade gestured quickly to the pickets.

      The Ant stumbled slightly at her first step, momentarily drawing Anna’s eye again. Again, the Ant met her gaze unblinkingly.

      Anna turned. “Let’s go.”

      She and her parents walked in silence toward home. Cade was regretting that he hadn’t thought to request that a horse be brought for his daughter. Her eyes were circled in black, and when he offered his arm to her, she leaned heavily on it. He wondered whether she had slept at all the night before.

      “Would you like me to carry you?” he asked her quietly.

      “No!”

      After a moment she asked, more collectedly, “What was wrong with her wrists? They looked like they were bandaged. Are they hurt?” She added coldly, “I don’t really care. I don’t care if she’s hurt. I just wondered.”

      “She did that to herself,” Cade explained. “She has to be bound, of course, but she won’t accept it. She’s torn the skin on her wrists and ankles struggling to get free.”

      “Oh.”

      Anna didn’t speak again until they were nearly home.

      Then she said brusquely, “You shouldn’t keep her tied up.”

      Surprised at the remark, her father replied, “We have to, Anna. The Ant can’t escape; there are guards all around the room where she’s being held. But I’m afraid if we don’t keep her bound, she’ll try to break down the door or the walls, and then she might hurt herself badly.”

      “Don’t tie her, and she won’t struggle,” Anna said. “Don’t let her feel that she’s not free, and she won’t try to get free all the time. That’s the way Ants are.”

      Then she burst out frantically, “I want to see Heron. Can I go to Lark’s studio, Mother? I want to talk to Heron.”
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      At Lark’s studio, Anna ran to throw herself against the surprised Heron’s chest.

      “Hey, hummingbird,” he said, laying aside the brushes he’d been cleaning and drawing her in. “Let’s get away from this mess, all right? You’ll get paint all over yourself. So you saw her, huh? What did you think?” His arm around Anna, and with a quick smile for her astonished parents, Heron gently led the sobbing girl toward a long bench in the back of the room. “Let’s sit down while you tell me, all right? You look really tired.”

      Lark, meanwhile, was maneuvering to get Anna’s parents away.

      “Might as well let them talk,” she said nonchalantly, pushing the reluctant May toward the door. “What do you say to a hot bath, May? No, really: It’ll relax you.”

      Cade caught Lark’s eye with a look of sudden comprehension.

      May looked back worriedly, “Shouldn’t I stay? I’m her mother…”

      Then she stopped, astonished to see Heron’s lips meet her daughter’s forehead.

      “A bath does sound good,” Cade agreed loudly, patting his wife’s shoulder. “I’ll have one, too.”

      “Sometimes the mother is the last person a young one wants,” Lark (who had never had children) said. She steered May firmly out the studio door and shut it behind the three of them. “She’ll talk it all over with Heron and then she’ll be all right again. How was that Ant, anyway? On her best behavior, I hope?”

      “Oh, fine, fine,” said Cade vaguely.

      May stopped in the path, continuing to protest that her daughter had just had a terrible experience and therefore needed her.

      After listening impatiently for a moment, Lark interrupted. “Oh, you hush now,” she said. “Anna’s the perfect age for a first love, and she couldn’t do better than Heron. There’s nobody in the forest who’s better-hearted, unless it’s your husband.”

      May gasped. “But she’s only— she’s seventeen!”

      “That’s what I said: The perfect age,” Lark repeated. “And Heron’s adored her forever. I can’t believe you haven’t noticed it before.” Seizing May’s arm, she continued, “Come on, come on: Let’s go have that nice bath and you can tell me all about the Ant. I hope Anna hit her a few good ones with her walking stick. You know, it would do her a lot of good to cripple an Ant the way they crippled her. I think I’ll suggest to the master that we hold some sort of ritual crippling, in fact. I wouldn’t mind watching that myself.”

      As the three passed the studio window, only May permitted herself to glance in. To her shock, she saw Heron kiss her daughter again, this time full on the mouth. And—could it possibly be? —her daughter kissed Heron right back.

      Three days after the Men left the forest, Roar was put in charge of having the Ant moved to the clearing in the woods that had been the site of the Men’s former encampment.

      He admitted he thought she was not quite well enough to live in such an exposed place; but the citizens of the Southern Quarter were naturally eager to see her moved as far from them as possible, and the master, conscious that his position in keeping an enemy in the woods was a precarious one, decided to take the risk to the Ant’s health.

      As soon as the Ant was settled into her new home, Posthumous and Deer began visiting her.

      The master, who had been told of Anna’s advice not to confine the Ant too much, said to Roar, “I see you’ve taken three-quarters of Anna’s recommendation.” The captive now wore a shackle on only one ankle.

      Roar replied, ruefully, “Well, I did as well as I could. So much freedom hasn’t calmed her, though. That creature does nothing all day—unless she’s eating or sleeping—but try all ways to work that cuff off her leg.”

      “But her wrists, at least, are beginning to heal,” Deer pointed out. “So that’s good. Did you try at all the idea of leaving her entirely free?”

      “Oh, yes. Captain Cade did—with the predictable result that she made an immediate run for it,” Roar told him. “Hence the leg shackle. Next we’ll have to put up a fence, I suppose—if there’s time for it.”

      Posthumous winced at this reminder that his councils had promised him only a month in which to learn what he could from the Ant.

      Next to the iron spike driven deep into the ground to which the Ant had been tethered, the carpenters had built a structure like a single room of a common Forester’s house. It had a floor and a roof, but incomplete walls, so the watching pickets could observe the Ant at all times. In the corner of it affording the best shelter stood an ordinary forest bed, and the chain confining the Ant had been left long enough to allow her access to it.

      “Did you order that?” Posthumous asked Roar.

      Roar shook his head. “That was Captain Cade’s idea. The hut’s a little breezy, but I suspect that bed—with blankets, as you see—represents quite an improvement over anything the Ant’s ever had before.”

      Deer, who had been present to see the hut built, admitted, “There was some grumbling over providing her with so much comfort, in fact. Something to the effect that any bed not of earth, six feet by six feet by two, was much too good for an Ant.” He did not add that he himself was inclined to the earth-bed point of view.

      The master asked quickly, “Who?” but Roar and Deer both claimed not to recall any names. Deer added, “It’s like Cade to be so humane. He hates Ants, but he’s a man of principle.” The other two soberly agreed.

      “How’s the research going?” the master asked Deer.

      “I talk to her.” Deer shrugged. “So far I think I’ve used every word I know of the ancient language twice over. She doesn’t respond.”

      Deer was explaining that the Ant, besides paying no attention to him, had been stubbornly silent herself since being brought to her new home, when voices from some distance behind them made all three men turn.

      One of the pickets on duty guarding the Ant was talking to Anna.

      The picket glanced at the master, unsure of what to do.

      Anna herself, Deer saw, kept her own face turned away. He suspected she did it to avoid seeing past them to where the Ant sat on the ground, steadily rubbing the bolt of her shackle with a link of the chain in an attempt to wear it away.

      To save Anna coming nearer the Ant, the three men walked toward where she stood.

      “Hello,” the master called out. “I was just speaking with your father an hour ago. He didn’t tell me you were coming.”

      Anna called back, nervously pushing aside a stray curl of hair, “He didn’t know. I didn’t tell him. I just—came.”

      Deer’s forehead creased worriedly. “Does your mother know where you are?”

      Anna blushed.

      “No, I didn’t tell Mother either,” she admitted. Before anyone could answer this, she added, with a trace of defiance, “Heron and I talked it over. We thought it would be all right.”

      “Yes, it is all right,” the master assured her. “But why did you want to?”

      “So I could—help,” Anna said uncertainly. “I mean, if I can. I’m old enough to have real duties, now. I thought maybe, if I asked, you’d make my first duty to help Uncle Deer with the Ant.”

      Posthumous was the first to reach Anna. He took her hands and laid his cheek against hers. It was the first time he had saluted her in the adult manner, rather than with a kiss to her forehead, and Anna was so taken aback by it she nearly pulled away.

      “That must be up to the schoolmaster, of course,” Posthumous told her; as, behind him, Roar caught Anna’s eye and, grinning, winked.

      “I’d welcome your help,” Deer said. Following the master’s lead, he pressed his niece’s cheek, and Roar did the same—though in Roar’s case this formal gesture was followed immediately by his customary undignified bearhug.

      Anna relaxed perceptibly. “What do you want me to do?” she asked, daring a quick glance toward the Ant.

      Reflexively, the men glanced back, too.

      To their surprise, they found the Ant no longer sitting, fretting tirelessly at her tether, as she had for hours already that morning. She was standing and looking in their direction. Her eyes were on Anna, and her expression was quizzical, and as mild as it had been on the day when she had been brought out for the first time for Anna to see.

      Anna looked determinedly away again.

      Deer explained, “We can’t learn from just one Ant how the Ants communicate with each other, of course; but we’re hoping the humans who invented them gave them the capacity for speech. If they did, and if the Ants as a race have continued to use any of the ancient words, I thought if I spoke to this one in the ancient language, she might respond to me.”

      Anna was immediately interested.

      “The Ancestors must have taught them to talk,” she said eagerly. “How else could they have taught them their jobs, if they couldn’t talk to them?”

      “That’s what we thought,” Posthumous agreed.

      “Have you talked to her, then?”

      Deer nodded. “I have.”

      “What does she do? Does she answer you?”

      “No,” Deer admitted. “She ignores me.”

      Anna’s face fell. “You’re saying the words wrong or something.”

      Deer laughed. “I guess I am. Do you want to try it?” Seeing Anna grow instantly alarmed, he added quickly, “Another day, I mean. Don’t say yes if you’d rather say no, by the way. You could help us a lot just by doing what you’re already doing, reading and translating Ancient Texts. Every new thing we uncover brings us a step closer to understanding these animals.”

      “No, no. I want to talk to her,” Anna insisted, casting another wary glance in the Ant’s direction. “Just—not today, maybe.”

      The master said firmly, “Definitely not today. Your parents have a right to know you’ve received my permission to undertake adult duties before you begin them. Let’s go and do that now, before you proceed any further with this project.”

      Anna’s relief at the suggestion was perceptible.

      Leaving Roar on duty at the Ant-camp, the other three started back toward the Western Quarter.

      As she had the first time she had seen the Ant, when Anna had gotten some distance away and grown calmer, she had advice for the Ant’s keepers.

      “She doesn’t like trees, or things like that,” she said abruptly, cutting Deer off in the middle of his remarks on another topic entirely, as though she hadn’t heard him speaking. “Things she can’t see behind. If you put those all around the clearing, I don’t think she’d go past them.”

      “Thank you, Anna,” Posthumous replied.

      The next day, Anna came to the Ant enclosure again, and the day after that. Though by the third day she was able to bring herself to approach the Ant more closely, she still could not quite bring herself to speak to, or even to look directly at her. She only listened when Deer spoke, occasionally offering possible alternate pronunciations for ancient words, based on Island equivalents. The Ant appeared to be fascinated by Anna, never taking her eyes from the girl as far as Deer could tell. But beyond manifesting this obvious interest, the creature remained silent, and as stolid in her demeanor as ever.

      On the fourth day, making light conversation with his niece in an attempt to ease her nerves, Deer said, “You can tell your father for me that our guest appreciates the bed he gave her. At first she wouldn’t go near it. I think she thought it was some kind of trap. Then finally she sat down on it, liked it, and now she’s in it as soon as the sun goes down.”

      Anna managed a shaky laugh at this. “No wonder, too. It’s cold these nights, isn’t it?” With a shiver, she added, “It’s cold now, in fact. I’m looking forward to summer.” In the Island tongue, she recited, “‘Cold spring; hot summer.’ That’s what my mama used to tell me.”

      As Anna finished speaking, the Ant’s chain jangled. Anna wouldn’t look, but Deer did. The Ant was heading to her shelter.

      Deer stared, openmouthed. “What’s she doing?”

      Uneasily, Anna turned to look.

      After watching for a moment, Anna remarked with surprise, “She’s getting a blanket from her bed.”

      There were two blankets on the Ant’s bed, and one of these the Ant bundled into her arms. Then, hurrying back to where Anna and Deer stood (stumbling on the way because of the chain around her ankle), the Ant thrust it at Anna, clearly offering it for her to take.

      Anna recoiled slightly from the gesture, but, struggling with herself, as Deer could plainly see, forced herself to stand her ground.

      Anna asked, “You...want me to have that?”

      The Ant didn’t react beyond continuing to hold out the blanket, her face turned humbly away, and her eyes lowered.

      “Uncle…?” Anna said nervously.

      Quickly, Deer reminded her, “A minute ago, you shivered. She must have seen you, and figured out you were cold. Or maybe it was the Islander. You said the word ‘cold,’ remember? Speak to her in the Island language again, Anna.”

      Anna looked back and forth between her uncle and the Ant then obediently said in her native tongue, “I’m not cold.”

      Almost before the words were out of Anna’s mouth, the Ant lowered the blanket. It was only his imagination, Deer thought, that made him think she appeared somehow disappointed.

      “Tell her to put it back,” he said eagerly to his niece.

      “Put the blanket in the hut,” Anna said in the Island tongue.

      Chain clanking, the Ant retreated.

      “Oh no, she’s dropped it on the floor,” Anna exclaimed. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Who cares?” Deer said jubilantly. “You spoke, and she responded. She didn’t understand you perfectly, but there’s no surprise in that, is there? We know the Ants don’t speak Islander. There was no Island speech when they were invented, and where would she have learned it?”

      Anna stared at him. “Well, what, then?” she asked, confused. “Why did she do that?”

      “Because the master’s right,” Deer said. “Which means I’m wrong, but I can live with that. Ants once spoke, or at least understood, the Ancient Tongue, and the way you Island folk speak sounds more like the Ancient Tongue than any other modern language.”

      Slowly, Anna agreed, “People do say that.”

      “Let me hear you say ‘I’m cold’ in Islander,” Deer urged her. “Let’s see if I can get the accent just right.”

      “‘I’m cold,’” Anna repeated. “This isn’t going to work. The Men told me I have a forest accent now.”

      “Not to me you don’t,” Deer assured her. “Anyway, it does work. The Ant brought you the blanket, didn’t she? Say it again,” Deer pressed. “‘I’m cold.’”

      “‘I’m cold.’”

      Deer glanced at the sky. “It’s time for you to get back,” he said. “I’ll walk with you a little way, and you can teach me as we go. Say, ‘I’m cold,’ again for me. The vowels are always the difficult part, aren’t they?”

      Posthumous, when Deer told him, was fascinated by the incident with the blanket.

      “Did you ever imagine an Ant voluntarily offering comfort to a human, Schoolmaster?” he exclaimed. “There’s so much more to these Ants than we know. Did she do the same for you, when you asked?”

      “No,” Deer said, smiling wryly. “She ignored me. As she usually does.”

      The master scratched his cheek thoughtfully. “You don’t say the words quite as Anna does, I suppose.”

      “I think I did quite well,” Deer replied. “I asked in both Anna’s language and in the ancient mother tongue, using an Island accent as nearly as I could both times. I think Ants must be like dogs in sometimes taking irrational likes and dislikes to people. Anna’s the favored one, and I’m not, and that’s all there is to it.”

      “Did the Ant make you no response at all?”

      “Her response,” Deer said flatly, “was to shift from where she was sitting to another place, one that offered an unobstructed—by me—view of the path by which Anna comes and goes.”

      Posthumous mulled this over, then asked, “And will Anna continue to work with the Ant, do you think? Her fear of the creature doesn’t seem to be lessening.”

      Deer shook his head. “I don’t think she will. I don’t believe she should. Every time the Ant takes a step toward her, Anna cringes; and I doubt she thinks she can do our soldiers any good by teaching Ants to fetch blankets.”

      “Of course,” the master agreed. “Anna’s young, and the whole experience must be terrifying to her. Still,” he sighed regretfully, “think how much we could learn if she only would!”

      To her uncle’s surprise, after a day away, Anna did come back to the Ant prison. The Ant evidently detected her step even before the watching pickets whistled the news to Deer, and as usual immediately advanced the length of her chain in the direction of the path by which Anna would come.

      “Here to work? You don’t have to, you know,” Deer told her.

      Anna smiled, though nervously, and pushed back her hair as usual. “I don’t know why, but I feel like I should. I guess it’s the same as cleaning out the stables or something. Some jobs you just don’t like, but they have to be done.” Trying hard to look levelly at the Ant, Anna asked, “Is that coat there meant for her? Why’s she just standing there shivering, then?”

      The coat in question was a worn-out winter garment that had once been Roar’s, and it presently hung over a nearby tree branch.

      When Deer acknowledged that he had indeed brought the coat for the Ant’s use, Anna asked again, “What’s it doing out here? She can’t wear it if you don’t put it in her reach.” She started in the coat’s direction.

      Deer said hastily, to distract her, “We’re taking your advice. We’re making a new place to keep the Ant. We’ve cut a small clearing in the middle of the thickest part of the forest, and besides the trees growing there, we’re setting up wooden blinds, about the width of a picket’s body, between them. Our idea is that as the pickets keep watch, they can move from blind to blind, and tree to tree. The Ant will see them, and even if she dared the trees themselves, we’re hoping she’ll be too wary of what—or who—might be behind the blinds to try to leave the clearing. We’ll move her hut tomorrow, probably. Do you want to see the place? It’s not far.”

      Anna was standing still, one hand extended toward the coat, staring toward the Ant, who stared fixedly back.

      “Sure. Just a minute,” she said absently. “She’s really cold.”

      Deer looked, but the Ant gave no sign of being cold that he could detect. He supposed that, given Anna’s well-known love for children, the sight of the foolish Ant must arouse her maternal instincts.

      “How long is that chain?” Anna asked, putting the coat over her arm. “Can she get this if I put it on the ground over there? Or”—she hung back uneasily— “could I throw it that far, do you think?”

      Since Anna wouldn’t be deflected from the topic, Deer came and took the coat from her.

      “I’ll be honest with you,” he said. “The Ant had the coat earlier. She was wearing it. I took it away from her when I got the signal you were coming.”

      Anna stared at him, uncomprehending.

      Deer hesitated, seeking the gentlest way to explain the situation. “She doesn’t wear it—properly. I doubt she’s ever had a tailored garment before, and she doesn’t understand how it works. She had the coat draped around her like a cloak, sort of—only upside down. I didn’t want you to see it because I was afraid it might remind you of…of something that maybe you’d rather not remember.”

      For a moment, Anna didn’t speak. Then, stiff-lipped, she said, “They did that. At my village. They took all the people’s clothes and just hung them all over themselves any old way.”

      “I know they did.” Deer remembered clearly the day that, as a little girl named Anne, she had first described the scene to him.

      He asked again, “Want to see the new Ant compound?”

      Silent, Anna nodded.

      Returning the coat to where it had been hanging and putting his arm around his niece’s shoulders, Deer attempted to cheer her. “What a terrible old thing that is, eh?” he said, grinning. “It’s the one Roar brought with him when he came here from Broadleaf. It took Leaf this long to finally get it away from him. Let’s go: It’s this way.”

      They started off, and then abruptly, Anna hung back.

      “She’s cold,” she stated again. “And anyway, she’s got to learn. She’s going to wear that, and wear it properly.” To Deer’s surprise, she turned and called out to the Ant in the Island tongue, “Come here, you,” and headed resolutely toward the coat again.

      The Ant, who, when she had seen that Anna and Deer were leaving, had started toward her hut, was already coming forward eagerly.

      “Anna, wait!” Deer exclaimed, startled. He looked anxiously around, and was relieved to see that the pickets on guard duty had not waited for a command to move in closer.

      Catching up with Anna as she got to the coat, Deer reached past her for it. “I’ll take it to her.”

      “No. Me,” Anna said. Pale but determined, she started in the direction of the Ant. “It’s my duty,” she announced. The quiver in her voice suggested she was speaking in an effort to stiffen her own resolve. “I’m grown, and I have duties now. My duty is to help you with the Ant.”

      “Help me by keeping an eye on her while I give her the coat, then,” Deer suggested. “Or at least let me carry it for you. It’s heavy.”

      Anna ignored these remarks.

      The Ant remained exactly as she was until her two visitors had gotten close; and then, with a sly, sideways glance at Deer, she sidled uneasily away.

      Trembling visibly, Anna insisted (in Island speech, of course), “No, you come here. Come on. Don’t you even think about running away from me! I’m not going to come after you just to get you to let me do you a favor, you know.”

      Risking no sudden move, Deer subtly positioned himself to intercept any motion the Ant might make toward Anna. He had no weapon, but saw no need of one. He doubted the Ant in her present condition represented any great threat, even to his niece. Though Anna was small, she was healthy, and strong for her size. Moreover, as a part of his continuing campaign to instill her with confidence in herself, Roar had taught Anna to parry quite effectively with her walking stick.

      As for Deer, on some level he half hoped to have an excuse to throw the Ant forcefully to the ground.

      The Ant hesitantly retraced her steps until she stood again before Anna, so close Deer could smell her rank body, unwashed since leaving the care of the infirmarians.

      “It goes like this,” Anna said, averting her eyes from the Ant’s steady gaze. She held out the coat with her free hand, offering it right side up and in the proper position to be put on.

      The Ant thrust out both dirty hands and grasped it.

      She clearly would have flung it, willy-nilly, around her shoulders again, had Anna not impatiently intervened.

      “No, not like that,” she scolded, snatching the garment back. Deer quickly interposed his arm, expecting that the Ant would resist and perhaps even attack; but to his surprise she relinquished the coat quite meekly.

      “This is a sleeve, see?” Anna explained, still avoiding the Ant’s eye. “A sleeve. Remember that word. It’s what your arm goes in. Now the other one. No, behind you. Oh, you big stupid clod! Turn around!”

      Giving up his defensive posture, Deer helped Anna maneuver the clumsy Ant into Roar’s castoff greatcoat.

      “You look very ugly,” Anna commented to her brusquely, when the garment had finally been put on. “Look: These are buttons, and this is how they work. Like this. Keep it buttoned up, and you’ll be warmer.”

      Roar was tall, and the Ant was only Anna’s height. The hem of the coat dragged on the ground.

      “Oh, you’re a sight,” Anna sighed. “The whole bottom half of that will be filthy in an hour.”

      But the Ant, Deer saw, looked faintly pleased with herself. For the first time since being brought out of the Southern Quarter storage closet, she opened her mouth and uttered a sound. It was only a grunt of which Deer could make nothing, but he looked eagerly at the Ant and hoped for more.

      Anna briefly froze.

      Then she continued as though nothing had happened, “And keep these sleeves rolled up, like this. Otherwise, with your hands covered, you won’t be able to do anything.”

      She pushed the Ant away, none too gently. “Go on,” she said, reaching quickly for Deer’s hand. “Go back to what you were doing. Staring like a statue, or whatever it was. Uncle Deer, let’s go see the new place, all right? Let’s go right away.”

      His niece was certainly full of surprises, Deer thought—and so was the Ant. Glancing back as they left the clearing, he saw that as usual the creature, her chain stretched to tautness behind her, was still watching Anna.

      The fearful Ant refused to pass on her own through the trees to walk to her new home, but once she’d been carried there on a handcart, blindfolded, she adjusted quickly. Taking Anna’s advice again, once the Ant had been led from the cart into her familiar hut, reassembled on this new spot, the shackle and chain were removed from her ankle and she was allowed for the first time to roam free. The clearing in which she was held wasn’t large, but as Anna had predicted, the Ant was too afraid of the surrounding trees to leave it. The pickets soon discovered that any time she ventured near their posts, the merest crackle of a leaf or snap of a twig was enough to send her scurrying away again.

      Anna continued to come daily to the new Ant compound as she had to the old, now staying longer at each visit than she had at first—with her parents’ reluctant consent. Cade took a shift of Ant guarding as often as he could when his daughter was working; or if he couldn’t be there, he sent Roar or Heron in his place. Though Heron, of course, was not so strong as Roar, nor so experienced a picket as Cade, he was protective of Anna and could be relied upon to keep a close watch for any threatening gesture toward Anna on the part of the Ant.

      So far, there had been none; and to her Uncle Deer’s wary amusement, once she saw the Ant would obey her, Anna got into a habit of ordering her about rather rudely, usually limiting her commands to a single sharply spoken word.

      When he commented on this, Anna said contemptuously, “What’s the use of being polite with her? I’m pretty sure the stupid thing doesn’t understand much of what I say anyway. If I want her to go, then I just say ‘go,’ and she can like it or not as she pleases. I don’t have to beg her.”

      “I can’t argue with you,” replied Deer, who felt no particular urge to be civil to an Ant, either. “Still, I think we can assume she knows the words ‘go’ and ‘come’ and so forth by now. If we’re not going to speak to her in complete sentences, we need to find another way to enlarge her vocabulary.”

      Anna shrugged. “Ants are supposed to be workers. Let her do work, then. As far as I’m concerned, the first words she can learn are ‘shovel’ and ‘privy’!”

      “Work’s an excellent suggestion,” Deer approved. “But since you’ll have to be the one to teach her, we’ll forgo the privy shoveling for now for your sake. Let’s find something light for you both to do.”

      The first “work” the Ant was taught was to clean herself. This was at the request of the pickets, who had begun to complain that to occupy a picket post downwind of the Ant constituted a health hazard. A large tub retired from one of the forest laundries was pressed into service for an Ant bath, since to Anna’s chagrin no one but she would consider admitting the Ant to one of Evergreen’s thermal pools, and the first attempt Anna made at getting the creature to wash herself involved near panic on the Ant’s part and a great deal of splashing.

      When this ordeal had been successfully gotten through, however (and to Anna’s and Deer’s delight), the Ant immediately revealed what the Ancients must have found the useful side of an Ant’s nature. Twice weekly thereafter, when the pickets filled her tub, without being told to or assisted, the Ant stripped off the invalid’s gown she had been given to wear and climbed meekly into the water on her own. Once in the bath, she washed exactly as Anna had instructed, beginning at the top with her hair (cut short to facilitate the operation), and working her way down to her toes. She followed precisely the same system at each bath, so that her left foot was invariably the last thing the Ant cleaned; and when it was done, she clambered out of the tub, and dried, and dressed herself in the clean gown the pickets had meanwhile substituted for her old one.

      Then she immediately put on Roar’s old coat.

      “Why does she do that, I wonder?” Deer mused one day, watching her. “It’s too warm for her to want that big, heavy thing now.”

      Anna sneered. “She does it because she actually likes that coat, that’s why.”

      The conviction in her voice surprised her uncle. “Does she?” he asked, looking curiously at his niece.

      “Oh, yes,” Anna asserted, with certainty. “She imagines she looks like a Forester in it. Ants are so stupid, aren’t they?”

      Once the Ant had been taught to bathe, Anna brought other tasks for her.

      Though the Ant herself never spoke, Deer was amazed by how quickly she learned from Anna to recognize the words necessary for her to do her assigned work. If Anna pronounced the word “flax” a single time, laying her hand on the pile to be spun, thereafter she had only to say “flax,” and the Ant reached for the flax—even, Deer noticed, when the fibers had been twisted into thread and formed into a skein, and the flax had therefore taken on a different appearance.

      “Do you suppose she’s intelligent enough to follow the process in her mind from loose fibers to thread, and understand that ‘flax’ is the common element between them? I wouldn’t have expected that.”

      Anna was reluctant to concede any useful or intelligent traits to an Ant. “Oh, she’s just faking it. By mistake, I asked her to give me the ‘thread’ a minute ago, and she handed me the reel just like she knew what she was doing. I’m sure I never told her the word ‘thread’ before. She’s just guessing.”

      “She’s a good guesser, then,” Deer replied wonderingly.

      Posthumous continued to make time when he could to come and visit his “guest.”

      “Look how peacefully the Ant works with Anna!” he exclaimed to Deer one day. He had come without warning and Anna hadn’t yet observed that he was present. She was sitting side-by-side with the Ant on her bed, teaching the creature to peel withies for baskets. The master added quickly, “Don’t feel you have to come to meet me when I show up like this, if you don’t like to leave Anna alone with the Ant.”

      Smiling, Deer pointed out where Roar stood a few feet from the Ant’s hut, motionless and all but invisible, his hand on his knife. Though the Ant, her back to him, didn’t know he was there, Roar could see the Ant clearly through one of the gaps in the hut’s walls, and be on her in an instant at any untoward move on her part.

      “Does Anna know?” Posthumous asked.

      “No. And please don’t tell her,” Deer advised him. “She’s touchy about us being what she calls ‘overprotective.’”

      Still watching the Ant, the master said abruptly, “Schoolmaster, the month I was granted to study the Ant—plus one week—has expired. I’m going to ask the councils for an extension. Will you still support me?”

      Deer nodded. “Of course. And since the Ant’s caused no trouble in Evergreen, I hope you’ll be granted all the time you ask.”

      Absently, not taking his eyes from where Anna sat with the Ant, Posthumous replied, “Thank you.” Then he repeated, amazed, “Look how peacefully the creature works! I never expected to live to see such a sight, Deer!”

      It occurred to Deer that every element in the tableau—the Man’s daughter working peacefully with an Ant in the middle of a forest—was one he would never in his wildest imaginings have predicted.

      “Is the Ant like this with you?” the master asked.

      “Not exactly. She’s peaceful, in that she doesn’t overtly threaten me,” Deer said. “She doesn’t obey me, either. Not my spoken commands, anyway. She’ll let me take her arm and lead her now, or go where I point.”

      “She’s still put off by your accent, I suppose.”

      Deer shrugged. “That, or something else. I thought it might simply be that she prefers a female; but Bellflower had no better luck when she tried, even though I thought she mimicked Anna’s voice and inflection quite well.”

      Posthumous frowned. “Bellflower’s tall,” he pointed out. “Much taller than Anna.”

      “Yes. Well, everybody is, really. The only other females in the forest Anna’s size are children, and we certainly can’t try the experiment with one of them.”

      “No.”

      The two men started toward the Ant’s hut, drawing Anna’s eye.

      She rose respectfully as the master approached, and, seeing her do so, though without understanding the reason for it, the Ant stood, too. The peeled rods she had been holding in her lap cascaded noisily to the floor.

      Anna laughed. “Well, pick them up,” she chided the Ant, pointing. “No, don’t look at me: You’re the one who dropped them.”

      As the Ant scrambled about gathering the withies together, from force of habit Deer maneuvered to position himself so he faced the Ant and was in a good position to push Anna and the master out of harm’s way, should the need arise.

      Standing as he was, he should have been the first to know when the Ant suddenly winced, and drew back her right hand. Yet at the Ant’s recoil, before Deer had time to react, Anna turned, crying, “Oh, what’s the matter?” With the aid of her stick, she lowered herself to the floor to sit beside the Ant.

      “What have you done? What’s hurt?” she asked, with concern. “Show me.”

      The Ant had her thumb thrust into her mouth. After a few noisy slurps, she charily produced it for Anna’s inspection, showing where a drop of blood oozed from a small wound. In gathering the withies, she had run a splinter into the ball of her thumb.

      “That’s not too bad,” Anna said, resuming the sharper tone she customarily used to the Ant. “Hold still, now. If I don’t get that bit of wood out, it won’t heal properly.” An instant later, she held up the splinter for them all to see. “There!” she announced, with satisfaction.

      The master studied Anna curiously. “How did you know the Ant had hurt herself, Anna?”

      Anna gestured. “I saw it was bleeding.”

      “No. Before you saw the blood, you asked where the injury was; not whether she’d injured herself.” Posthumous held out his handkerchief to Anna, indicating she should use it as a bandage.

      “Well, it was because of what she said, I guess,” Anna replied, becoming flustered. “She said— I mean, she made a noise like she’d been hurt.”

      Her face had gone quite red, and she wouldn’t look up, but concentrated her attention on winding the master’s handkerchief around the Ant’s thumb with great precision.

      Deer didn’t remember the Ant making any sound, but the master replied tranquilly, “Ah, yes. I see.”

      A few moments later, when the Ant had resumed her task, he took his leave.

      For a while, Anna went on peeling willow wands with her pupil, though she continued very quiet, and still avoided her uncle’s eyes. When Deer tried to make conversation, she could hardly pay attention.

      After half an hour, Deer told her, “Time to go, Anna.”

      It was past time, in fact; but instead of getting ready to leave, Anna asked, “Could I be alone for a few minutes? That is, I don’t mean alone, exactly… Could I be alone with the Ant? I know you don’t like me to be; but really, she won’t hurt me.”

      “You expect me to leave you with that creature?” Deer asked indignantly. “Why on earth would I consent to that?”

      “Because— I want to try…something,” Anna said evasively. Seeing her uncle’s fists go to his hips, she amended quickly, “Because I want to do a few— tests. On her.”

      “Tests? What tests?”

      “I want to test how many words she knows,” Anna told him.

      “All right,” conceded Deer. “Test her all you want. But I’m staying right here while you do.”

      Anna said hastily, “I don’t think she concentrates very well when other people are around. Please, Uncle Deer? Can you just leave us for a minute? You don’t have to go far away. You can watch from right over there. I just don’t want you— too close.”

      “From right over where?” Deer asked heavily. “There? No. That’s too far.”

      “Halfway, then?” Anna wheedled. “Please? It’ll be all right.”

      Deer eventually agreed to “halfway”—though as he turned to go, he made sure to catch Roar’s eye.

      From a position in the clearing, Deer watched as the Ant moved around the hut in her clumsy Ant way in response to words he could see, but not hear, Anna say. First she touched this and then that; then she brought items to Anna and afterward took them away again and put them down in another place. Nearby, but concealed from both Anna’s sight and the Ant’s, Roar watched too, apparently with an interest equal to Deer’s.

      After a while of “testing” in this manner, Anna turned her back on the Ant (Deer saw Roar stiffen, and half draw his knife from its sheath), and continued her “test” in that posture. Though Deer couldn’t discern the movement of Anna’s lips any more, it was apparent she was still issuing orders to the Ant, for the Ant continued to move purposefully, as though in obedience to commands, finally even leaving her hut and crossing the clearing nearly to the tree line—though her last steps as she approached the trees were slow and fearful ones.

      Then she returned, with evident relief, to the hut; and Anna left without speaking to her, and went to where her uncle stood.

      “I’m going for a walk,” she announced when she reached him. “I think— I think I may come back later, if you’ll still be here. Will you?”

      “I was planning to stay for a while longer, yes,” Deer said. “Are you all right? I’m not sure you should go walking. You look like you could use a rest, not a walk.” To himself Deer resolved that Anna would not be left alone with the Ant again. His niece was pale. Her skin had the moist sallowness of a shock victim.

      “I’m all right,” Anna said. “If you’re still here, I might come back. I might want to talk with you, but I’m not sure yet.”

      “Let me take you home,” Deer urged.

      “No!” she cried. “I want to walk!” Then, calming herself with a deep breath, Anna repeated, “I’m fine, Uncle Deer. Just tell me you’ll be here when I get back. Please?”

      Deer studied his niece for a moment. “I’ll be here. We can talk anytime you want.”

      When Anna had gone, Deer went immediately to Roar.

      “What did Anna say to the Ant during the time she had her back turned to her? From where I was standing, it looked as though something that happened then made her very anxious.”

      Roar admitted that once Anna had turned away, he could no longer hear her. “But I know I’d be anxious if there was an Ant behind me,” he added.

      Deer studied the Ant. He thought she looked faintly anxious as well, and seemed to be staring with even more than her usual interest in the direction Anna had gone.

      After a moment, he beckoned, “Come make yourself useful, Roar. Somehow or other I need to get that Ant to focus on me, instead of on Anna all the time. Give your weapons to somebody else, and we’ll see if between the two of us we can teach that misbegotten creature to weave a basket from those withies.”

      Roar hesitated. Doubtfully, he said, “I don’t know, Deer… I learned basketmaking an awfully long time ago.”

      Deer grinned. “So did I. It’ll probably come back to us, though— right?”

      The Ant seemed unable to comprehend what the two Foresters wanted her to do, and her head was continually turning to stare out into the forest. Each time Deer touched her arm to recall her to the task at hand, the Ant turned as if startled from some absorbing daydream, and looked where he pointed blankly, as though it were the first time she had ever seen the work she had just done herself.

      Deer felt little interest in the Ant’s progress at basketry in any case. The project was only intended as a means of attaching her to him or to Roar, if possible, rather than exclusively to Anna. His niece was clearly becoming overwhelmed by her responsibilities, and needed a rest.

      But before he had given up as hopeless all efforts to teach the Ant anything, so much time had passed that Roar had gone off duty and returned home and Anna still had not returned.

      Leaving the Ant to her own devices, Deer sat down on a convenient rock to read, where another hour passed before he heard his niece’s voice calling softly, “Uncle!”

      She didn’t approach the Ant compound, but called to him from well back in the trees. He hurried to her.

      “Did you get lost?” Deer asked as he approached. “I’d just about given up on you.”

      His niece said nothing until he was beside her. Then, in a lowered voice she told him urgently, “Uncle Deer, I’ve decided to tell you. I have to tell you. But please don’t tell anybody else, all right?” As she spoke, Anna looked around fearfully, as though the forest had ears.

      “Tell me what?”

      “Something terrible. But first you have to promise to keep it a secret. All right?”

      “If you don’t want me to tell anyone, I won’t, of course,” Deer assured her. “Do you want to sit down? You look tired.”

      Anna shivered. “No,” she said. “That is, I am tired, and I do want to sit down; only not right here. Can we go farther away?”

      Beginning to walk, Deer asked, “Farther away? From what?”

      “From— her. The Ant.”

      First she had wanted to be alone with the Ant, and now, Deer thought, his niece seemed hardly able to get away from the creature fast enough to suit herself. “All right, if that’s what you want,” he agreed, trying to seem unconcerned. “We can go anywhere you want to go. Any special reason we need to be far away from the Ant?”

      Replied Anna, in a whisper, “I don’t want her to hear me.”

      “Well, she can’t hear you from here,” Deer assured her, “not even if you shout. Let’s sit down, and you can tell me what’s on your mind.”

      “Not yet, not yet,” Anna whispered. Then she suddenly cried out, “Oh, I don’t think we can get far enough away, no matter where we go! Uncle, she can hear me anywhere!”

      “Calm down,” Deer soothed. “Of course she can’t. There’s nothing particularly keen about an Ant’s hearing. I’ve sneaked up on them myself a few times, so I know what I’m talking about.”

      “No, no, you’re wrong,” Anna insisted.

      Speaking with feverish rapidity, she told Deer about the “test” she had earlier conducted.

      “I spoke to her in Islander, I spoke to her in the Ancient Tongue. I even spoke to her in Forester,” Anna babbled, clutching her uncle’s arm and pulling him with her down the trail as quickly as her lameness—and her weariness—permitted, “but it didn’t make any difference. She understood me every time no matter what language I used. Uncle Deer, she doesn’t know Forester! She doesn’t know a word of Forester. She was only doing what I thought, not what I said. She knew what I was thinking.”

      “Anna—”

      “No, I know what you’re going to say, but it’s true!” Anna exclaimed. “She did! I know, because then I said one thing, and tried to think another, and she did the thing I was picturing in my mind. And then…and then…”

      “Yes?” Deer asked gently.

      “And then I didn’t say anything,” Anna said, her voice suddenly flat. “I just stood with my back to her, so she couldn’t see where I was looking or anything, and I kept my hands down. I didn’t give her any clues. And I told her…”

      She paused to draw breath, and Deer finished for her. “You told her to go to the trees,” he said.

      Anna nodded. She stopped walking, and began to cry.

      As he had once before, long ago, Deer put his arms around her and gently stroked her hair.

      “It’s all right, Anna,” he said automatically. “Everything’s all right.” Though his mind was racing, he tried hard to concentrate on comforting his niece. “You don’t have to come to see the Ant anymore.”

      For a moment Anna continued to cry, and didn’t answer.

      Then, pulling away from him, she said, groping for her handkerchief, “There’s more, and it’s worse.”

      “Worse?” Deer asked. “All right: Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it. Look, if she makes you upset, she—”

      He was about to say, “dies tomorrow,” but, with a cry, Anna sprang forward and put her hand over his mouth.

      “Don’t say it! Don’t say it!” she gasped. “If I hear you, she’ll know! Didn’t you understand what I just said? She knows what’s in my mind!”

      Anna looked back toward the Ant compound with an expression of terror.

      In as ordinary a voice as he could manage, Deer said, “Anna, I don’t care if she knows. If it’s time for the Ant to die, she dies. Don’t you think, if she had the chance, she’d kill any one of us? The only thing that stops her is that we’re thousands, and she’s only one. And for that same reason, I’m not afraid of her, and I’m not afraid of what she knows, or doesn’t know.”

      Hearing this, his niece calmed down immediately.

      “That’s true,” she conceded and managed a shaky laugh. “Even if she knows, what can she do about it?”

      “Exactly. Want to sit down now?” Deer asked her. “Or do you want to go home?”

      “Let’s sit down,” Anna said. “I want to go home, but I can’t. We have to keep talking because I haven’t told you everything yet.”

      They found a section of tree trunk—not fallen, as it appeared, but carefully placed to look as natural as possible while also providing a place to rest conveniently near the trail—and sat down together.

      Deer waited patiently, and after a moment, Anna said, “The other thing— the worse thing I need to tell you, is that I think—no, I know—I can hear her, too.”

      “The Ant’s thoughts, you mean?” Deer asked carefully.

      “Yes. Not very well, but a little. I know what she’s thinking sometimes. She doesn’t have to tell me.”

      Soberly, Deer replied, “It’s a great gift you have, then.”

      Anna said miserably, beginning to cry again, “It’s not a gift. I don’t want to hear an Ant. I don’t care what she’s thinking. I hate her.”

      “You have every reason to.” Deer couldn’t stop himself from asking, “Um— what does an Ant think, Anna?”

      Wiping her eyes, Anna replied with a sharp edge of contempt, “Not very much, that’s for sure.” When her uncle pressed, she said, “Mostly she thinks about food all the time. And other stuff she wants. She wants things that she sees we have; clothes and so forth. She likes our clothes.”

      Deer thought of Roar’s coat, and the way the Ant had always been so visibly pleased to wear it.

      “Our weapons?” he asked.

      To his surprise, Anna shook her head. “Not as much as you’d think,” she said. “I mean, she wants them because we have them; but I never feel her wanting to use them. At least, not anymore.”

      “But at first she did?”

      “Only right at first,” Anna told him. “That very first time I saw her—remember?—when Father and Mother took me. I felt her want to hurt— oh, everybody. That was the only time, though.”

      “Does she want to hurt you?” Deer asked softly.

      Tears continued to stream down her face as Anna answered, “No. Not even that first time. Not me, ever.”

      “Well, that’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

      “No. It’s not good. To me, it’s not good. It’s because she thinks—she thinks I’m like her. I’m not. I’d rather die than be like her. But she thinks I am.”

      “An Ant, do you mean?”

      Anna cried, twisting her handkerchief in agitation, “No!” But then she admitted, “Well, sort of. Sort of like an Ant. I’m not sure what she thinks I am, really. She doesn’t think I am— what I am.”

      “One of us,” Deer suggested comfortingly.

      “A Forester,” Anna agreed with relief.

      She leaned against her uncle’s shoulder, and the two sat silently for some time.

      A thousand questions occurred to Deer, but given his niece’s obvious misery, he didn’t like to press her. After letting her rest against him for a quarter hour, he asked finally, “Do you feel well enough now to walk again, Anna? We have to go tell the master what you’ve found out.”

      Anna sat up immediately. “Oh, we can’t!” she cried. “Uncle Deer, you promised you wouldn’t tell anyone!”

      Getting to his feet and putting a hand out to his niece, Deer replied firmly, “In a forest, all promises of that nature except the master, Anna. You know that. Anyway, I can’t just shoot the Ant and then tell Posthumous I did it on a whim. I have to get his permission first.”

      In a small voice, Anna asked, “Do I have to go?”

      “Don’t you want to?”

      The girl shook her head.

      She’s ashamed, Deer thought; and aloud he repeated what he had said before, “You have a great gift, Anna.” Then he added, “But as with any gift, you don’t have to keep and use it. The master and I will—take care of things.”

      “I know you will,” Anna said, trying to smile. “I just don’t want to know, all right? I don’t dare to know.”

      “I understand.”
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      Posthumous heard Deer out in silence, staring, as he often did when he was deep in thought, sightlessly from a window throughout. It was as though he couldn’t think properly unless, at least mentally, he was among the trees.

      “Whether it’s true or not,” Deer concluded finally, “I don’t know. But Anna certainly thinks it is. She sincerely believes the Ant can read her thoughts.”

      “Oh, it must be true,” the master said quickly. “It explains so much. I don’t mean only with regard to how Anna heard the Ants ‘talk’ as a child, and why they let her live; or why our Ant obeys her and no one else; but so much more. I was there when the Ant injured herself, if you remember. I was just puzzling about that when you came. But this new information makes the episode perfectly comprehensible.”

      Deer had to confess he’d observed plenty of perplexing incidents himself that could be quite neatly explained by a mental link between Anna and the Ant.

      “Do you think our Ant was present at Anna’s village, and somehow persuaded the other Ants to spare her?” Deer asked. “Or are you suggesting that telepathy might be the normal means of communication for the whole race? I was assuming that, if some sort of telepathy was in play, it was unique to this Ant and our Anna.”

      “Oh, no; the entire race, certainly,” the master said. “That explanation best fits the facts as we know them. Rather than all Ant brains conceiving in unison a single, uniform thought, as we’ve imagined until now, all Ants must be responding to a single thought that spreads from one to the next.” Becoming rather excited, he added, “That explains their devastating efficiency on the battlefield, doesn’t it, Schoolmaster? Ant soldiers may be continually receiving new orders at the speed of a thought!”

      Deer found this conjecture a depressing one—particularly since his own experience suggested it might be correct.

      The master continued, “At this point, of course, all such ideas are merely speculation. But how many facts—through Anna—we now may learn about our enemy!”

      Deer shook his head. “Anna wants the Ant killed,” he said bluntly. “Whether rightly or not, she seems convinced that, no matter where she goes in Evergreen, the creature is continually reading her thoughts.”

      The master’s face fell.

      “She feels violated,” he suggested after a moment’s thought. “Spied upon.”

      “Exactly. Do you blame her?”

      Though Posthumous was clearly disappointed, he immediately replied, “No, of course not.”

      Restlessly, the master crossed to another window. “She’s not likely to change her mind?” he asked, sounding dispirited.

      “Why should she? For all Anna knows, the Ant who’s now listening in on her secret thoughts may once have murdered her mother.” Soberly, Deer said, “My niece has endured more already in the interest of our research than I would ever have dared to ask of her. If I were in her position, I’d have killed that creature long ago with my own hands.”

      “Of course.” The master turned from the window, saying reluctantly, “Unless you can think of an alternative, then, for Anna’s peace of mind we’ll execute the Ant at once.”

      Deer asked, hesitantly, “At once, as—?”

      “Tomorrow morning,” replied Posthumous. “No point in waiting.”

      Then he added, with more than a hint of wistfulness, “But in the meantime, did Anna tell you any more? In regard to the Ant’s thoughts, for example, did she say whether they took the form of language, or only images? And if the Ant formulates her thoughts in words, are they words from the Ancient Tongue, or are they perhaps words particular to Ants? Have the Ants evolved their own language? And has Anna been able to learn any of it, if they have?”

      To all the questions, Deer shook his head. “I don’t know. I doubt Anna knows. When we spoke, she implied she doesn’t penetrate the Ant’s thoughts to the extent that she believes the Ant penetrates her own.”

      “Because Anna’s unused to the process, while it’s natural to the Ant?”

      “Possibly.”

      “With more practice—” Posthumous stopped himself, obviously remembering Anna had asked that the Ant be killed. With a weak smile, he said, “I have so many questions in my brain, Schoolmaster. It’s very hard to have no answers to them.”

      Deer replied, feelingly, “Yes, sir.”

      After a long, thoughtful moment, the master asked, “How were you planning to— take care of the problem?”

      “The Ant?”

      Posthumous nodded.

      Deer shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “A bow shot would be charitable, I guess, assuming my aim is true. Unless I’m clumsy or unlucky, she shouldn’t see it coming.”

      “You’re going to do the job yourself, then?”

      “Oh, yes,” Deer replied quickly. “It’s not something I’d feel comfortable requiring someone else to do for me, certainly.”

      “Of course. Tomorrow?”

      “I thought that was what you suggested, yes.”

      Posthumous hesitated a long time before asking, “May I visit with the Ant once more myself, first? Do you think Anna would mind?”

      It occurred to Deer the master might be wondering—as he was himself—whether anyone besides Anna might be able to communicate mentally with the Ant now that they knew mental communication was possible. Deer could see no difference between Anna and himself; except, perhaps, that Anna had first heard the Ants “talk” when she was very young. A young one, Deer supposed, might mentally be more open to such an experience. He wondered whether, if he and the master opened their minds to her, the Ant’s thoughts might get through to their own brains.

      Dear sat up more alertly and cleared his throat. “I don’t think Anna needs to know anything about it,” he said. “Come with me tomorrow, why don’t you? Before I—do the deed, we’ll have a last visit with our prisoner.”

      Posthumous looked more cheerful at once.

      Next morning, Deer went early to the bow master and spent time choosing the best bow he could find among the stock and a handful of particularly fine arrows. All but one arrow (he hoped it would not be two) he expected to return unused; but if he didn’t take more, the bow master might mistrust his intentions. Hunting was permitted in Evergreen to all qualified archers; but a hunter who went out alone and insufficiently supplied with arrows to bring home meat enough for at least the soup-pot in his quarter might be suspected of intending to feast privately, which was forbidden. Once the Ant was dead and the master had announced the fact generally, the bow master could be expected to understand, and to ask no questions when Deer returned the bow.

      When Deer was satisfied with his weapon, he and the master walked out to the Ant compound together.

      A quarter hour spent trying to lower his mental defenses enough to let the Ant’s thoughts reach him left Deer with a mystic conviction that the Ant was fretful, and (though she made no threatening gesture toward them), wishing he and the master would go away.

      When he stated this to Posthumous, however, Posthumous revealed he had been overcome by emanations suggesting the Ant was not fretful, but rather lonely and glad of their company.

      Having exchanged these “insights,” the two men stared at each other until Deer said flatly, “Either only one of us, or neither of us, can ‘read’ the Ant, then. There’s no way to reconcile such opposite ‘messages’ from her.”

      “No,” the master agreed. “And look at her.” He gestured. “We both say we ‘feel’ that she’s somehow discomposed; but as a matter of fact it would be perfectly obvious to a blind man that she’s discomposed; and one might convincingly ascribe any underlying emotion to an expression as blank as hers. In other words, we’re not reading the Ant’s mind, we’re only attributing our own reasonable deductions to some supernatural source. Do we try again?”

      Deer’s lips pursed. “Well, why not?” he sighed. “But let’s work together, this time. Let’s ask her to do something—turn about, maybe.”

      Posthumous nodded approvingly. “Her turning about is an easy thing to picture in my mind,” he said.

      The Ant’s response to their joint mental effort to convince her to turn around was to continue to stare vacantly past them.

      “It wasn’t like this for Anna, I suppose?” Posthumous asked tiredly.

      Deer’s head had begun to ache with the exertion of trying mentally to command the unresponsive Ant. “Anna had her scrambling about obeying her with the animation of an overstimulated two-year-old. She even convinced the creature to approach the trees, little though she wanted to.”

      Discouraged, Posthumous wiped his forehead. “Why Anna, Schoolmaster? Why her and no one else?”

      “Well, we don’t know no one else can hear Ant thoughts,” Deer reminded him. “Maybe there are other human telepaths in the world somewhere. Neither of us is one, though. That’s clear.”

      “If there are others, why haven’t we heard of them?”

      “They’re very rare, I guess.” Deer ventured. “So rare that two seldom meet—or meet an Ant—and learn their own power.”

      “It takes two, then? They can only read each other’s thoughts?”

      “Presumably.” Deer added quickly, “You understand, I hope, that I’m only conjecturing, sir. I wish I could say I was giving you the facts as I learned them from the works of the Ancients, but I’m not. I’ve been studying for a long time now, and I still feel I hardly understand anything about Ants. My sense is that the Ancients didn’t understand them either.”

      Posthumous’s forehead creased. “No? Interesting,” he commented.

      “So much knowledge has been lost!” Deer complained. “Every time I sit down to work, I encounter mathematical equations containing symbols I can’t interpret; letter strings that clearly don’t constitute words, though I don’t know what else they might be; vocabulary that occurs in only one place in all the Texts we’ve ever translated… How can I deduce the meaning of a word from the context of a single usage?”

      Posthumous murmured sympathetically

      “Or even when a word occurs many times… Take the word ‘clone,’ for example,” Deer suggested.

      “Clone?”

      “Clone. It’s a word used many, many times in works dealing with the creation of the Ants. So many times, in fact, that I think every child must have understood what it meant in ancient times. And yet I can’t even tell for certain whether it’s a noun or a verb.”

      Deer and the master stared at the Ant in gloomy silence.

      “I pity Anna,” Posthumous said at last. “I’m thankful the creature can’t read my thoughts. It’s the one bit of privacy we can always count on, even in a forest. And yet, if I could take Anna’s burden upon myself, I would. How much we might learn from an Ant’s thoughts!”

      After a moment, Deer said reluctantly, “It’s time to do—what we came to do, I suppose. Order the pickets away, sir. There’s no reason they should have to witness what’s essentially an assassination.”

      The Ant, though an enemy, was neither armed nor resisting.

      “Would you rather I—” began Posthumous, reaching for the bow.

      Deer said firmly, “No, sir.”

      If he experienced the slightest hesitance when the moment came to release his arrow, Deer told himself, he would think of his brothers.

      At that moment, the Ant, who had been sitting listlessly on the floor of her hut, suddenly jumped up and started toward where the two men stood.

      “Schoolmaster…” Posthumous murmured, alarmed.

      Deer looked hastily behind him.

      “My niece must be coming,” he said. “The creature always hears her first.” It occurred to him as he spoke it probably wasn’t, as he’d previously thought, Anna’s step the Ant detected. “Can you intercept Anna, sir? She must think we’re finished here, or she surely wouldn’t have come anywhere near this place. When the two of you are gone, I’ll—finish my work.”

      The master went immediately, but Anna apparently would not be led away. Recognizing that Anna’s voice was coming nearer, Deer quickly hid his bow in the long grass.

      “You have to stop,” his niece was saying urgently to Posthumous. “You can’t do this. I can’t bear it.”

      When Deer turned, he saw Anna hurrying the master along, her face flushed with exertion. From the state of her hair and clothes, Deer surmised she had come the shortest way through the thick of the forest, and not by any path.

      “What’s wrong?” Deer asked, as the master helped her to a place where she could sit. He had to struggle to speak levelly, and keep the agitation he felt from showing in his voice. It would be even more difficult, he thought, to brace himself a second time to the job of killing the resistless Ant. “You don’t need to be here. The master and I have everything well in hand.”

      “I know,” Anna panted. “I mean, I knew you’d—take care of everything.” She glanced uneasily past her uncle to where the Ant stood. “That’s why I hurried. You can’t do this. I know I’m the one who wanted it, but I’ve changed my mind. I can’t bear it.”

      “What can’t you bear?” Posthumous asked. “It doesn’t have to be a bow shot, if you prefer something else.”

      “Yes, but what? Whatever you do, I’ll know it! Whatever she feels, I’ll feel! And I don’t want to. Master, I’m afraid!”

      For a moment, Deer stood uncomprehending.

      “I’m afraid,” Anna repeated. “I’m sorry to be so stupid, but I really am.” She was trembling.

      Deer suddenly remembered the moment late in the Ant War when he’d been wounded in the clash with the party of stray Ants. Though the Foresters were outnumbered and had been taken by surprise, they were all mounted, which was a great advantage; and Deer himself, sword in hand, was holding his own (he’d thought) against them.

      Then, without warning, he’d felt a searing pain in his side, as though the axe that inflicted it had been heated red hot, and immediately losing all strength and will, he’d fallen to the ground like a stone. For what might have been hours or only minutes, he’d lain enervated, dimly aware the battle still raged around him, and that he himself was dying. Although later his suffering had sometimes been such that he was sorry not to have died, at the time he lay in the dust, the present world receding and the unknown next one drawing inexorably on, life appeared briefly a thing ineffably beautiful, and he was wracked with sorrow that he’d never truly appreciated it before. Deer didn’t want Anna to experience, through the Ant, any hint of the anguish he’d felt himself on that day long ago.

      He went to his niece and took her hands.

      “What can we do, Anna?” he asked, squatting before her and looking earnestly into her face. “How can we do this so you feel nothing, and yet we get the job done? Some drug from your Aunt Snow? Would it help, do you think, if you were asleep when we—?”

      A glance at Master Posthumous told him the implications of what Anna had said were beginning to dawn on him.

      Anna shook her head worriedly. “No. I can’t do that. I mean, what if I felt—it—in a dream, and then because of the drug, I couldn’t wake up if I wanted to? Wouldn’t that be worse than being awake?”

      “Could we make the Ant sleep, then?” Deer suggested. “Give her something in her food, so she didn’t know anything when it happened?” Deer reasoned if the Ants were all telepathic, as Posthumous suggested, they themselves would know what the easiest death was to bear. With the Ant asleep, he would do what her own people would have done and cut her jugular.

      But Anna still looked uneasy.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she said again.

      The master spoke up calmly. “Is the Ant afraid, Anna? Does she know what we came here for?”

      Anna hesitated. “She knows something’s up. I don’t think she knows exactly what.” Anna raised her head and turned to look where the Ant stood staring at her. “She’s not very afraid.”

      Deer asked, “Do you want to talk to her? Would that help you to know what we can do for you? You can talk to her from here, can’t you? You don’t have to go any closer.”

      “I can talk to her from anywhere,” said Anna bitterly.

      Posthumous promised again, “We’ll see to it that it’s not painful for her, Anna.”

      “I’m not afraid of pain,” Anna said quickly. “I can handle pain. It’s just—”

      “I know,” said Deer quickly. “I know what you’re afraid of. It’s all right. We’re all a little afraid of that.”

      The two men waited while Anna considered.

      “I don’t hate her enough,” she finally said. “I guess the truth of it is that I just don’t hate her enough to want to feel her die. It’s not that I think she deserves to live, because I don’t. But I don’t hate her enough to face—that.”

      “All right,” Posthumous said quietly. “What then?”

      “Then… I just go on, I guess. That’s all. I go on doing what I’ve been doing. Working with her.”

      “You don’t have to,” Deer said. “You can stay well away from her. In fact, if you stay away, maybe the link between the two of you will gradually diminish. Maybe the Ant will forget in a little while that you even exist.”

      Anna replied with asperity, “No she won’t. She likes me. Or at least, she likes to talk to me—if you can call it talking.” Turning her back to the Ant again, she said resentfully, “Anyway, I heard her before she ever even saw me. I heard her before I knew she was in Evergreen. I’ve been hearing her—” She broke off; then, after a moment, continued, “I’ve been hearing her since you brought me here, I think. Even before. I always heard Ants. I just didn’t know where the Ant thoughts were coming from, or what they meant.”

      “You heard the Ants near Evergreen,” the master suggested. “You don’t hear the Ants who are in the Antlands, do you?”

      Anna shook her head. “No,” she said, relief in her voice. “You’re right; I can’t hear them. In fact, now I don’t even hear the other Ants I used to hear. I only hear her.” She jerked her thumb toward the Ant. “That stupid thing,” she clarified.

      “Then distance matters,” Posthumous said. “The other Ants who used to camp outside our borders have gone. What if we take this Ant far away, to another forest, and do what we have to do there?”

      Anna considered this for a long time. So long, in fact, Deer was surprised. He’d expected her to jump at the suggestion.

      But instead of agreeing with the master, Anna said finally, “No, that’s all right. I guess we could learn a lot about the Ants from her, couldn’t we? That would be useful. She’s not an animal, you know. At least, not exactly. I don’t mean she’s human,” Anna added quickly, “but she has feelings, sort of. If we knew about how Ants feel, we could fight them better.”

      Deer caught the master’s eye and knew Posthumous was struggling—as he was—against elation at the thought of learning through Anna the secret workings of an Ant’s mind.

      “Not useful enough to make you miserable over it,” Deer said carefully.

      Anna seemed not to hear him. Suddenly turning toward the Ant compound, she asked anxiously, “What’s she doing?”

      The Ant, the master told her, was heading back towards her hut.

      Anna rose and looked. “She’s all excited about something,” she muttered.

      Getting to his own feet, Deer repeated, “We don’t want to study the Ant if you’re made unhappy by it, Anna. Nothing is worth that. Let me take the Ant to Broadleaf.”

      But his niece wasn’t listening. “Come on,” she said shortly. “The stupid thing’s got something on her mind.”

      She started so quickly toward the Ant hut that Deer and Posthumous had to hurry to catch up.

      “Anna, is this wise?” Deer called to her. “The pickets are gone, and if the Ant knows what the master and I came here to do…”

      “It’s all right,” Anna said over her shoulder. “I don’t think she does. At least, she doesn’t want to hurt you over it.”

      Deer wished he were as confident as Anna of this.

      As the three approached, the Ant reemerged from her shelter, holding in her hands a basket, an ugly, misshapen thing, which she thrust awkwardly forward. Deer had believed he and Roar had had no success the day before in teaching her, but in fact after they had left her she must have woven it from some of the willow withes she and Anna had earlier peeled together.

      Anna stopped where she was, staring. The Ant, seeing her hesitate, advanced a little more, still gesturing with the basket. Deer saw to his surprise she wasn’t offering it to Anna, as he’d expected, but to him, her basket weaving teacher. In fact, the Ant even looked at him—the merest flicker of eye-contact. It was the first time.

      Deer found himself unable to accept anything from an Ant’s hand. Feeling foolish, he tried to make a joke of the situation.

      “I’m embarrassed to tell you that monstrosity is exactly like the one Roar and I made to show her,” he said, looking away, into the trees. “In fact, it may actually be a little better than ours.” Addressing the Ant (though still without looking at her), he said, “My congratulations. The pupil has surpassed the master.”

      Seeing that Deer would not take it, Anna accepted the gift. Turning it upside down, she indicated with her finger something on the bottom. The Ant leaned in closely to look where Anna pointed, her tongue outthrust with concentration.

      Anna explained, glancing at her uncle, “She’s upset because the basket won’t sit up straight. I don’t think she’s ever seen one before, but she guessed it’s supposed to do that. I was telling her she needs to weave the withies in pairs for a few rounds to give it a nice, sturdy bottom.”

      “Oh, is that it?” Deer said. “Silly me. I completely forgot that part.”

      Anna whispered, “It’s all right.”

      Shyly, the Ant reached to take the basket back.

      “No,” Anna said, so sharply the Ant recoiled. “I don’t want you to fix it. I like it the way it is. It’s pretty.”

      Though Anna said this in the Forester language, the Ant clearly understood her. For the first time since she had been brought into Evergreen, an actual smile—a grimace askew as the basket she’d made—briefly distorted her features.

      “It’s pretty,” Anna repeated.

      To Posthumous, she said, “I can change my mind, can’t I, sir? If I say now I want her to stay, and then I change my mind later, that’s all right, isn’t it?”

      The master had to struggle, Deer saw, against an impulse to agree too enthusiastically.

      “It’s up to you, Anna,” he said with reasonably convincing detachment.

      “I want her to, then. I want to let her stay, but just for now. Just until I say different.” She added nervously, “It’s not because I like her or anything. It’s just because I’ll know whatever you do to her. I can’t stop from knowing; and I don’t think I hate her enough to want to feel—what she might feel.”

      Furtively, the Ant reached again for the basket Anna held and tried to smooth with her thumb an awkwardly protruding withe. Anna gently pushed the hand away. “I said I like it this way,” she repeated.

      “Think about it before you decide, Anna,” Posthumous advised.

      “I’ve thought,” Anna said quickly. “I was thinking all the way here. Honestly.”

      “Then you have my permission to continue to work with the Ant. You’re an adult, and you can make your own decisions about what duties you want to undertake.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “You will have to continue to speak aloud to her, of course,” the master warned. “No one else must know for now about this special link between you. I recommend speaking to her in the Ancient Tongue, for the practice.”

      “What a lot of bother.” Anna sighed. Looking at the Ant, she added, “You know what? You’re nothing but bother.”

      The Ant looked as though she might smile again.

      “And,” Posthumous continued sternly, “my consent is conditional. You may work with the Ant for only so long as it’s not too much for you. That is, for so long as your mother tells me you’re sleeping well, and that I can see you’re calm and happy.”

      “Yes, sir. I understand.”

      “Then, Schoolmaster,” Posthumous ordered, “call the pickets back, and then you may take Anna home. She’s had enough of the Ant for today.”
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        * * *

      

      As they reached the outer edge of the cluster of forest habitations, Anna and Deer came across Heron and River talking together at the door of Lark’s studio. Both young men were laughing—until they saw Anna. Then, with twin expressions of love and concern, both rushed forward to meet her.

      River extended his hands, but Heron opened his arms, and Anna walked into them and laid her head against his chest.

      “I’m fine,” she said, in response to his queries. “I’m just tired out.”

      Heron bent and kissed the top of her head. “Need a piggyback home?” he asked, smiling.

      Anna smiled, too. “Oh, you,” she said, straightening up. “No, I don’t. Oh, hello, River. I’m glad to see you.”

      Poor River—crestfallen, but making a heroic attempt to appear cheerful, Deer thought—came forward to kiss Anna’s cheek.

      “Are you going to the Hall tonight?” He added, as Anna shook her head, “One of Heron’s new pictures has been hung up. It’s a portrait of the master.”

      Anna brightened at once. “Really? I might, then. Heron’s good at portraiture, isn’t he?” She gave Heron an admiring glance, in which he basked proudly.

      Deer said quickly, “You’re playing for us afterward, aren’t you, River? I’m looking forward to hearing you.”

      “Oh, you didn’t tell me that,” Anna chided. “Of course I’m coming, then! Don’t tell Leaf I said so, but I think you’re better than she is, now.”

      Deer guessed this was but cold comfort to River to hear; particularly since, as Anna spoke, her fingers and Heron’s intertwined.

      Out of pity for River, Deer advised, “Take her home, Heron. And don’t dawdle. Anna needs to wash the Ant stink off before she’ll be fit for the Hall tonight.”

      He added, as the young lovers walked away laughing, “And you come with me, River—if you will, please. Anna and I were just—ah—speculating that Ants might communicate telepathically. Come and talk with me about whether you think anything you’ve read might support that theory.”

      The next morning, Deer went to Posthumous.

      The two had long discussed a tentative plan to invite scholars of the Ancient Texts from all the forests to meet in Evergreen to compare their research. Now Deer offered an alternative proposal.

      “I’ve been in correspondence with other forest scholars for years,” he said. “I think we could learn much more now by seeking out some of the scholars among Men.”

      Posthumous nodded thoughtfully. “We could put together a party to carry letters, of course.”

      “I wasn’t meaning by letter,” Deer clarified. “I meant to be offering to go and meet with them personally.”

      “You?” the master asked, startled. “No one is better qualified, of course, but we depend on you here. I depend on you.”

      Deer flushed with secret pride. “I’d be gone no more than a few weeks,” he said quickly.

      After reflecting for a moment, Posthumous rubbed his chin dubiously. “Would you tell them about Anna? About her gift?”

      “Oh, no, no!” Deer assured him. “But it occurred to me we need the Men to start thinking of the Ants as telepathic. The Ants’ telepathy is clearly the thing we must find a way around before we fight them again. And yet, as I see it, for Anna’s safety we cannot tell the Men how we learned of it ourselves. I just started River looking through our Texts to see if he could find any word that might be translatable as referring to telepathy; and if we can find anything, we could promote the ‘theory’ among Men’s scholars by that means, perhaps.”

      Though conceding his points, Posthumous was reluctant to let him go. “This hardly seems like a good time for you to be away,” the master countered. “For the first time in our history, we have a captive Ant as well as the means to probe her mind!”

      “But Anna is that means, not me.”

      “That’s true, of course.”

      The two walked on in silence for a moment.

      The master said abruptly, “Then, as Anna is our bridge to the Ant, perhaps you can be a bridge to the Men. You have my permission to leave the forest to study with the Men with the aim of formulating new battle strategies against the Ants.”

      “I accept your mandate, sir.” Deer extracted a letter from his pocket. “Badger of Broadleaf wrote to me some time ago about someone he met in the Southern Fortresstown. A Man called”—Deer consulted the letter to be sure of the name before he spoke— “John Seaborn. An Island Man, originally. Badger thought him very knowledgeable, and apparently Mr. Seaborn even speaks our language to some degree.”

      “Ah! An Island Man,” Posthumous said. He searched Deer’s face, but the wound of Three Rivers was no longer so raw as it had once been, and Deer was able to answer the scrutiny calmly, with a nod. “What do you need for your journey?”

      “All the usual things and one thing extra, that only you can grant. I want to take River with me. I know he’s young, but—”

      “River?” The master frowned. “River hasn’t yet qualified for a sword, even. Why him?”

      “Well—he’s an able scholar. He knows the Ancient Tongue fairly well, and several Man tongues.”

      “His mother will be hard to persuade.”

      Deer replied carefully, “River’s grown, sir— or nearly. He doesn’t need his mother’s permission.”

      “No; but I can’t force this on her, Schoolmaster. I haven’t the heart. Since the Ant War, River’s been all she has.”

      “I understand that,” Deer said. “But in this case, it’s actually River I’m thinking most of. I think he would benefit very much from a change of scene.”

      The master’s brow cleared. “Oh, I see! Yes, you went to Beechlands, as I recall.”

      Once, on a long-ago summer day, Deer had picked a rose and carried it to the infirmary. At the time his youngest brother, Tree, was confined to bed there with a badly broken leg, but the rose was not intended for Tree. It was for the infirmarian looking after him. The infirmarian was tall and graceful and, though not by any means blonde, unusually fair for a Forester. Her name was Snow, and Deer thought she was the most beautiful female he had ever seen.

      Snow had left her home in Broadleaf Forest because while Broadleaf had infirmarians in plenty, Evergreen was undersupplied, and could provide a novice with more opportunities to practice her art. Deer had seen her once or twice out walking, and though they’d hardly spoken (Snow was shy in those days), he decided he liked the young woman’s way. He liked best the fact that he had heard that though she was still very young, Snow—like Deer himself—already knew exactly what she wanted to do with the rest of her life.

      Where most young Foresters spent years trying out many possible duties (and even when they had chosen, often changed profession three or four times in the courses of their lives), Snow had never wanted anything but to learn the healing arts. She had apprenticed herself to an infirmarian as soon as she could convince one to try her vocation, and she had never wavered in her determination to dedicate herself to that work.

      In the same way, Deer had decided he never wanted to be anything but a picket of Evergreen, like his father. Snow, he thought, was just the woman for a decided, determined young Forester like himself.

      But when he got to the infirmary that day (self-consciously carrying the rose), Deer found Tree sound asleep and snoring, and Snow and Modest deep in conversation. So absorbed were they in each other that Deer was able to observe them quietly for some time, see they were finding a new world together, and, finally, to leave again, all without the two ever noticing he’d come.

      The rose he gave to his mother at home; and though he thought from her shrewd glance as she accepted it that Pearl knew exactly why he had picked it in the first place, and for whom, she made no comment. As soon as he had seen Modest and Snow married, Deer left with a mail party on a circuit of the forests, and when he reached Beechlands, found an excuse to linger.

      In all the years since then, Deer had never suspected that anyone but his mother ever knew of his secret, abiding love for his brother’s wife.

      “I’ll speak to Calluna,” the master said.

      But Deer asked, “May I be the one to talk to her, sir?”
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        * * *

      

      Calluna responded to Deer’s request bitterly. “I gave you one son. Now you’ve come for the other, have you?”

      Instead of answering—as he might have—that Robin’s permission to go with the army of Evergreen had come from Master Wren, who alone had the authority to give it, Deer said only, “If I could have given my life to save your son’s, I would have done it, Calluna. Not even the deaths of my brothers have weighed on me more heavily. I should never have trusted the word of the Island general that his line would hold without inspecting it for myself.”

      Calluna turned away.

      After a moment, she said more collectedly, “No. It wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t even Master Wren’s—though I’ve blamed her. I know if you invite him, River will agree to go with you. He wants to travel. That confuses me, I confess. Why does he want to go? He has everything here.”

      “It’s just his age,” Deer suggested tactfully. “It’s not that he wants to leave his home so much as he wants to test himself.”

      “Let him be a picket, then,” Calluna said. “That’s trying enough, isn’t it?”

      “No doubt he will picket, when he comes back. But this challenge has come along first.”

      “I should have known you’d have an answer. You were always a talker, Deer,” Calluna retorted. “Why even bother with trying to reconcile me? If my son has his master’s permission, he doesn’t need mine.”

      “As a matter of fact, I didn’t come with the intention of reconciling you. I came to beg a favor.”

      “You’re very bold,” Calluna said sharply. “What more do you want?”

      “I want you to take my place at the school.”

      Calluna stared, seemingly unable to grasp what Deer was saying. “As what? Not to teach the children, surely.”

      “Why not? You’d be a wonderful teacher.”

      “I don’t know anything about teaching!”

      “You know children,” Deer pointed out. “You raised two of your own. That makes you at least twice as qualified as I was when I took the post.”

      “But I—I’m perfectly happy in the weaving room. I’ve been there fifteen years. I know the work better than anyone.”

      “I know.” Deer feigned regret. “I feel terrible asking for this sacrifice.”

      Calluna’s nostrils flared. “Yes, I think I’ve made sacrifices enough on my forest’s behalf.”

      Under the circumstances, Deer decided he was willing to beg. “More than enough,” he agreed. “But the school is so important. The workrooms are all understaffed. Parents can’t afford to keep their children with them the way they used to do. Now we may have to let as much as a quarter of our forestland go for want of keepers and pickets.”

      This was privileged information he wasn’t authorized to share—but Deer decided he’d reconcile Posthumous to the indiscretion later. For now, he was glad to see it had exactly the effect on Calluna he’d hoped it would.

      “No!” she exclaimed, eyes widening.

      “We may have to,” Deer asserted. “And then we’ll sell many of the trees to the Men, I suppose. A quarter of the forest represents more wood than we can use ourselves. That means we’ll have Men working at our very borders. We’ll need more than ever to have our children in the hands of someone who knows our ways perfectly, and will pass our customs on to the young ones uncorrupted and intact.”

      Luckily for Deer, shock left Calluna momentarily unable to recall that the school in which he wanted her to teach itself represented a “corruption” of earlier forest custom.

      After a moment, she asked, her voice wavering nervously, “What would I have to do?”

      With a dozen little sons and daughters of Evergreen in her care, Deer thought with satisfaction, Calluna would have much less time to worry about River.

      The necessary travel arrangements were made quickly, and two weeks after the expedition was first proposed, River came to Anna to make his farewells.

      He met her at the Ant’s enclosure, which he had never previously visited.

      River wouldn’t, at first, step far out of the encircling trees to greet his friend. Looking uneasily past Anna’s shoulder as he took her hands, he asked, “She won’t come out this far, will she? I mean, Ants don’t like trees, right?”

      “Don’t worry about Doe,” Anna reassured him, tiptoeing to brush River’s cheek with hers. “Pickets are watching everything that happens. She can’t hurt you.”

      “Who?”

      “Doe. The Ant,” Anna clarified. “I couldn’t just keep calling her ‘hey, you’ all the time, so I gave her a name.”

      “Doe?”

      “Yes, ‘Doe,’” Anna repeated. “As in, ‘looks gentle, but beware the sharp hooves.’” Quickly, she added, “Doe’s perfectly calm right now, though. You don’t have to be afraid of her.”

      “I’m not afraid her,” River said, swallowing nervously. “I only— I wanted to be private, that’s all. Not have her listening in on everything. Not that she understands anyway, I guess. But I won’t see you again for a long time.”

      “I know,” Anna agreed sadly. “And I’ll miss you so much! I’m happy for you, though. Heron said you wanted to travel.”

      “Yeah, to another forest,” River muttered. “Does she have to stand so close?”

      While they had been speaking, Doe had gradually—cautiously—edged nearer and nearer, so she now stood within a yard of Anna’s shoulder, observing all that went on in shy, oblique glances.

      Since the day Anna had begun, with the greatest fear and reluctance, to let the Ant’s brain communicate freely with her own, she had made great progress in understanding the Ant mentality.

      Now she explained, taking River’s hand and leading him gently farther out into the clearing, “She thinks she does. She follows me around because she’s not used to being alone so much. She’s used to living in a whole colony of Ants, where they do everything together.”

      One eye on the newly named “Doe,” River grumbled, “How do you know she’s not just following you around looking for a chance to get the drop on you?”

      “Well, if she is, that’s the pickets’ problem, not mine,” Anna answered, smiling. “I’ll miss you, River. Write me lots of letters, all right? Tell me everything you do.”

      River suggested, with sudden warmth, “Why don’t you come with us? Wouldn’t you like to see a Man town again?”

      Anna shook her head. “You and Uncle Deer need me to stay here and work with Doe, remember? Everything you two find out about Ants, if it’s useful, I’m going to test on her. Anyway, you’ll come back soon. As early as spring, Uncle Deer says.”

      An urge to hold Anna just one time in his arms, the way Heron did, swept over River; but, conscious of the watching pickets, he resisted it.

      “Sure,” he said hoarsely. “I hope so, anyway. Hey, you take care of yourself, all right? And don’t cry. No, really: Stop crying. Everything’s fine, and I’ll be home soon, like you said. I mean, how could anybody possibly stay away from Evergreen a minute longer than he had to?”

      His young heart aching, River dried Anna’s tears with his own handkerchief, making a secret vow to himself as he did so that he would carry it with him, unwashed, for as long as he lived.
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        * * *

      

      Three hundred Foresters came to bid the travelers farewell, and having garlanded them and seen them mounted at the stables, they ranged themselves in lines on either side of the twenty-five horses, and singing, led them to the border of Evergreen. By custom, most of the escort dropped gradually away, so when the border was finally reached, only Master Posthumous and close family members of the travelers were left.

      Anna, who had not quite realized until that moment what the parting would mean, clung to her Uncle Deer.

      “Do you have to go?” she cried repeatedly. “Do you really have to go?” She had never known a day in Evergreen without her uncle.

      Heron had a last gift for River; a small leather folder of pictures he had drawn of Evergreen’s people and scenes.

      “I didn’t think I remembered Robin’s or your father’s faces well enough,” he told his friend, “so I copied Lark’s portraits of them. Everybody else I did from life, though.”

      River, a lump in his throat, turned the pages of the little book slowly. Heron had depicted his schoolfellows in their classroom, Deer lecturing and the librarian snoring in his chair in a corner; and Calluna standing smiling in the door of their little house.

      “Anna says Men’s houses are a lot different from ours,” the artist explained. “I don’t want you to get so used to Men’s lands that you start forgetting how we live out here or anything.”

      “No.”

      Heron had pictured himself in a comic pose, struggling to draw a self-portrait while holding a sketchbook, a handful of charcoal sticks, and a mirror before his face. By contrast, the master and council looked eminently dignified sitting in state at their table in the Hall.

      River tried not to look too obviously for the one face he wanted most to see.

      He knew it would be there: Anna had been Heron’s favorite model since she was fourteen.

      “And there’s Anna getting the better of you in an argument,” Heron joked, pointing.

      “We weren’t arguing,” contradicted River, his voice subdued. “I know when you did this one. We were just having a discussion, that’s all.”

      They had been arguing, River recalled (though he didn’t remember Anna getting the better of him by any means). They often argued, due, River thought, to Anna’s being aggravatingly headstrong about certain things.

      But Heron said immediately, “No, of course not. Hey, I’ll miss you, Riv. Take care of yourself, all right? Come home safe and sound.”

      Having given his gift (and seen how carefully River tucked it into the breast of his jacket), Heron wisely kept away afterward, to allow Calluna privacy for her goodbyes to her son. Mother-like, Calluna had a great deal to say to River regarding the healthful properties of dry shoes and early bedtimes; and pride and courage supported her until the last moment. Then she suddenly crumbled, and Posthumous stepped forward quickly to help her let River go.

      Once mounted, River had time for only one last, quick look around, before the pickets gave the signal that it was time to cross the cordon and leave Evergreen behind.
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      A light, late snow blanketed the Southern Fortresstown when the Foresters arrived there, and the place never looked its best, Bellflower informed River, under a light blanket of snow.

      “Not that it’s a beauty spot under any conditions,” she added. “But you’ll get used to it.”

      River, standing outside of the stables where the Foresters had brought their horses, stared around himself at the town’s tangled, dirty lanes, fronted by inharmonious jumbles of buildings incorporating many salvaged ancient elements, and was appalled.

      “Are you saying you’re used to it?” he demanded.

      But Bellflower had already gone back inside, so Deer answered.

      “What you see as disorder,” he explained mildly, “Men see as reassuring evidence that they’re free. A Man who builds something like that house across the way, with rooms and doors and windows all unmatching, placed as he sees fit and answering to no one else’s plan, says to himself, ‘No Man is my master; I may build as I like.’”

      “It’s ugly,” River pronounced flatly.

      “The Man’s free to make it ugly.”

      “And it looks ready to fall down.”

      “Yes, well—the building itself is also free, I guess. It can fall down if it wants to. Presumably the Man respects that, and doesn’t complain if it happens,” Deer grinned. “Anyway, you might as well get used to the idea that, unlike us, Men aren’t ashamed of our Ancestor’s folly in using the resources of the beautiful earth to make weapons, and then stupidly arming the Ants with them. Men in general want to be like the Ancestors. The more of the Ancestors’ things they can find to build and furnish their houses with, the nearer they feel to ancient glories. Are you ready to go?”

      “Go where?” River asked, surprised. The other Foresters, he was aware, were making their beds in the stables.

      “To find Mr. Seaborn, if we can,” Deer said. “And if we do, we’ll probably stay with him, not here.”

      “With him? Why? Where’s the Guest House?”

      “There is none. Unless we stay with Mr. Seaborn, we’ll go to a hotel.” Seeing River’s puzzled expression, he repeated clearly, “‘Hotel,’” and explained a hotel’s function.

      “Men charge money?” River gasped. “To a guest?” Forest Guest Houses charged nothing, of course.

      “No, to travelers. Guests stay for free—with the person they come to visit,” Deer clarified. “It’s the usual way here. Of course, if this Mr. Seaborn is as poor as most scholars are, even if he invites us to stay with him we may have to go to a hotel. It depends on whether he insists that we have his bed or not. If he’s willing to let us sleep on the floor, I may agree to stay with him; but I won’t take another’s bed.”

      “Good idea,” River muttered in an undertone. “It’d probably have bugs.” More loudly, he asked, “If Mr. Seaborn’s such a scholar, why would he be poor?”

      Deer smiled. “For the first few days, don’t talk much, all right?” he said. “You’ve got a lot to learn.”

      The streets of the town were busy, and River noticed uncomfortably that he and Deer were the focus of every eye. A few Men nodded to them in what River thought was a friendly way; and Deer returned the nods pleasantly. A few gave the two Foresters glances in which River saw—or imagined—hostility. These, Deer ignored. River tried hard not to meet any eyes, or to stare too long at anything he saw, for fear his mounting disgust and contempt might be apparent.

      “That, I believe, is a hotel,” Deer murmured to him at one point, indicating a building across the way as they passed. “Though not a nice one, I think.”

      Another of River’s assumptions was shattered. He had imagined that, as in Evergreen, anyplace provided for the town’s guests would be as fine as could be offered.

      “Remember where it is, though,” Deer continued. “It may be the best we can do for ourselves. Oh, no. What’s this?”

      There appeared to be some sort of altercation at a doorway in front of the two Foresters, from which passing Men were drawing away.

      River made as if to cross the street, but Deer caught his sleeve.

      Nodding to where others were already crossing, he said, “No use turning it into a stampede. Let’s wait here a moment. I think whatever the trouble is, it’s abating.”

      A respectable-looking older woman was standing on the path in front of where the Foresters lingered, pulling by the hand and gently urging a man older than she was to come with her. From the room behind the man loud voices rang out, some advising the old man to begone, and others exhorting him to “stay and give them what they’ve got coming, damn them,”—words of no meaning whatever to River. A sharp odor assailed his nose of grime and sweat and something indefinable that for some reason reminded him of the infirmaries in Evergreen. River shot a quick glance at Deer. Though watchful, the schoolmaster seemed on the whole amused by the scene, and River slightly relaxed.

      The old man attested to the woman, in a querulous voice, “We were having a discussion, that’s all. A discussion that had just begun to get interesting when you came and spoiled it.”

      “Yes, but you were shouting, Johnny,” the woman replied. “No one likes it when you shout. Come home now. It’s late.”

      “Shouting be damned!” cried the old man. “Where’s the law that says a man can’t shout if he wants to? I was shouting? I’ll show you shouting, if that’s what you want.”

      “Yes,” the woman said patiently. “But not just now, all right? Now you need to come home.”

      “Home be damned,” the old man said—but in a more subdued tone. He was, River observed, allowing himself to be led away. He walked unsteadily, his arm through the woman’s for support.

      “We have cake,” the woman offered in a coaxing tone, patting the old man’s hand companionably.

      “Cake?” The old man considered this. “I like cake,” he acknowledged.

      The woman replied good-naturedly, “I know you do. Come and have some. As soon as you’ve washed.”

      “Washing be damned,” the old man said—but without any heat. The two then turned down a side street and were lost to the astonished River’s gaze.

      “What was all that?” he gasped. The Foresters by this time had begun walking again, and were passing the storefront from which the old man had emerged. River strained to see into it. “And what was wrong with the old man? Was he sick?”

      “Drunk, more likely,” Deer said. “That’s a grog shop, River. You’ve read about them.”

      River turned back to look again. “That?” he demanded. “It looked like a— a—” But he had no word in his Forest vocabulary to describe such a dark and squalid room. “Who would want to go into a place like that?”

      “A Man who wanted to get drunk.” Deer nodded to another storefront. “Here’s a decent looking shop: Let’s stop here, and I’ll ask where Scholar Seaborn might be found.”

      “What about the— the ‘discussion’?” River whispered urgently as they entered the shop. “Are debates held in grog shops here?”

      “All the time,” Deer replied cheerfully. “But not officially. I’m sure those by the town’s council, for instance, take place in much more imposing surroundings. A certain amount of drinking may still be associated with them, though. It’s usual.”

      The shopkeeper knew the name of Seaborn, but suggested, “It could be it’s the young man you want to talk to, and not Mr. Seaborn. Daniel Farmer is his name.”

      “Why would I rather speak to Daniel Farmer than to Scholar Seaborn?” Deer asked.

      The Man shrugged. “Well, it’s his house Mr. Seaborn lives in, for one thing. And if you’re here on business, all the business is Mr. Farmer’s.”

      River was offended to be thought a businessman.

      Deer inquired politely, “Can you direct me to Mr. Farmer’s residence, then?”

      The shopkeeper pointed with a hand River judged revoltingly dirty. “You can’t miss it; the Farmer place is the biggest one in town. Straight down that street there, and go past the school.”

      Deer thanked him, and as they turned to go, murmured to River, “I doubt we’ll be sleeping on the floor, then. Mr. Seaborn seems to have found a very good situation for himself.”
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        * * *

      

      River was able to see nothing at all to admire in the Farmers’ large house, which he thought ostentatious.

      He snorted contemptuously when informed by Deer that the young girl who answered the door to them and then went to fetch Mr. Farmer was probably a servant. No such duty as that of “servant” existed in any forest.

      But he was most taken aback of all by “Mr. Farmer” himself.

      From the fact that he bore a title, River had imagined Mr. Farmer would be a man of mature years. But “Mr.” Farmer, when he came, looked not in the least like the idle, self-satisfied kind of Man River was convinced someone rich and obviously house-proud and accustomed to being waited upon by servants must be. Instead, he was only about River’s own age, relatively short-statured and fair complected by Forester standards, but with a pleasant, open expression. As he entered the room where the Foresters waited, he extended one hand, Man-fashion, and announced with a friendly smile, “Hello! I’m Dan. You’ll stay here, I hope? Not just the two of you, but your whole party. Honestly, it’d be an honor.”

      Deer explained that the rest of the Foresters would stay near their mounts, since they’d be continuing to Broadleaf early the next morning.

      “But as for the two of us,” he said, indicating the stunned and speechless River, “we accept your invitation with gratitude.”

      When he heard the reason for the Foresters’ visit, Dan agreed to take them to meet Mr. Seaborn, whom he referred to with an informality that scandalized River, as “John.”

      “He was in his study resting the last time I looked,” Dan said with a smile; adding, in response to Deer’s delicately-phrased request to be allowed to wash before this meeting took place, “Sure. Come right this way.”

      River was—of course—outraged that the facilities to which they were led did not offer any opportunity for a long, hot, full body soak.

      “River,” Deer cautioned wearily, “we’re going to be here for months. Try not to use up all your native indignation on the first day, all right?”

      There were apparently formalities to be observed before the meeting with Scholar Seaborn could take place, but as these involved eating and drinking, River accepted this, at least, as right and proper. Foresters, too, always provided food first of all to newly arrived guests. Dan led Deer and River into a room that was, by River’s unspoken assessment, much too big, where they were seated on chairs covered with brightly-colored cushions that were much too soft, and offered drink and a kind of bread that was very sweet.

      “My sister’s jelly cake,” Dan explained, with a look of brotherly pride.

      River made an effort to hate the over-sweetness of this “jelly cake,” but soon found himself eagerly accepting a second piece instead.

      “For politeness’ sake,” he told himself, trying not to gobble. Thereafter he was so intent on his cake and his surroundings (plush and plentiful compared to the spare and practical furnishings of a Forester house) that he heard nothing of the conversation between Deer and Dan, and was caught unawares and absentmindedly licking his fingers to garner the last sweet crumbs stuck to them when Deer rose from beside him, saying, “Thank you, yes. We’d love to meet Mr. Seaborn now.”

      “How long has Mr. Seaborn lived in this town?” Deer asked, as Dan led his guests toward a flight of stairs. “I understood he was from the Islands originally.”

      On catching sight of the staircase, River felt a momentary flutter of panic. He had seen pictures of stairs before, but the forest used only ladders, and he did not know exactly how to make the climb. Fortunately, Deer mounted first, and by watching closely how his teacher put his feet, River was able to follow without difficulty.

      “John settled here after the war,” Dan said as they climbed. “There wasn’t anything left in the Islands for him to go home to. He never had much family, and what he had—a wife and her child—came to the mainland and were killed by Ants.”

      Deer answered with a sympathetic murmur for Mr. Seaborn’s lonely state.

      “I should warn you,” Dan continued, “John doesn’t like to talk about them, or the war. He gets a little—agitated, if the subjects come up.” Nodding significantly, he added, “You know what I mean.”

      River did not know what Dan meant; but Deer appeared to, and River resolved to press him for details at the first opportunity.

      Dan was smiling again. “As a matter of fact, John gets pretty agitated whether the war or his wife are mentioned or not,” he confided. “About ten times a day, on the average. Don’t mind him, though. It’s just his way.”

      He rapped with his knuckles on the door at the top of the stairs. “Visitors, John,” he called through it.

      From within, a muffled voice invited, “Come in.”

      Dan opened the door and led the way.

      Long-standing forest tradition maintained that one word was as legitimate as any other word, and that all were alike in being only collections of letters or sounds meant to represent some object or concept. The young people of the forest were sternly adjured from an early age that there was no such thing in the Forester language as an obscenity or malediction, nor were any such words required.

      Despite this sensible official position, a certain number of unsanctioned words had nevertheless evolved among the adult Foresters to which—only in times of great trial, naturally—most of them had occasional recourse.

      As Mr. Seaborn raised his head to greet his guests, River spoke one of these unsanctioned words.

      The renowned scholar they had come hundreds of miles to meet and consult with about the Ants was none other than the old man they had seen led drunkenly away from a dirty grog shop not two hours before.

      At River’s oath, Deer suffered a sudden bout of coughing; while, with a persistent cheer that River was beginning to find annoying, Dan pronounced the two visitors’ names to Mr. Seaborn. Dan added, “I’m getting the feeling you and Mr. River may already have met.”

      “Mr.—” River’s fleeting, fervid hope that Scholar Seaborn might not have understood him was smashed immediately.

      Seaborn replied testily, in accented but perfectly correct Forester, “And the same to you, boy!”

      “Excuse me, sir,” River stammered, blushing horribly. “I was taken by surprise.”

      “Not more than I,” growled the old Man. “I gather forest manners aren’t quite what they used to be, eh?”

      “Scholar Seaborn, sir!” Deer exclaimed, putting out his hands with unwonted enthusiasm. “Allow me to say what an honor it is to meet you!”
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        * * *

      

      Long after those of the other Foresters who were not on picket duty were sleeping rolled in their blankets in the haymow of the stables, River and Deer sat up talking below. In response to the silent pleading of River’s eyes, Deer had informed Dan Farmer he and River would spend one last night at the stables with their companions rather than at the Farmer house.

      Miserably, River begged, “Please, Teacher, let me go home. I’ll ride with Spring and Bellflower and the rest on this circuit, and then when we get back to Evergreen, I’ll lock myself in the library and never come out again. I’ll just study for the rest of my life.”

      Deer smiled. “As penance for your little slip of the tongue? I don’t know… To be locked away in a library sounds rather pleasant, actually.”

      River reluctantly acknowledged this. “It’s just that I don’t know what else I could do to make myself useful. The only thing I know how to do is study.” After considering the matter, he suggested, “I could spend the rest of my life cleaning privies, I guess. That’d be a good punishment for me.”

      Without bothering to remind his student that self-abasement of this nature was impossible in a forest, given that jobs such as cleaning privies were done by all adults in rotation in token of the forests’ strict egalitarian principles, Deer said dryly, “I take it you don’t feel you distinguished yourself today.”

      “Oh, I distinguished myself, all right,” River cried, rocking back and forth and holding his head with his hands. “Gods! You told me not to talk, Teacher. Why didn’t I listen to you?”

      “River, what you said really wasn’t that bad.”

      “No, but it was rude; and now they—Mr. Seaborn and Mr. Farmer and— and— everybody they talk to probably—will think all Foresters are rude,” River moaned. “And it’s all my fault!”

      “Nonsense!” Deer patted the younger man’s shoulder. “Nothing in the world’s all your fault. Things aren’t as bad as you’re imagining, River. Yes, it might have been better if you hadn’t assumed Dan Farmer wasn’t also a scholar like Mr. Seaborn. More humility on your part, you realize now, would have spared you the awkwardness you felt when you discovered his Old Mountain speech was as good as yours—”

      Deer was interrupted by an agonized wail from River.

      “—and I’m sure you also see that your remarks about the condition of this stable were somewhat tactless,” Deer continued relentlessly.

      “Well, how was I supposed to know the Farmers owned it?” River cried. “Gods! Do they own everything in this town?”

      “Possibly they do. From now on, let’s assume so until we hear otherwise, shall we? Anyway, this stable is perfectly fine. The mail parties always stay here.” Deer stood and stretched, and then opened his traveling bag to retrieve ink and paper. “But as I was saying, we’ll go to the house tomorrow, you’ll make your apologies to Dan and Mr. Seaborn, and that’ll be the end of the matter. No permanent harm done.”

      No answer came but another series of strangled moans from the younger Forester.

      “Looked at the right way,” Deer suggested, “it’s actually a pretty funny story. In years to come, you’ll probably tell it on yourself.”

      “Never!” River exclaimed, shuddering. “And don’t you dare tell anyone, either!”

      “Of course not,” Deer lied. He was already mentally writing his letter about the incident to Posthumous, wracking his brain for the perfect adjective to describe the face John Seaborn had made in response to River’s “greeting.” No one in the forest liked a good story better than Master Posthumous.

      “I wish I could die,” River said in a voice muffled by his hands, with which he’d covered his face.

      “Stop it!” Deer scolded, suppressing a smile. “No more of that kind of talk! Tomorrow we’re going back to the Farmers’, you’ll apologize for your lapse of manners, and then we’ll get started on the work we came here to do. That’s the proper repentance for your little missteps of today.”

      His chin on his chest, River mumbled, “Yes, sir.”

      “Let’s write our letters now and get to bed,” Deer said briskly, clapping River on the back. “Your mother especially will want to hear you’ve arrived safely.”

      River did, in fact, scrawl a few lines to his mother. But the longer letter, not quite finished, that Deer eventually pulled gently from under the dozing River’s head, completed, and then signed with both of their names, was to Anna. It made no mention, he noticed, of any of River’s “missteps.”

      Next morning, Dan brushed off River’s attempt at an apology with a blithe, “Hey, don’t worry about it,” and immediately changed the subject. “Come and meet my mother and my sister Sarah.”

      His kindness had the effect of making River feel much worse about his blunders of the day before—though strangely, Scholar Seaborn’s later less gracious response to a similar apology didn’t make the young Forester feel better. He resolved in future to emulate his teacher in finding everything he saw to his apparent liking.

      Dan’s mother, Muriel, was alone in the room when the other three entered it, with his sister Sarah nowhere in sight.

      Muriel Farmer was a handsome woman, though her hair was touched with white at the temples and her face was beginning to be lined. Her expression, as she rose to greet her guests, was kindly. Both Foresters knew her immediately as the woman who had led John Seaborn from the grog shop the day before, but if she recognized her guests, she gave no sign of it.

      “You’re young to be so far from home!” Muriel exclaimed as she greeted River. “Why, you’re no older than my Danny!”

      Keeping strictly to his new policy of saying as little as possible, River smiled enigmatically and left it to Deer and Mrs. Farmer to establish between them that the two young men had in fact been born in the same year. Some calculations were necessary to determine this, since Foresters and Men adhered to different calendars.

      Mrs. Farmer said, “Now, tell me what day and year it is by your calendar, and I’ll try to remember it.”

      Though in fact no Forester regarded the carelessly inaccurate system of the Men as anything but laughable, Deer said pleasantly, “Please don’t trouble yourself. While we’re here we’ll naturally use the Man calendar. All calendars are somewhat arbitrary, and one’s as good as another.”

      Mrs. Farmer and Dan were both eagerly assuring their guests they thought the Forester calendar much superior to their own and regretting that Men should be so generally stubborn as to refuse to adopt it, when Mr. Seaborn walked into the room.

      The Foresters rose respectfully.

      For an instant, River thought from the old man’s unsteady gait that he was drunk again, and unconsciously grimaced in disgust. Only when Mrs. Farmer exclaimed, “Johnny, where’s your walking stick? You need your stick, dear,” did the young Forester look again and discover Mr. Seaborn was, in fact, as lame as Anna. He flushed deeply.

      Mr. Seaborn muttered irritably that he had mislaid the item in question. “I can walk perfectly well without any damn stick, damn it,” he proclaimed, reaching for a chair’s back to steady himself while Dan leaped to his aid.

      Deer asked, “You were injured in the war, Mr. Seaborn?”

      “Yes, damn it,” the old man said, petulantly waving Dan away. “We were fighting, and an Ant staggered out of nowhere and stuck a sword into my foot. A great, big, monster of a sword, too, that snapped every bone like a twig. Aye, and then the Ant fell over dead, damn him, so I didn’t even get the pleasure of killing him myself.” With a sharp look at Deer, he added, “You’ve had a sword-hole or two put in you in your time, too, I guess. You must have been a soldier. Muriel, where’s Sarah?”

      River had no time to proclaim proudly that his teacher had been not only a soldier but a general of soldiers, before Mrs. Farmer replied, “I’ve no idea, dear. Until this moment, I thought she was in the library with you.”

      While the other three discussed the possible whereabouts of the missing Sarah, Deer caught River’s eye and reminded him with a look to say nothing further of the war, since Dan had warned them such talk was likely to make Mr. Seaborn “agitated.”

      Mr. Seaborn was saying, “We’ll start without her then, damn it. I’m hungry,” when a distant door slammed and a moment later a young lady burst into the room.

      “I’ve been out,” explained the young lady, breathless, to her mother, while throwing Mr. Seaborn a reproving look. “See what I found?” She held out a sturdy stick capped in leather—obviously Mr. Seaborn’s missing cane.

      The old man put out his hand for it. “Well, give it over, then,” he said, looking pleased. “Damn thing. Where’d you find it?”

      “Never mind where I found it.” Hands on hips, the young lady looked Mr. Seaborn up and down with annoyance. “I’d just better not find it there again, that’s all! You should be ashamed of yourself, after all the promises you made.”

      “Sarah, come and meet our guests,” Mrs. Farmer interposed hastily. “Mr. Deer, my younger daughter, Sarah. This is Mr. Deer, Sarah. Mr. River: Sarah.”

      Deer greeted Sarah in the manner of Men, but River was so taken aback to hear himself addressed as “mister” (particularly after his mortifications of the day before) that in his confusion, he thrust out not one, as he’d planned, but both hands.

      “Oooh, look!” Sarah exclaimed delightedly, seizing them. “I’ve always wanted to do this!”

      Surging forward, she pressed her cheek firmly against River’s and said, in fair Forester, “A thousand welcomes, friend! Now you, Mr. Deer: A thousand welcomes!”

      “A thousand thanks,” Deer replied, smiling. “Your accent is very good.”

      “It isn’t really,” Sarah contradicted, looking up at him coyly through her dark lashes. “But you’re nice to say so!”

      River had gotten into a habit of comparing every woman with Anna. Now he saw that, of the two, Dan’s sister was taller, and of a more rounded form than Anna. Her eyes were blue, like Anna’s, though not the same shade of blue, and her hair was somewhat curly, though not as curly as Anna’s, and much lighter in color.

      But unlike shy Anna’s, Sarah’s blue eyes met the Foresters’ perfectly unselfconsciously, and rather than braided, she wore her long hair loose and untidy. As River watched, she put back a stray lock from her eyes not with a furtive pat of her hand, but with a sweeping toss of her whole head; a bold gesture that appalled River—though it fascinated him, too. Sarah’s skin was not so white as Anna’s, nor was it as brown as a Forester’s. Her cheeks were tanned from exposure to the sun.

      Overall, River found her easy to look at—though she couldn’t compare with Anna, of course.

      “What comes next after the ‘thousand welcomes’ thing?” Sarah asked Deer brightly in the Valley tongue.

      “Breakfast!” her mother interjected, making everyone laugh.

      After breakfast (strange food, thought River), Muriel Farmer stayed below while the rest of the group trooped upstairs. But for his lame foot, Mr. Seaborn was spry for his age, and required no help to make the climb.

      “Be frank with me,” the old man said immediately when they had gained his room. “What’re you Foresters really here for?”

      Sarah protested tartly, “Gracious, John! You might at least let them sit all the way down in their chairs before you start barking questions at them.” To the Foresters she added, “Don’t even listen to him. His manners are awful.”

      Deer asked in return, smiling thinly, “Don’t you think it’s time we talked? Foresters and Men together?”

      Mr. Seaborn answered this statement with a single word—one unfamiliar to River.

      Dan said quickly, in a tone of warning, “Sir, you’ll be civil to guests in my mother’s house, please.”

      The old man appeared chastened by this—though only a little.

      “All right,” he said, more mildly. “What’re you here to talk about, then? Fighting the Ants, I suppose.”

      “Fighting the Ants, certainly,” Deer agreed. “There was a—regrettable lack of coordination between our armies in the last war, wasn’t there? I’m sure none of us want to see that situation repeated.”

      Mr. Seaborn glared at Deer. “Regrettable?” he asked, his cracked voice becoming shrill. “Three Rivers—regrettable? My people massacred, my Islands deserted, depopulated—and you call it ‘regrettable’?”

      River caught his breath, ready to tell the old man in no uncertain terms what the Foresters had lost at Three Rivers.

      “I do,” Deer said, putting out a restraining hand in River’s direction, while meeting John Seaborn’s gaze unwaveringly. “Most regrettable. And I hope the next time we fight—side by side, as we did before—we’ll do so under a united leadership, according to a coordinated plan of attack.”

      John Seaborn shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

      “That’s what’s needed, yes,” he admitted, scratching his chin, on which a silvery stubble gleamed. Then, with a keener look, he told Deer, “Not that anybody’s going to pay any attention to the likes of us if we say so, though.”

      “My people will pay attention,” Deer replied. “I’m here at the direction of the master of Evergreen, and I represent the United Councils of the forests.” He reached into his jacket and produced a letter from Posthumous.

      River hadn’t known about this mandate. He looked at his teacher with an astonishment as great as Mr. Seaborn’s.

      “Gods,” the old man pronounced, opening the paper and scanning it. He read the Forester language without any apparent difficulty. “Whatever did you come looking for me for, then? I’m not a king. I’m not even on the council of this town, damn it.”

      “Badger recommended you,” Deer told him.

      “I know Badger!” John said, brightening. Then, looking away, he abruptly complained to Sarah, “My head aches.”

      “Good!” she retorted. “Serves you right!”

      Mr. Seaborn sighed.

      After a moment he conceded, “Well, no harm in us talking. What else do you want to talk about? Besides that ‘united leadership’ you mentioned. As if that could ever happen!”

      “I think it could,” Deer said. “What else should we talk about? The Ants. Before we fight them again, I think we need to know them better. What new things have you learned in your research about the Ants?”

      Seaborn’s eyes narrowed. “You first.”

      The lack of trust implicit in this remark caused River to burst with indignation. “I don’t see why we should be spoken to that way, Teacher,” he said angrily. “Do you?”

      Dan and Sarah both spoke up immediately to offer their assurances that John meant no offense. “Sir, stop it,” ordered Dan aside.

      Ignoring this hubbub, Deer answered Scholar Seaborn calmly. “All right. Me first, then. Eight years ago, we in Evergreen undertook to make an intensive study of a particular subset of the Ant colony. We’ve accumulated a useful body of new observations about them. That’s principally what River and I have come to share. We—the Foresters—feel that both of our races could benefit from what we’ve learned, but we need the help of Men’s scholars to interpret exactly what the information all means and how we may best use it.”

      John Seaborn demanded, bitingly, “A ‘subset of the colony’? How can you have studied a ‘subset of the colony’? Not with a scout and a spyglass! At any safe distance, you’d never be able to tell your ‘subset’ from the rest of the bunch. And don’t claim you’ve infiltrated them, either. That’s been tried. It can’t be done.”

      Continuing even in the face of this provocation to speak evenly (River was forced to admire it) Deer explained, “No. A small body of Ants is living apart from the rest. We don’t know for certain why. These are the Ants we’ve studied.”

      “Apart?” John demanded, but in a milder tone than he had previously used.

      Deer replied firmly, “Yes.”

      “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Seaborn said. The old man was looking, River noticed, much less fierce by now.

      “Nevertheless,” pronounced Deer, smiling, “let me tell you what we’ve observed.”

      In recounting to Mr. Seaborn and the Farmers what the Foresters had learned by watching the Ants, Deer made no mention at all of Anna, of course.

      In the afternoon, after the first midday meal River had ever eaten, Dan and his sister led River upstairs to see their library.

      The library was one room of the Farmer house with which River could find no fault. A sturdy table set where light from the window shone full upon it, a couple of low, cozy-looking chairs, and shelves from floor to ceiling crowded with books both ancient and new met his every requirement. Even the cushions in the chairs, unforestlike though they were, seemed somehow right. A cushion or two in the library might be just what Evergreen needed, too, River found himself thinking.

      As he slowly circled the room, scanning the titles on the shelves, he cautiously interrogated Dan and Sarah about the details of their lives. He was avidly curious to discover how Men lived and thought.

      In a few sentences the three young people discovered they had all been born within three years of each other, all liked music and reading, and all were eager scholars—although River discovered (to his surprise) that aside from their scholarship, Dan and Sarah shouldered many more household and community responsibilities than he did. By Man’s reckoning, they were full adults, it appeared, whereas River—when he was at home in the forest—was not.

      Adults or not, Dan and Sarah were deeply attached to their mother, whom Dan wryly characterized as “overprotective”—a description River thought suited his own mother as well (though he didn’t yet feel comfortable saying so). Their birth father had been lost in the Ant War, and Sarah referred to John Seaborn as their stepfather, “so to speak”—an expression that River sensed implied something beyond the literal meaning of the words. By profession the old man was—like Deer—a schoolteacher, to whom Dan’s widowed mother had long ago offered a room in exchange for tutoring for her children.

      “And then one thing led to another,” Sarah said, exchanging a laughing glance with her brother, who added, “John’s more lovable than you might guess at first meeting him.”

      “What one thing led to what other?” asked River, confused.

      Dan and Sarah reacted to this innocent question as though he had made a joke, and River decided to let the matter pass.

      The two had an older sister named Elizabeth, who had recently been married; but when River attempted to explain he had an older brother, Robin, who was lost in the Ant War, he found himself unable to speak collectedly. With more tact than River had been led to believe Men possessed, Dan and Sarah pretended not to notice.

      “What’s this book about?” River asked, taking one off the shelf. “I don’t know this word.”

      “That’s ‘electricity,’” Dan said, coming forward eagerly, “which is just about my favorite thing in the world right now, as a matter of fact. John doesn’t approve, of course,” he added, grinning.

      River tried briefly to bluff; but was soon obliged to confess he had never heard of “electricity” before. “What’s it made of? I don’t think we have any of it in Evergreen.”

      Dan was obviously delighted to find an opportunity of discussing his pet topic. Saying he hadn’t yet made much progress in translating River’s first choice, he took down a different volume, in which the young Forester was soon utterly engrossed.

      The book, battered and faded like most Ancient Texts, was extensively illustrated, even to the cover, which showed uniformed boys marching proudly behind a flag.

      Dan explained, “We think they’re soldiers. The Ancestors must have used boys as army scouts, and we think this book was a sort of training manual for them.”

      By studying the pictures in the book as Dan explained them, River was gradually able to comprehend the basic principles of electricity.

      Turning a page, he mused, “So I guess you’ve got some kind of ‘turbine,’ then.”

      “No,” Dan admitted. “But I don’t need one. I mean, a turbine would be great,” he quickly amended, “and I wish I did have one. But there’s another kind of power generator called a ‘battery’”—he pointed to a relevant illustration— “that’s not too hard to build. All you need are two kinds of metal, and something like vinegar. I’ve made a few, and they work; but they’re big. When I can make better small ones, I’ll be on my way.”

      River was intrigued. “On your way to what?”

      Dan had devised—or rather, reinvented—a means of using a few simple electrical devices and a long thread of wire to send signals over a considerable distance.

      “It’s all in here,” Dan said, taking the book and thumbing quickly through it to find and show the place. “It’s called a ‘telegraph.’ Here’s a picture of a whole system, with two of the Army boys working it. I’m going to string up lines like that between towns one day, so we’ll know when Ants have been sighted miles off. With a telegraph, we could get warnings from the frontier all the way to the coast—in one day!”

      River hardly knew whether to believe this.

      Dan’s plan for his newly reinvented “communications wires,” as he called them, extended far beyond a mere means to warn of Ant raids, the Forester soon learned.

      “We have a bell for an Ant alert already,” the young Man explained. “When word comes that Ants have been sighted, we ring the bell, and everybody gets their weapons and goes to the fortress. But see, unlike a bell, a telegraph could be used to send and receive all kinds of messages.”

      “Messages about what?”

      Dan shrugged. “Just—messages. The kind you’d send in a letter. But letters take weeks or months to get where they’re going—if they ever arrive at all. My wires will get a message to where it’s going instantly.”

      River had not yet perceived Men’s much greater desire (compared to a Forester’s) to have everything done at high speed. “Wouldn’t it be easier just to send out mail parties with enough pickets in them to keep the Ants off than to set up miles and miles of wires?”

      “Easier, not better,” Dan replied. “Any system that can only move at the speed of a Man is too slow, as far as I’m concerned. I’m guessing my telegraph system will be profitable even if I just charge a small amount to send a message, because everybody will want to use it.”

      The profit motive was unfamiliar to River.

      “You’d charge to send a message?” he asked indignantly. Forester mail parties—who risked their lives, at times, to carry letters—never asked anything in return.

      Sarah said sharply, “What do you expect? He’s got to get his investments in wood and wire back somehow.”

      At that moment it dawned on River that Dan and Sarah (though Men) had shown themselves to be kind and worthy people—the sort he wanted to have admire and think well of him.

      Dropping his eyes to the book again, he mumbled, shamefaced, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to criticize. I don’t know how things are done here, that’s all. We don’t have money in Evergreen.” Flushing, he added humbly, “I don’t know anything about anything, really.”

      Good-natured Dan was mollified at once by the apology—and Sarah nearly so.

      “You know lots of stuff,” said Dan quickly.

      “Teach me more about electricity!” River begged. His eye upon a page intriguingly headed “Making a Simple Radio Receiver,” he asked eagerly, “Do you have any more Texts like this one?”
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      Anna went to Posthumous privately. “Sir,” she said, “I think the other Ants are coming back.”

      Posthumous started. “Are you certain?”

      “No,” the girl admitted. “But Doe’s kind of restless, and everything in her mind has to do with things like traveling. Since Doe doesn’t even want to travel, I’m guessing she’s picking up images from the other Ants.”

      “How many others?” the Forest master demanded.

      “I don’t know. Just— some. Like before, I guess.”

      Worried that Doe’s former companions might have been reinforced, the master pressed, “Can Doe tell you how many? Can she count?”

      Anna shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t think Doe understands counting or how to answer a question like ‘how many’ of something.” Anna thought for a moment, and then said, “Doe wouldn’t know how to answer any question, really. Ants don’t think in terms of questions and answers. Thoughts just sort of— come.” She added, “I think we’re only going to have a few Ants here for a while. If I’m right, the group has split up.”

      Exactly as Anna had predicted, Cade reported to the master three days later that eleven Ants had returned to the vicinity of Evergreen. “Ants are creatures of habit,” Cade commented. “They’ve reoccupied their old camping site.”

      From the moment the Ants settled into camp, Anna was overcome by the increase in the waves of ideas and images emanating both from them, and from Doe. Though she insisted to the master she was fine and coping well with this, her mother, when consulted, reported that Anna’s appetite appeared to have left her, and the nightmares of her childhood to have returned.

      “Anna, what can we do to make your situation better?” Posthumous asked with concern on the day that, in response to some pleasantry of his, she cried, “Oh, just be still, can’t you? I can’t think with all this noise going on every minute!”

      “I don’t know!” Anna exclaimed. “Oh, please do forgive me, sir! I didn’t mean you; really I didn’t! I meant Doe! I want Doe to just shut up! She talks and talks… I just want to make her stop thinking for five minutes, so I can think!”

      As Posthumous tried to comfort the frantic girl, Doe hovered as she always did, at Anna’s elbow. The Ant looked, the master thought, unusually alert and thoroughly pleased with herself.

      Posthumous interposed his own body between the Ant’s and Anna’s, and warned the creature away with a severe look.

      “This can’t go on, Anna,” he said firmly. “We have to—we have to get rid of them.” Though Posthumous stopped himself from pronouncing the word “kill,” he realized Anna (and therefore Doe) would understand what he was suggesting.

      “No!”

      “Anna, we have to.”

      Her voice muffled by his coat, in which she’d buried her face, Anna asked tremulously, “All of them?”

      “Yes. Doe’s making you upset, and the others, when they sense what we’ve done to their friend, might rush the forest.”

      Anna shuddered and pulled herself upright. Pushing her hair from her eyes and trying to smile bravely, she said, “No, don’t. Please. I’m all right, really. I’m sorry I said what I did. I’m just not used to hearing so many Ants’ thoughts at once. But I’ll get used to it. I’m sure I can.”

      “Why should you have to?” Posthumous asked. “Nothing we can learn from the Ants could possibly be worth what you’re going through.”

      “I’m fine,” Anna said stoutly.

      “I can see you’re not fine,” the master insisted. “Anyone can. You’re losing weight.”

      Even as he continued to press his point, it slowly dawned on Posthumous he and Anna were trapped together in a snare of his own making. Were they to kill the Ants, Anna would, essentially (no one could say to what extent) die twelve deaths. Let them live, and her mental torture would continue.

      “We’ll drive the Ants back to the Antlands, Anna,” he told her. Since to approach the Antlands by any but stealthy means would endanger his pickets, to himself Posthumous resolved that—despite Anna—the Ants would have to suffer some fatal “accident” along the way.

      “No!” Anna cried frantically. “They can’t go back there! Their lives were hopeless in the Antlands. We can’t make them go! It’s cruel even to think of it!”

      Posthumous looked back and forth between Anna and Doe, who was trembling. Through Anna, he realized, Doe had understood exactly what he was saying about driving her and her companions away.

      “Tell me about their life in the Antlands, Anna. Has Doe explained it to you?”

      “Yes,” Anna said. “Just this minute. I don’t know how, exactly. Just all of a sudden, I know a lot of things I didn’t know before.”

      “Tell me about them.”

      “Well, in the Antlands, Doe and the other Ants out there are—” Anna stopped, head to one side, struggling to find the words she wanted. “In the Antlands, they’re not important, somehow,” she managed finally. “It’s like, there are important Ants, and then there are unimportant Ants…”

      Her voice trailed away, and then Anna shook her head. “It’s hard to tell you about,” she said. “I don’t know how to put what I want to tell you into words.”

      “These things didn’t come to you in words, did they?”

      “No. I don’t know how they came. I just know.” Looking at Posthumous, she begged, “Don’t send Doe away please, sir. She’s— she’s my friend.”

      A few days later, Anna came to the master again.

      “Things are better now,” she said, with determined cheerfulness. “I’m starting to get the hang of how to deal with so much Ant-talk. I still wish Doe would just shut up sometimes, but I can sort of not listen better now. But there’s another problem. Kind of a bad one, but I think I have an idea that would fix it.”

      Posthumous indicated she should continue.

      “We need more than one Ant to learn from. We’ve learned a lot from having just Doe, but we’d learn a lot more from a colony of Ants. They’re supposed to live in colonies.”

      “We have a colony of Ants now, though,” Posthumous pointed out. “From what you’ve told me, Doe’s interacting with them in a typically Antlike fashion.”

      “I guess she is,” Anna agreed. “The thing is, all she does is— is—” Anna stopped to think. “I don’t know what she’s doing. Bragging about her bed, I guess.”

      “Bragging about her bed?”

      “All the time.” Anna sighed. “You know how I said there were important Ants and not-important Ants? I think that bed of hers makes Doe feel like she’s now important. She wants her friends out there, camping on the ground, to know every minute that she’s got things like a bed, and meat to eat.”

      In spite of himself, Posthumous was forced to laugh at this.

      “I think if you let me and Doe move, um, closer to the other Ants, so Doe knew they could see her, she’d think about other things.”

      “How much closer?” Posthumous asked suspiciously.

      “All the way closer. Together. We should live together.”

      “Out of the question,” the master pronounced instantly. “No.”

      “I could learn so much more that way.”

      “No!”

      Anna’s fingers curled with frustration. “It’s no point having Ants at all if we’re not going to take advantage of it!” she cried. “The thoughts Doe and the others share are all peaceful! Honestly. I’d be fine.”

      “I can’t let you go live with the Ants, Anna,” Posthumous said firmly. “For one thing, however would I tell your mother?”

      This argument, he thought, was unanswerable. For a moment, in fact, Anna had nothing to say to it.

      Then she replied determinedly, “Well, what if I convinced Mother and Father? Would you let me then?”

      The master smiled. He always liked to witness the moment when a young person asserted himself for the first time as a mature and independent being.

      “You may speak to them,” he said. “You should, in fact. It’s time they knew, and they’ll worry much less if they hear what’s going on from your own mouth.”

      “If they say ‘yes,’ then I can?”

      “Go to live with the Ants? Absolutely not!”

      “But—”

      “I said the responsibility for talking to your parents about your work with the Ants is yours,” Posthumous told her firmly. “But who does and doesn’t get permission to leave the forest is my responsibility, and you will never get permission from me to go live outside the forest with Ants!”

      Anna was silent for a moment, her jaw stubbornly outthrust.

      “Can the other Ants come into Evergreen to live with Doe, then?” she asked finally. “I don’t think they’ll be any trouble, and that way I can learn from them.”

      Posthumous was about to reject this idea out of hand when it occurred to him such an arrangement might mean less work for his pickets.

      He hesitated. “Are their friends near?”

      Anna’s face took on the momentary blankness it always did when she sought a mental connection with the Ants.

      “No,” she said. “I don’t know where they are. I can’t hear them.”

      “Then when you have spoken to your father, I’ll consult him in his capacity as a picket captain of Evergreen,” Posthumous said. “We’ll let him decide.”

      The plan Cade eventually came up with to half-entice, half-impel eleven mortal enemies of Evergreen into the forest seemed to him, when he brought it to the master to approve, a worryingly complex project, requiring the seamless coordination of many elements to be successful.

      Worst of anything about the plan was the fact that the pickets selected to take part in the operation had to practice their parts with Bellflower standing in for Anna. Anna could not be allowed to know beforehand what she was to do, for fear of Doe finding it out and inadvertently informing the other Ants. Of the pickets, of course, only Cade knew this.

      On the day the plan was to be put into action, Cade and Roar walked together toward the newly enlarged Ant enclosure.

      Roar asked, “Does Anna have Doe ready to go?”

      Roar seemed perfectly at ease and spoke in his usual tone, but as it was the third time he’d asked the same question, Cade guessed Roar was, like him, uneasy.

      “We’ll see,” Cade answered, for the third time.

      As the two approached, they saw Heron had gotten to the Ant enclosure early, and was already waiting with Anna and Doe.

      At a suggestion from Deer, in one of his letters, Anna had recently begun trying to teach Doe to speak.

      At first, the Ant resisted Anna’s instruction. Though Anna knew Doe understood perfectly well what was being asked of her, as far as Doe was concerned the existing system, by which she communicated mentally with Anna and Anna translated, worked perfectly well, and she saw no need of any improvement upon it.

      But Heron, observing how the Ant continued to covet everything Foresters had that she did not, managed one day to convey by signs a promise to Doe that, if she would learn to say her own name, he would embroider her worn jacket with a picture representing it, exactly as Anna’s bore one of a hummingbird, and his own a heron. After a mighty struggle of several days between Doe’s desire to win this prize and her unaccustomed tongue and lips, the Ant managed at last to render her name intelligibly, and Heron, of course, was as good as his word. Now, as Roar and Cade approached, Doe greeted them by pointing to the roughly embroidered shape on her jacket, and announcing to them both with comic pride, “Doe. Pretty.”

      “Yes, it’s pretty, Doe,” Anna agreed, smiling and reaching for her father’s hands. To the others she added, “‘Pretty’ is a new word for her, just this morning.”

      “Well, since the prettification’s done, let’s get going, I guess.” Cade put his arm around his daughter’s shoulders and held her close. “Ready?” His expression, which Anna fortunately couldn’t see, was briefly one of agony.

      Anna clung to her father for a moment, causing him to say quickly, “You don’t have to take part in this, Anna. Maybe Doe can handle it by herself. Shall we send her out alone?”

      Straightening up and pushing back her hair, Anna said, “She’ll never come back if you do. No, I’m all right. I want to do this, really.” She added, rubbing her hands together with a show of simulated enthusiasm, “So—what happens first?”

      In making their plan for the day’s operation, Cade and the master had decided that while they might take one or two Ants by surprise, and bind, blindfold, and confine them in a cart, they couldn’t expect to capture all eleven by such means. They would have instead to gain the Ants’ cooperation to the extent that they would walk through the woods by themselves. Anna’s father instructed her to lead Doe through the trees to the border of Evergreen nearest the Ant camp. If Anna couldn’t get Doe to walk in the forest, he reasoned, neither would she be able to persuade the others, in which case the entire project might as well be aborted immediately.

      The group started off, with Heron leading, Anna next, pulling the Ant by the hand and urging her along, and Cade and Roar pressing from behind. Roar had his hand inside his jacket in a manner that suggested he had secreted a knife there.

      “Come on,” Anna said over and over to the worried Ant. “Nothing to be afraid of.”

      By the time they had gone a mile or so, Doe was completely unnerved. Anna was able to get her to advance only a few steps at a time.

      “What are we going to do?” Cade muttered to Roar. “This could take all day. Anna,” he called, “offer her something, would you? See if she’ll take a bribe to go faster.”

      Nodding, Anna pulled a bag from her jacket and showed it to Doe. “Look, fruit. Want some fruit, Doe?”

      The Ant loved dried fruit, which was the nearest thing to sweets the forest could offer. But though she glanced briefly into the bag to see what it held, she made no move to take any.

      Then, as if to make the most trouble he could, a hare rocketed by, startled from his cover. Doe barked with surprise and pressed close to Anna, nearly knocking the treat bag from her hand. Over and over she repeated another word of Forester she had recently learned: “No, no, no.” Anna put the bag away.

      Roar looked at Cade, and mouthed the words, “What now?” They’d been counting on being able to motivate the Ant—always greedy—with food.

      Before Cade could suggest turning back, Anna gently detached the clinging Ant, and, taking both of Doe’s hands, said, “I know: Let’s sing a song. Singing makes noise, so if we sing, you won’t be able to hear all those scary sounds out there in the trees.” With a quick glance at her father, to whom she was really speaking, Anna added, “Maybe we can all sing.”

      Swinging Doe’s hands in time to the tune, Anna began a Forester children’s song—the first she had ever learned herself, when she had come to Evergreen.

      “How fair is the forest,” she sang. “The tall trees, and the sweet little violets that grow at their feet…”

      “I’m not sure a song about trees is going to reassure her much,” Roar murmured to Cade.

      But the singing did, in fact, provide an effective distraction, even apart from the covering noise it provided. The Ant had apparently never seen anyone sing before. She studied Anna closely, particularly her mouth and throat, as if trying to understand how the trick was done.

      Heron joined in, earning Anna’s grateful smile, and then Cade and Roar added their voices, trying their best to recall lyrics they hadn’t sung for thirty years or more.

      Toward the end of the third chorus, Doe startled them all by attempting to sing too, moving her mouth in an approximation of what she saw Anna do, and emitting a weird, treble wail that rose and fell in a pattern only peripherally related to the song’s actual tune.

      “Good job, Doe!” Anna said approvingly, when they’d finished. “Come on, let’s sing it again. And this time, we’ll walk while we sing, all right?”

      Heron, beginning the song again, turned and led the way; and Doe reluctantly started after him, holding tightly to Anna’s arm and looking fearfully around, but still “singing.”

      Cade and Roar exchanged looks then joined in. Ahead of them, Doe, though wary, moved steadily on. By the time they reached the border all of the singers were hoarse, but Cade thought Doe’s strange ululations had begun to resemble music.

      Bellflower was the only picket who showed herself to Doe, since Doe knew her; though anyone familiar with the forest’s usual bird calls would have distinguished many inappropriate to the hour and season, as the watching pickets signaled to each other they were in position.

      When a “cuckoo” called, Cade said, “Do you want to rest first, Anna, or go straight out to the Ant camp?” speaking briskly to disguise his anxiety.

      “Go,” Anna said nervously. “I don’t want to think. I just want to go now. Everyone else is ready, aren’t they?”

      “All ready,” Cade confirmed.

      “Kiss first,” Anna begged suddenly, reaching for her father.

      Cade held his daughter tightly to him. “I don’t know if I can let you go,” he said softly. “I don’t think I can.”

      Someone pulled at his jacket. Annoyed (who could be so tactless, he wondered, as to intrude at such a moment?), he turned. Her eyes on the ground, and cringing slightly, as though she expected to be punished, Doe was reaching to pull on his coat again.

      “What does she want?” Cade asked.

      Gently, but insistently, Doe tried to insert herself between father and daughter, and to pull Anna’s arm from her father’s neck to put it around her own.

      “That’s enough, Doe,” Heron said, when he saw what the Ant was doing. “Here: You want a hug, I’ll give you one.”

      Doe’s unexpected display of jealousy had the effect of dispelling the melancholy of the moment, at least. By the time Anna had hugged her father again, and then each of the others in turn (Heron longest and hardest, of course), ending finally with Doe, who was made jubilant by the gesture, she was smiling.

      Roar stepped forward to give Anna her instructions for the next phase of the operation.

      “Walk out to the Ant camp, Anna,” he ordered, “with your stick tight in your hand. When you get there, make the Ants lay down their arms, and then bring them back here. At any move, any, that looks hostile—drop. Hit the ground. Give the archers a clear shot at the Ants.”

      Cade added, “Don’t let any of them get behind you. Not even Doe. When you bring the Ants here, you come last in the line.”

      Anna nodded. “I’ve got it. Let’s go.” Though her head was high and she even smiled, her voice was shrill with fear. “We’ll go show them your coat, all right, Doe?”

      “Pretty,” Doe replied apprehensively.

      It didn’t require any ability to read an Ant’s mind for Cade to know Doe was frightened, too.

      Since the day she had been carried into Evergreen, nine years before, Anna had never set foot outside of the forest, nor had she wanted to. As she and Doe crossed the cordon, hand in hand, she looked above her, at a view of the sky uninterrupted by any tree, and felt exposed and alone. With nothing to dissipate their force, the winds blew and the sun shone on her face with disconcerting intensity. So that Doe wouldn’t know what she was feeling, Anna concentrated on picturing in her mind her mother and father and Rumor and Heron. She wished she were with them, and Heron’s arms around her.

      As they approached the far side of the cordon, Doe emitted a sort of grumble, and gestured anxiously to Anna. Eleven blonde heads and eleven faces that closely mirrored Doe’s were peering back at the Ant and her companion.

      Not one of them smiled, but Anna remembered Doe had only begun to smile recently herself. At least, she thought, the faces weren’t especially hostile, either. Anna continued to walk, pulling the uncertain Doe with her, until she had reached a point five yards from the rock behind which the nearest Ant was hiding. Then she stopped.

      Doe suddenly wanted very much to run to her friends, who were urging her on. Anna demanded—silently—that Doe stay. Reluctant, but obedient, Doe remained at Anna’s side.

      The same voices Anna had heard intermittently since her childhood called to her now. She recognized that they were, in fact, wordless; but she construed their message clearly: “Come, come.”

      Trembling, Anna stood as she was, her chin lifted.

      “You come to me,” she silently ordered, and pictured them doing so, as hard as she could.

      A long pause ensued, during which Doe’s feelings shifted at every instant. She was used to obeying Anna, but the pull of eleven other minds was strong. Anna forced herself to meet the eyes of the Ant nearest them, and silently, she ordered him to come. To her relief, Doe’s attention shifted, and followed hers to the same Ant. By concentrating on the one, Anna discovered, the calls of the other Ants were muted.

      After a long, tense moment, the Ant at whom she stared started toward her. Doe quivered with excitement, and Anna had to tear her attention away from the approaching Ant to tell Doe again, sternly, to stay as she was.

      The new Ant was armed with a poor sword even by Ant standards, that hung around his neck in a rough scabbard made from what was probably a piece of harness stolen from Men and a ragged scrap of rawhide. With a queenly gesture, Anna held up her hand and ordered the Ant to stop. In her mind, she made herself see him lay it down.

      Confused, the Ant hesitated, took one more step, and then Anna clearly “heard” Doe say also that the weapon must be left where he presently stood. Since Doe had no weapon of her own, Anna suddenly realized, she had every incentive to see the others disarmed. Not because she feared them, but because for the others to have anything Doe did not undercut her position among them.

      One more brief, uncertain delay, and then with clumsy fingers the Ant obeyed. When he had lain the sword beside him on the ground, Anna called him to her, hoping desperately the Ant had no other—hidden—blade.

      The surrender of the weapon created consternation among the other Ants, and their thoughts swirled in Anna’s mind. She hadn’t learned to understand even Doe consistently. The feelings of so many Ants at once almost overwhelmed her brain. But one sensation she could read clearly: The Ants did not regard her as a stranger. They “knew” her, they felt, as one of their own.

      Anna shook with revulsion at the idea, and though she resisted doing so, silently raged. Her mother, her friends, her father, too, in all likelihood—all dead at the hands of creatures like these. Someone among the group standing before her now—she couldn’t pick out who—had been a soldier in the Ant War. He had “known” her the longest, he reminded the others. He had sensed her nearness repeatedly when the Ant armies had camped near where she and her mother were living. Remembering how throughout the years of the war she and her mother had been driven from place to place by Ant raiders, Anna considered for one instant dropping to the ground and letting the watching archers do whatever they felt they needed to do in response.

      As Anna remembered the archers, Doe beside her, and all the Ants among the rocks, suddenly cringed.

      This demonstration of her power cheered the young woman. “Come to me if you want to live!” she repeated to the Ants, now letting herself freely experience fury at their delay. “No weapons.”

      The Ant who had already disarmed himself reached Anna and Doe, and, shrinking from Anna, who wouldn’t look in his direction, he greeted Doe by stroking her arm and her back. The gesture was familiar to Anna. The Ants had done the same to her at her village, long ago (and to their brother Ant, whom they had then killed). In response to the new Ant’s touch, Doe (after a sidelong look at Anna, to ask permission) made the same low crooning in her throat the Ants in the village had made when they touched each other, and at the sound, both she and the new Ant grew instantly calmer.

      But when the newcomer Ant, still cowering, turned then to Anna, intent on greeting her as he felt he should, she couldn’t bear to let him touch her.

      Among all the other sensations coming to Anna was one of hunger: Not her own, but the Ants’. “Food,” she signaled quickly. “You may have food.”

      Something told her, as she produced the bag of dried fruit from her jacket, that Doe should be fed first. She held out the bag to Doe, and Doe turned over a few pieces, searching out the biggest and best one. Having found something that suited her, she ate it. Resisting—Anna sensed—her natural temptation to bolt down everything else in the bag, too, she presented to the other Ant a piece smaller than the one she had just eaten in front of him.

      The gift of food, from Anna to Doe, and from Doe to the new Ant, had the effect of calming everyone. The Ants among the rocks stirred, and a strong wave of Ant-thought emanated from them and swept over Anna. A consensus about her was forming, and on the whole, it was favorable. She tried hard to think “strong” thoughts.

      First one, and then a few at a time, the other Ants, some male and some female, came to join Anna and Doe, each hesitating less to disarm than the last had. She couldn’t, Anna found, continue to refuse to let them greet her Ant-style; but fortunately they seemed not to mind that in response to their touches, she would only stand stiffly. Doe dealt out fruit to each one (stealing bits for herself as she dared), and radiated satisfaction. As Doe had been the first Ant to say the group should submit to Anna, she took their submission as a personal triumph. From time to time she pointed out the image on her jacket to the other Ants, telling them proudly (and aloud, to Anna’s surprise), “Doe.”

      When the fruit was gone, Anna announced firmly, “We’re going into the forest now.”

      She felt a wave of—disbelief? Fear? She wasn’t certain.

      “Doe, lead the way,” she ordered, repeating the command silently in an image.

      Doe’s cockiness instantly deserted her. Her forehead creased with worry, she searched the corners of the fruit bag again for any lingering morsel. Anna sensed she was stalling. Doe’s reluctance to begin the journey communicated itself to the others, who milled about uneasily. Pictures of their weapons came into Anna’s mind. One or two Ants even ventured a few steps back toward where the weapons had been left. Another step or two on any of their parts, Anna thought, and the watching archers might feel they needed to act.

      “Doe, let’s sing again,” she said quickly and began her song about the beauties of the forest. Concentrating with all her might on an image of Doe leading the others, she circled cautiously behind the group and urged them on with her stick. “Sing, Doe!” she shouted. “Come on: ‘How fair is the forest…’”

      Doe took a few cautious steps and then looked back.

      “Pretty coat, Doe! Pretty, pretty!” Anna called.

      Doe looked down at herself and fingered one of her buttons, afterward glancing thoughtfully at the other Ants, who wore only rags. Another hesitation, and then she started slowly to cross the cordon. The thoughts of the other Ants were kaleidoscopic, but Anna refused to acknowledge them. Unyielding, she stood behind the group and urged them mentally to complete the picture she held in her mind of Doe leading and them following meekly where Doe went. Feeling their fear, she tried also to assure them she herself would walk behind to protect them. Anna knew she was being understood when in response to this last thought several Ants glanced at her walking stick, which they took for a weapon.

      Finally, finally, the group shuffled forward, repeatedly ducking down as they went, and looking around themselves with obvious—and mounting—terror.

      At the border of Evergreen, the Ants refused to go farther.

      They were afraid of the trees. Even Doe, who had come through the woods before, now caught the others’ dread and declined to proceed.

      Anna was expecting this.

      She knew a little of the picket’s bird language, and in response to a chorus of chirps signaling a change in a picket’s position, she let the Ants stand for a moment at the forest’s edge. On her own initiative, she sang loudly as they waited, to provide covering noise. Doe wouldn’t join her this time in the tune.

      Then Heron stepped into the forest path a few yards ahead of the Ants.

      Instantly, all the Ants turned in a body, and made as if to run back across the cordon—only to see armed pickets suddenly rise from among the rocks in which the Ants had previously sheltered.

      While they were processing this unwelcome new development, Cade, Roar and Bellflower also walked out of the woods and took up positions on the other three sides of them. None of them was armed, and all of them were pickets Doe knew. The Ants turned again, full circle, assessing their situation; and seeing an “enemy” on every side they drew together tightly in half-crouching postures, ready to run as soon as general agreement could be reached as to the direction in which they should go.

      Seeing this, archers positioned deeper in the woods stepped forward, letting the Ants observe them for the first time. Though they held their bows at the ready, Anna knew they wouldn’t shoot from their positions unless they absolutely had to, for fear of the pickets themselves being hurt in the crossfire. But the effect of their presence on the Ants was to make them see that any attempt at escape, in any direction, would be dangerous. The Ants, who had been ready to fly, now delayed to consider.

      Anna stood aloof from them and kept Doe with her. Roar, the picket nearest, reached out and offered Doe a water bag. When she refused, but gave it a longing look, he drank noisily from it himself, allowing drops of water to splash his neck and coat. Several Ants licked their lips thirstily at the sight; but none, Anna sensed, dare accept it because other Ants, less thirsty, were opposed.

      Finally, succumbing to the tide of fear that emanated from the other Ants, even Doe, who knew Roar and had taken water from him many times, turned her head away when he offered the bag again.

      “They’ll all be thirstier later,” Cade commented. “Let’s go.”

      With the pickets and archers pressing, and Anna mentally urging, the Ants lurched forward. Their ideas formed singly, Anna thought, and swam into her brain like tiny fishes. But within the space of a few seconds, the little fish formed small bands and then suddenly great schools that made well-coordinated flips and turns in perfect unison, threatening to overpower her reason. Images of flight, of weapons, of tearing flesh, and the sounds of tormented cries—half memory, and half fantasy, she sensed—assailed her from all sides.

      “Swords!” Anna cried. “Rocks!”

      She was trying to warn the pickets of what the Ants were planning—or wishing—to do, but found she couldn’t do more than blurt out a single word at a time before another image crowded out the first, built to a fearsome crescendo, and then was swept away by another building wave of wild imaginings.

      Unable to spare a thought for the condition of the trail under her feet, Anna caught the tip of one shoe on a protruding tree root. Her stick flew from her hand, and, dazed, she watched blankly as the ground surged upward toward her face.

      “Anna! Anna!” her father called.

      Doe caught her, and grasping her around the body, held her up until Heron could reach her.

      “I’ve got her,” he said. “That’s all right, Doe. You can let go. Come on, sweetheart; let’s sit.”

      The cacophony of the Ants’ thoughts faded instantly in Anna’s brain. Heron had never called her “sweetheart” before.

      The two sat together on the ground, Heron’s arm around her, while Doe squatted next to Anna, looking sheepish but determined, as though she knew she was unwelcome there.

      “I’m all right,” Anna gasped. She glanced nervously at the Ants, standing in a tight cluster three feet away staring at her. “They want to hurt—somebody. Everybody.”

      “Well, that’s natural, I guess,” Heron pointed out gently. “They think we’re enemies. Do you want us to sing again?”

      Anna shook her head wearily.

      Cade and Roar edged nearer.

      Her father called to her, “Look, I think you’ve done all you need to do here, Anna. Let’s let the pickets get the Ants the rest of the way to the compound, and I’ll take you home.”

      But Anna shook her head. “If I go, I think they’ll do something bad.” “Bad” thoughts were reaching her at every moment, in fact. “I can do this. I’m sure I can do this.”

      Before Cade could say anything more, Heron suggested, “Try talking to Doe, why don’t you? Don’t worry about persuading the other Ants. If Doe walks, it looks to me like the rest of the Ants are willing to follow her. Talk to Doe, see if you can get her to cooperate. And if she won’t,” he added, “I think you should go home, too.”

      “I’m not going home,” Anna maintained, struggling to rise. “Let’s keep going. I’ll do what you said, Heron. Come on, Doe: Let’s get this bunch moving.”

      But opening her mind to any Ant communication, Anna found, let in all the Ant thoughts. The desires of each to fight the pickets, to flee the woods, to hide, crowded her brain again.

      To steady herself, Anna clung to Doe’s arm. She tried, as they walked, to speak her own thoughts aloud, in the hope that doing so would help her to concentrate. If she could be calm, it would give her a mental advantage over the Ants, who she sensed were near to panic.

      Over the wordless mental clangor of the other Ants seeking agreement among themselves as to which picket appeared weakest, in which direction safety lay, and whether the crossbows some of the pickets carried (which none of the Ants had ever seen before) were, as they suspected, weapons, Anna determinedly reminded Doe in broken language of the comforts of her Ant compound. Doe, Anna perceived, soon grew dazed trying to follow the chaotic “conversation” of the other Ants and Anna’s, too. As Anna’s conversation was about things Doe was much more interested in than she was in fighting, it soon predominated in her mind. The day was cold: Anna was able to make Doe long for her bed with its two blankets. She was hungry, and Anna reminded her of the food the pickets brought her twice a day. Meat, in particular, obsessed Doe, as always. Anna tried with her mind to “taste” meat, and saw Doe swallow hard.

      And then, in a terrifying flash of insight, Anna suddenly knew the other Ants, previously debating as to whether they should fight, fly, or cooperate, had now achieved consensus. Their thoughts were no longer shifting: They were going to run. All brains alike held an image of the border where they had come in and knew which Ants in the group had been selected as shock troops, to be sacrificed to the crossbows while the others fled. The Ants were waiting only for her own input and Doe’s before they acted.

      Anna took her hand from Doe’s arm and, turning, looked hard at her father. She pointed back in the direction they had come, and then to the two bowmen behind them, to signify, as well as she could, that they would be particular targets.

      Then she turned back to Doe and pictured in her mind a great haunch of meat such as Doe had never seen; one that might only be presented in the Hall on rare occasions.

      “Soon, you’ll be in your warm bed,” she told Doe, using the Ancient Tongue, as Posthumous had recommended, for the sake of the listening pickets. “Blankets, blankets… Pretty coat, Doe. Look at your pretty coat. Doe is pretty. Doe will eat meat.”

      Distracted by Doe’s keen interest in these happy fancies, the other Ants grew confused, and their thoughts scattered again. They were hungry, even hungrier than Doe, and Doe’s visions of meat intrigued them. The group stumbled another few feet forward and ceased to focus as exclusively on the target bowmen, or their goal, the forest border.

      “Blankets, baths, fruit… Lots of good food for pretty Doe,” Anna repeated, her eyes closed to concentrate intently on the pictures she was pushing before the Ants. Among the images assailing her brain in response was one of herself at nine years old, and she suspected at least one of the Ants present must have been among the raiders of her village to have known what she looked like then. She hoped she would never detect which Ant it was, nor what, exactly, he had done there.

      As Anna was mentally bribing the Ants with promises of meat and warmth, her father signaled for more pickets—present from the first, but previously keeping out of sight—to show themselves all around.

      Anna detected the mood of hopelessness that settled over the Ants when the pickets appeared and opened her eyes. The Ants were trapped, and, finally, they knew it. Violent thoughts dissipated and gave way to scheming.

      Schemes, Anna discovered, beset her brain more gently. “Let them scheme,” she thought with relief, and turned to reassure her father with a smile that all was well with her.

      “Your nice bed, pretty Doe,” she said aloud, mentally goading the Ants onward. Though soaked with sweat and trembling, Anna grew cheerful, now. “Hurry up, everybody,” she said in Forester, catching Heron’s eye and smiling wearily. “We’re going to see Doe’s nice bed. Pretty Doe will have meat for dinner. Won’t you, Doe?”

      Twelve Ants in unison licked their pale lips.

      When the group stopped again to allow the exhausted Anna to drink, every Ant accepted the water bag from Roar’s hand. Doe proudly drank first, of course.
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      After the first acutely homesick week or so, Deer thought River adjusted quickly and fairly well to life in the Southern Fortresstown—though the adjustments he made were not in every case the ones Deer would have chosen on his behalf. While the older Forester continued to keep strictly to his accustomed habits, the younger one took to sleeping in most mornings to what in Evergreen would have been thought an unconscionably late hour, and staying up correspondingly late at night.

      He also enjoyed too thoroughly at first what Deer considered the excessive bounty of the Farmer table. Foresters, ever mindful of potential future food supplies, ate sparingly at all times, and never feasted. Holiday occasions in the woods were celebrated with garlands and songs (abundant and free to all), and not with food; whereas the Farmers, like most Men, ate as well every day as their present situation permitted, and resigned themselves to fasting if times turned subsequently bad.

      After a few weeks of happily stuffing himself at every meal (three each day, instead of two, as in Evergreen), River was disconcerted to find his trousers were becoming uncomfortably tight.

      River had never seen a fat person in the forest and on first arriving in Men’s lands had been alarmed by what he considered the freakish distortion of some of the human shapes he saw there. Now Deer had to explain to him the connection between third helpings of rich dishes and an increasing circumference at the waist. Deer was pleased to note that after learning of this, his student displayed a proper restraint at the dinner table.

      River’s relations with the Farmer family were good from the first; and once Schoolmaster Seaborn saw that River took his scholarship seriously, he made no further reference to the unfortunate beginnings of their acquaintanceship. Though the old Man could be gruff at times with both River and Dan, his only regular complaints about them—made on at least a twice-daily basis—was that River had fallen as much under the spell of electricity as Dan had; and that all three of the young people were delaying the progress of their real work by spending too much time in Dan’s workshop in the town.

      Forester mail parties passed regularly through the Southern Fortresstown, and to demonstrate his perfect openness to the Farmers and John Seaborn—particularly John Seaborn—Deer shared with them the letters he received from the master. (River, naturally, read them as a matter of course.) Only Deer was aware that inscribed between the visible lines of writing there was often a private message which could only be seen by looking at it through a colored lens. These messages—and the fact that he possessed such a lens—Deer kept secret; but by this means Posthumous sent him word of Evergreen’s eleven new “guests.”

      The news filled Deer with apprehension, even though Posthumous wrote reassuringly, “Far from giving any trouble, all of them are so eager to please Anna that they do whatever she wants them to do, even when what she wants contrasts with what she tells them she wants. This is a problem in working with telepaths that none of us anticipated.” He added, “Anna is making good progress at getting around the difficulty.”

      To Deer, it seemed as though the master wasn’t taking the threat the Ants posed seriously. Even a subsequent flow of new and valuable material about the Ant mentality didn’t seem worth the risk of having a dozen Ants in Evergreen, and Deer couldn’t understand why Posthumous permitted it.

      After a sleepless night or two spent wondering how much damage eleven rampaging Ants might inflict on Evergreen, Deer decided the time had come to prepare the Men’s minds for the information that Ants were a telepathic species. Until that had been done, Posthumous would be reluctant to let him return to the forest.

      At the next weekly meeting of the scholars, Deer asked permission to give a short presentation.

      He began by showing an abstract he had written of the new data he’d received from Anna, which Seaborn immediately took straight out of his hand. This prompted the three young people to smirk knowingly among themselves. Despite an earlier agreement between them that all meetings should be conducted in an egalitarian fashion, John always behaved as though he held the chair.

      “Interesting,” John muttered, after reading silently for a moment. “Who’d have guessed they’d be hierarchical?”

      Dan drawled, with good-natured irony, “Tell us about that, John.”

      The old schoolmaster cleared his throat. “According to this, as soon as you get a few Ants together, they apparently rank themselves. Once they’ve agreed as to the relevant status of each, the highest-ranking Ants have correspondingly greater influence when the time comes for the group to make a decision.”

      Turning to Deer, he demanded, “And you know all this—by what means? There’s only the conclusion here, and no hint of how it was reached. I don’t see how a thing like the way Ants make their decisions can be determined by observation. You’d have to get right inside an Ant’s mind to know what he was thinking.”

      Deer said hastily, “It’s speculation, to some extent, of course. But I myself have done the experiment of allowing the Ants to discover me suddenly among them, and while initially the members of the colony react as individuals, some drawing their weapons, some preparing to flee, and so forth, the consensus that’s eventually arrived at conforms in every case to the impulse of the same particular Ant among the group.”

      “You’ve gone right among them?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’ve seen this happen?”

      “Many times.”

      Seaborn studied Deer for a moment, admiringly.

      “All right,” he conceded, turning back to the abstract. “Well, what about this? It says here the Ants don’t make individual decisions. You just said this dominant Ant decides for them all. He’s functioning as an individual, then, isn’t he?”

      This was a distinction Deer found difficult to explain without revealing the source of the information—which was, of course, Anna.

      “I think my master means the dominant Ant’s ideas carry a greater weight with the rest of the group than any other single Ant’s; but that, ultimately, even the dominant Ant may be overruled by the weight of numbers, and himself submit.”

      Deer did not add, of course, that no Ant dominated other Ants so profoundly as did the non-Ant, Anna. In any Ant decision of which Anna was a part, her will always prevailed. In the rare cases where Anna had no interest in the outcome Doe was the one who most often “persuaded” the rest of the group; but this was not invariable. Only Anna herself could override the concerted wills of all the other Ants.

      Or at least she had so far, Deer thought grimly to himself.

      “Are these ‘dominant’ Ants the biggest, or the smartest, then?” Dan asked.

      Deer shook his head. “The dominant Ant of the group we’re observing—whom we call ‘Doe’—is certainly not the best specimen physically. Perhaps she’s the most intelligent. That’s a difficult thing to assess.”

      Wanting to redirect the discussion, which he felt was becoming dangerous, Deer added, “Everything in the Ant colony, including decision making, occurs wordlessly, just as we’ve long thought, by the way. And even at close range, we still haven’t seen any indication of anything like sign language in use among them.”

      Dan leaned back and laced his fingers behind his head.

      “So that’s why you said the other day you wondered if they might be telepathic,” he mused. “Don’t get me wrong: I like the idea. But I don’t think it entirely makes sense. Assuming we’re right that the Ancients made Ants by modifying humans, where did they get telepathy? Humans aren’t telepathic.”

      “Maybe to make the Ants, the Ancients mixed in animal— stuff,” River ventured. “What I mean is, maybe some of whatever they put into the ‘cell’ things to change them originally came from animals. And then when the animal stuff combined with the human stuff, the two things together made telepathy happen.”

      “You sound as though you believe in telepathy,” Dan suggested. He said it not rudely, as John Seaborn would have done, but thoughtfully. “Do you know something we don’t?”

      River, of course, did not.

      John Seaborn dismissed the whole idea of mental communication with a rude word and an impatient wave of his hand.

      “I’ll believe in telepathy,” he declared, “when I’ve shaken hands with a telepath. Yes; and I won’t shake a telepath’s hand until he’s convinced me he’s read my mind and knows exactly how much I don’t want to do it.”

      Then he went back to reading aloud.

      “‘The Ants are more intelligent in groups. Two Ants, faced with a task, devise no tool; a small group makes a simple tool; while a larger group may together contrive a more complex device, often imitating something they have seen employed by Men.’ Hmmm. Interesting, interesting.”

      This nugget of information alarmed, rather than interested, Deer, since Posthumous could not have learned such a thing except by conducting experiments in the absence of Anna, whose thoughts the Ants would otherwise have mined. Without Anna present, Deer wondered worriedly, who would give warning if the Ants’ cerebrations suddenly turned murderous?

      Since he could not say this, Deer suggested only, “The Ants we study are presumably somewhat limited in this regard, since they’re relatively few in number.”

      “I see. Yes. ‘…Resources are shared among them unequally and in accordance with their hierarchy,’” Looking up, Seaborn asked, “The head Ant gets the best, I suppose?”

      “She does,” Deer replied. Doe’s smug gratification at this state of affairs, Posthumous had reported, was a source of amusement to Anna.

      “They’re more like Men than I knew, then,” John growled. “Let’s see… ‘Lower-ranking Ants don’t feel any discontent over these inequalities.’” Again, John challenged Deer, “How do you Foresters know what an Ant does or doesn’t resent? Are you telepathic, damn it?”

      “Not in the least,” Deer said honestly. “Let’s say—they appear not to resent inequalities in the distribution of resources.”

      “That’s better. ‘…work cooperatively…show signs of rudimentary emotional development, as in having particular friends among the group, etc.’”

      Eyes widening, John said abruptly, “Now this last item is interesting. ‘An Ant is quick to learn a new skill; and what one Ant learns, the other Ants soon know also, though they themselves were not present to see the new skill demonstrated.’”

      Everyone was intrigued by this piece of information, of course.

      “They learn from each other?” Dan asked wonderingly. “But without talking? I have to admit, that does suggest mental communication. If not telepathy, then—” Dan considered for a moment. “Well, it suggests telepathy, actually.”

      Sarah, though fascinated, was more tentative, and River followed Sarah’s lead.

      John snorted, and flung the abstract aside. “Bosh!”

      But he said it without much passion, Deer noticed. He was beginning to be convinced.

      A week later, a message from Posthumous mysteriously appeared under Deer’s pillow, informing him twenty more of the Ants who had previously camped outside of Evergreen had returned, with more expected daily. The letter was encoded and marked “private,” and Deer had no idea by what means it had been brought, since no mail parties had arrived from Evergreen for weeks. Deer’s earlier unease about the forest’s resident Ants was quickly turning to genuine anxiety.

      That evening, the message in his pocket, Deer visited the Southern Fortresstown’s library—though his manner of so doing might have surprised anyone who had been there to witness it.

      At the hour the place closed for the night, Deer went in at a back door, and while the librarian, Mr. Fisher, escorted a few lingerers out the front, slipped noiselessly behind them and up the stairs to the loft. An unobtrusively-placed door there let him into a short hall leading under the eaves, at the end of which was Mr. Fisher’s private apartment. This, Deer entered.

      Having looked around, Deer found himself breathing a contented sigh. Fisher’s room was small, and as sparely furnished as any forest home, with unpainted walls and furniture, and a smooth, bare floor. Sinking onto the sole chair—properly straight-backed and hard—he fixed his eyes on a small painting of a forest scene hung opposite over the room’s narrow bed and imagined himself at home.

      He was still sitting with his hands knit behind his head, lost in happy contemplation, when the librarian entered a short while later.

      Deer leapt to his feet, hands outstretched, asking anxiously in his native tongue, “Has something happened in Evergreen?”

      Fisher put his cheek warmly to Deer’s. “Something bad, you mean? No. I’ve made inquiries, as you asked, and the only thing I can discover is that the mail party’s been delayed in leaving the forest. There doesn’t appear to be anything wrong, and it’s only a few days overdue, anyway. Why are you so worried? Were you expecting trouble?”

      Deer, of course, could not answer this question honestly. Instead he said, “It’s a week overdue, not a few days.”

      “A week—or even two—is nothing,” Fisher scoffed. “My sources don’t report any Ant activity in the area.”

      Seating himself on the edge of his bed, Fisher looked Deer up and down and laughed. “It still surprises me to walk into my room and find my old commander waiting for me. For one thing, didn’t General Deer once swear to me that if he were so fortunate as to survive the war and get home, he’d never set foot out of the forest again?”

      “He said that more than a few times, yes,” Deer agreed ruefully. “But I’m not a general now. I’m an ordinary citizen, and as such, I go where my master tells me to go.”

      Fisher’s eyes gleamed. “An ordinary citizen of Evergreen, and a schoolmaster, I hear. Forest master I could believe of you; but schoolmaster—never! A school? How did that happen?”

      Among the things Deer was somehow disinclined to confess to Fisher was that Evergreen had not only adopted a Daughter of Men, but to accommodate her, had adopted some of Men’s customs as well. So all he said was, “Well, why not?” and then, without waiting for any answer, changed the subject. “Tell me, Fisher the Exile: What do you hear from Beechlands? How’s your mother?”

      The two caught up on forest news and mutual friends for some time.

      Finally, Deer said, glancing out the window, “It’s getting late. I should go back. You’ll let me know if you hear anything more?”

      “About the mail party? Of course,” Fisher promised. “Why are you so eager for them to come? Are you planning a visit home?”

      Deer shook his head regretfully. “I wish I had an excuse to go.” He sighed. “Gods, how I want to be back in Evergreen! The noise here…the ugliness… How do you stand it?”

      Fisher smiled. “Stand it? They’re what I like most about this place.”

      “The ugliness?” Deer repeated, disbelieving.

      “Well, the variety, at least. Ugliness makes a change.” He got up and walked past Deer to the window to look down at the street scene below. The room in which the two Foresters sat was tucked away high up in the library, and its window, though obscured to passersby, commanded a striking view of the town. “I was so bored in the forest, Deer. So much peace and harmony bores me sick. Peace and harmony bore a lot of people. It’s an attempt to ward off boredom that makes them go out to push back the frontier, try out new ideas, invent things like young Dan’s telegraph… Things you Foresters never do.”

      “No, we don’t,” Deer said dryly. “Nor do we war with our neighbors, nor antagonize the Ants, nor leave any of our citizens to go without, with the excuse they probably deserve it for being improvident. Not to mention—”

      “Yes, yes,” Fisher interrupted hastily. “Don’t lecture me. I know Men’s faults better than you do. I’m just saying not everyone born in a forest belongs there, that’s all.”

      “Not everyone, I agree. But I can tell from looking around this room that some part of you, at least, is still in the forest—or longs to be. Why would you need such a haven if you didn’t miss your home? You’d be welcome back anytime, you know. Evergreen would take you.”

      “This is my home,” said Fisher firmly. “There may be a part of me that looks to the forest, but it’s a small part. Don’t go imagining I’ve ever regretted my decision in the least.”

      Then he asked, “Are you learning what you came here to find out?”

      Deer shrugged. “We’ve made progress. The Men are better scholars than I expected them to be.”

      “Thank you for admitting it.” Fisher bowed his head briefly in ironic tribute. “But the last war settled nothing, and another one must come. What will be the use of all your scholarship when it does? You Foresters can’t spend your time reading about things like the other continents of land that are said to exist on our planet and the strange creatures who might or might not still inhabit them. Those places are very far away from here. If we’re ever going to be able to go to see them, it’ll be hundreds of years from now, and we’ll have to wipe the Ants out first. Dedicate yourself to understanding the Ancients’ weapons, why don’t you? That would be of practical use.”

      Deer flushed. “So Men can take what we learn and use it one day to invent Ants again?” He rose. “No, thank you.”

      Fisher shrugged. “That’s a chance we may have to take.”
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      Dan demonstrated his telegraph to a group of interested investors, a demonstration so successful that afterward, the investors, the Farmer family, John Seaborn, and, somewhat reluctantly, Deer, adjourned to a nearby tavern to celebrate the event. Dan was in high good humor, though it interested Deer to note he pointedly drank nothing but water.

      John Seaborn, of course, lived life by another rule, and after a convivial hour or two, grew too lively. Deer saw a look pass between Dan and his mother; and immediately, Dan rose and, pleading exhaustion, excused himself to the table.

      “You’re coming too, right, John?” he added, grasping the old scholar’s arm and drawing him to his feet. “Sure you are. Mother needs you at home, don’t you, Mother?” Deer also rose, as Dan turned to River to ask, “What about you, River? You coming?”

      He had to try several times to get River’s attention.

      “In a little bit,” River answered finally, not taking his eyes from Sarah’s. Conversation between River and Sarah had become more and more exclusive throughout the hours of celebration. “Somebody said there might be dancing in a while. Your sister’s promised to teach me to dance.”

      Dan smiled, but Deer immediately sat back down. He would stay to observe the “lesson” himself, he decided. So long as the young couple were merely dancing, there could be no harm in it. But let River forget for a moment he was a son of the forest, and bound soon to return there, Deer planned at once to intervene.

      However, as the others were leaving—John with visible regret—raised voices from the other side of the tavern caught Deer’s ear.

      “An Ant raid, you say?” someone was asking. “Where?”

      “Not near here,” another voice replied quickly. “North. All the way at the other end of the valley. Some dead, and at least a dozen wounded, I heard.”

      “How many raiders?” a third voice demanded.

      “Fifty or sixty, apparently.”

      “Oh, more!” exclaimed someone else. “I heard it was a hundred. Well-armed, too.”

      “Gods!”

      Evergreen, of course, lay north of the Valley; and the Evergreen Ants numbered fifty or sixty. Deer strained to hear more.

      But a Fortresstown citizen raised his voice just then, apparently convinced he could make a speaker of the Coastal dialect understand Valley speech by shouting in it; and Deer could make out nothing more of what the Men across the room were saying.

      Coming to a sudden decision, he stood. “I’m going. River, don’t stay out too long. And remember when you get back to write a letter to your mother.”

      The reference to Calluna had the desired effect on his student. River flushed and nodded soberly.

      As Deer turned to leave, Mr. Fisher entered the tavern. He was in company with several Men, apparently engaged in a casual conversation; but as Deer looked, the librarian’s eye deliberately met his own. Deer replied to this with an almost imperceptible nod, and as soon as he was out of the door, turned in the direction of the library.

      “What have you heard?” he asked immediately, when Fisher walked in.

      “It appears your mail party still hasn’t left Evergreen,” Fisher told him. “Settlers saw it pass going toward the forest, but no one seems to have seen it come out again.”

      Deer stared at the floor and said nothing.

      Fisher ventured, “Some…distraction? Is it Posthumous’s birthday or something?”

      “For three weeks?” Deer demanded, raising his head.

      “Well, it can’t be anything too serious,” the librarian said comfortingly. “Evergreen’s sent no messengers to the other forests. Maybe the mail party brought in sickness from a Man town and your infirmarians have quarantined the whole place.”

      This suggestion gave Deer pause. Mail parties were, in fact, a continual channel of illness into the forests. Little though they liked being sick, most Foresters considered this a good thing, since to have had no immunities to Men’s diseases would have made Men’s world a dangerous place for them to visit.

      Deer asked, “What about this Ant raid in the north I just heard about? How near the forest was it?”

      “I don’t know,” Fisher admitted. “I’m assuming not too near. There’s a settlement or two out that way.”

      “You’re assuming?”

      “Deer, if Evergreen were attacked, we’d have heard of it,” said Fisher patiently. “For some reason, the mail party’s staying longer than usual in the forest, that’s all.”

      Fisher was unworried; but Fisher had no idea twelve Ants were living within the borders of Evergreen, and more outside. Had the Ants outside the forest brought reinforcements when they returned? If they had, Posthumous might be coping with a two-fronted Ant attack. He might have no pickets to spare to send with messages.

      Evergreen, Deer thought, longingly.

      Curtly, he said, “I want to go to home, Fisher. Can you help me?”

      “Of course. I’ll ask around,” the Exile promptly replied. “There’s often a settler’s wagon train or a merchant caravan going that way.”

      “No,” Deer said, “I mean I want to go now. Or rather, tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “At the latest. I’ll need a horse—a good one; and clothes.”

      “Money?”

      “Always useful,” Deer agreed. “And some for River. I’m not taking him with me.”

      At this, Fisher looked doubtful.

      “Leaving River at his age with no companions but Men would violate several forest rules that I’m aware of,” Fisher said. “Even leaving him with Men like the Farmers, who’re worth ten of some Foresters I could name.”

      But Deer was determined to go. “I know. Can I at least tell the master you’re keeping an eye on him?”

      “Naturally.”

      Deer wondered suddenly whether the Ants held Anna hostage. She had become far too trusting of them, in his opinion. If they had captured Anna, then either Roar, or Cade, or Heron was surely dead. One of them was always on duty when Anna was with the Ants, and none of them would ever let an Ant lay a hand on her while he lived. If such were the case, Posthumous would certainly want the mail party, twenty-five armed and trained Foresters, to remain.

      Fisher asked suddenly, “Deer—?”

      “Yes?”

      “What’re you going to tell River? Or the Farmers, for that matter? I’m sure all of them are aware that by Forest Law, you can’t travel alone.”

      Deer cleared his throat. “It’s not really Forest Law. We just call it that. We Foresters live by principles, left purposely imprecise enough in their details to be flexible in unanticipated circumstances.”

      “I see,” Fisher answered. “Or in other words, you’re going to lie.”

      “That’s what I had in mind,” Deer replied grimly.

      As Deer entered the Farmer house, he heard John singing in his study above. The ale the old man had drunk earlier at the tavern had put him in a jolly mood. Muriel was nowhere to be seen. Probably she preferred to be elsewhere when John had been drinking. Deer was creeping quietly up the stairs to his own room, intending to slip by Seaborn unnoticed, when the old man suddenly thrust his head out the study door and bellowed, “Muriel, my dear, is that you?”

      Involuntarily, Deer laughed. “I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

      After an instant’s startled silence, John recovered his cheer. “Not at all; not at all,” he cried happily, waving Deer into the study. “Come in, won’t you? —Didn’t that telegraph thing go off well? Dan had those fellows eating straight out of his hand.”

      With a mental sigh, Deer gave up the idea of getting away anytime soon. Drink didn’t always make John jolly, but it invariably made him garrulous.

      The old man talked on and on about Dan’s telegraph, making no attempt to hide his pride in his foster son. “He’ll put his wires everywhere,” he bragged, “as soon as he can get wood enough for poles to string them on. Wood is the problem. There’s never enough of it hereabouts.”

      In response to this—and with some idea the suggestion might bring the conversation to a quick close—Deer offered timber from Evergreen for the project. He had come to regard the telegraph (though dangerously innovative) as a useful project, with little potential for abuse. Posthumous, he felt, was certain to agree with him.

      John’s eyes gleamed. “Done!” he exclaimed. “And that’s that, then! Though why I should be pleased about it, I don’t know, since it only means Dan will soon be off putting his poles and wires everywhere instead of studying.”

      Reaching beneath his chair, Seaborn unexpectedly produced a bottle. “Join me?” he asked politely.

      Deer rose and, taking the bottle from the old man, firmly recapped it and set it out of reach.

      Not taking offense, John continued, smiling, “Still, Dan had no taste at all for study when I came here, and I changed that. I’ve kept him hard at the books for a dozen years or so. That’s a thing I can be proud of.”

      With a sidelong glance at Deer, he added, “There’s little else. In fact, I sometimes wonder what he—what all of them—would think of me if they knew…if they knew me better.”

      Conscious that he had a great deal to do to get ready for his journey, Deer didn’t ask the obvious question.

      John answered it anyway.

      “I was a married man when I arrived in this town,” he confessed. “Or thought I was. My wife and I parted before the war, but I never meant for it to be a permanent parting. I only wanted to punish her a little. In my heart I loved her still. But she believed me when I said I was done with her, and after the war, when I went back to the Islands to forgive her, she was gone.”

      Deer resigned himself to hearing the story.

      “She’d taken her child to the Continent,” Seaborn explained, “to make a new life without me.”

      Interested despite himself, Deer repeated, “Her child. But not yours?”

      Seaborn made a face. “You have to take into account that Maggie was very young. And she was my student, originally. It was probably a mistake for me to have involved myself with her at all.”

      Deer silently concurred with this.

      “When we’d been married for three years,” John continued, “and after our son was born, I sent her to the Continent to buy books. The trip was meant to be a treat for her. She’d never traveled. I got letters with every boat at first. …And then I got none. …And then she came home.”

      When Deer said nothing, the old man told him bitterly, “She threw herself at my feet and said she could explain, but there was really nothing to be said. She was carrying another man’s child.”

      “And so you parted,” Deer suggested.

      “No,” Seaborn replied. “Or—not then. We had our son to think of. We were still together when Maggie’s daughter was born, and for six months after that.”

      The old man was silent for a moment. “Then my son took sick and died,” he said finally, “and I thought the blow of it would kill me, too. That was when we parted; though I never meant for it to be forever, as I said. When the war came soon after I was too old to go soldiering, but I went anyway. I had some idea of dying a hero, I think, to punish Maggie the more. But there’s no justice in life, of course; and where better Men died, I lived. I went home to the islands to find my house empty. Neighbors told me Maggie and her daughter had gone to the western frontier.”

      “Was that when you came here?”

      Seaborn rose and started for the bottle, then stopped himself. “Yes,” he said, eyeing it longingly. “I taught at the school, and boarded in this house. When Muriel and I became…fond…of one another, it seemed a second chance at happiness for me.” With a sharp look at Deer, he added, “But don’t imagine I forgot Maggie! I looked for her for years. And eventually I found her—but only her grave. She’d been killed in an Ant raid, and all her village with her.”

      Crossing to a small cabinet, John opened it and took out a ruined book.

      “There’s no question about the matter,” he said, showing the book to Deer. “I found this in the ruins, under a mattress. Here’s Maggie’s name in the front, as you see. I wrote that myself when I gave it to her on the first anniversary of our marriage. She would never have parted with it. Whatever she felt about me, she loved the book. She loved all books.”

      Deer took the volume and ran his hand gently across the faded cover. The book’s title, once printed there in letters of gold, was no longer legible. “Where was this settlement, John?” he asked thoughtfully. “On the western frontier? Where, exactly?”

      “Exactly?” Seaborn snorted, snatching the book away again. “Damn it, how would I know, exactly? To the northwest of here, I said. I rode for days to find it. There’s no map of that area. I don’t know exactly where I was at the time.”

      “How did you discover the place?”

      “Oh, other settlers were able to point me to what was left of it. They remembered Island people passing that way with their wagons years before. The village itself was desolated, as I said; but strangers journeying by had evidently come across what the Ants left and buried the dead. There was even a stone.” He quoted, “‘Eight Men, nineteen women, seven children, safe in the arms of earth.’” Laughing shortly, he added, “Earth was the only refuge Maggie ever found. I certainly offered her none.”

      As he gently replaced the book in the cupboard, John added, offhand, “Nor the child, either—who deserved better. Anne, she was called. I don’t know why Maggie chose it.”

      Deer had never expected his darkest suspicions about Anna’s origins to be so suddenly and so entirely confirmed. John Seaborn’s wife had borne a child whose paternity was unknown—a child whom Ants would not kill, now grown into a woman who could engage in mental communication with them. A wave of nausea swept over him, and for a moment he couldn’t speak. Only when, seeing him so stricken, Seaborn grew concerned, did Deer manage finally to gasp, “I carved that stone. A party of my people, of whom I was one, came upon your wife’s village by accident, not more than three or four hours after the Ants left it. It was we who buried the dead.”

      As he said this, the memory of that day came back to Deer so clearly he had to struggle against allowing his lip to curl into a sneer. The father of whom Anna had always spoken with respectful admiration had in fact been largely responsible for all the terrible things that had happened to her. Though Anna’s mother had allowed her daughter to imagine that her father was among the war dead, in fact, by Seaborn’s own admission, he had abandoned them both.

      John stared at Deer, but did not speak.

      “There were eight children in that village,” Deer continued tightly. “A little girl, nine years old, survived the raid. Her name was Anne.”

      The blood drained from Seaborn’s face. He dropped into his chair as though his legs had given way. “It can’t be true,” he whispered.

      “It’s true,” Deer replied firmly. “She was injured, but alive. We took her with us to Evergreen, and, since she had no family we could trace, we raised her as our own.”

      “No,” John insisted. “What you say can’t be true! I know Ants. They never leave survivors. Unless you chased them off… But you came hours later. You said you did.”

      Deer repeated, “Anne survived that raid. We found her sitting beside her mother’s body. She’s alive, and she lives in Evergreen. We call her Anna.”

      Growing agitated, John said again, “I don’t believe it! It can’t be! I searched and searched for Maggie…”

      Brutally, Deer cut him off.

      “Maggie was dead,” he reminded him. “It was her daughter who lived, and you didn’t search for her.” Then he asserted, watching John closely as he said it, “Perhaps that was just as well.”

      Seaborn answered this at once. “No, no,” he protested. “I know what you’re saying, but you’re wrong. I’d have rejoiced to have found her. I’d never have held it against the little girl that… I never did! You must believe me! I was angry with Maggie, and my pride was hurt, yes; but I’m not made of stone. The little girl was an entire innocent. And though she wasn’t mine, she was Maggie’s. I’d have rejoiced to have had anything that was left of Maggie!”

      Deer studied the old man gravely, weighing in his mind how much about Anna he dared tell him. His late wife’s daughter might one day—even at that moment, perhaps—need all the allies and protectors she could get; but he wasn’t yet certain he could trust Scholar Seaborn to be one.

      With a moan, the old man dropped his face into his hands and wept. He did care, Deer concluded with relief.

      Saying, “I believe you,” Deer went quickly to the door and closed it, so what he said could not be heard outside the room.

      “Let me tell you a story, John,” he began. “May I? It concerns something that happened during the war.”

      Lifting his head only slightly, Seaborn mutely nodded.

      “It was late in the conflict,” Deer began, speaking rapidly, lest they be interrupted. “at a time when the Ant army was in disarray, and we ourselves were short of troops. I tell you this so you understand how I could have let such a thing happen. Though I have no excuse…” Deer stopped, then made himself go on. “I had a young courier—a friend—who is quite a fine horsewoman. One day, when I needed a message carried as quickly as possible to another camp, I let her talk me into allowing her to deliver it accompanied by only one companion. There were Ants in the area, and I probably should never have considered such a thing, but times were desperate, and she persuaded me the two of them could ride so quickly the Ants would have no chance of catching them.

      “Almost my worst fears were realized. Along the way, a party of Ants did catch the two, and my messenger’s male companion was killed. The messenger herself was fortunately only knocked unconscious, though one of the Ants—but only one—savaged her. She was rescued by the timely arrival of more Forester troops.

      “Her situation afterward was the best that could have been hoped for in the circumstances: She remembered little of the attack, and fortunately didn’t conceive as a result of it. Until I studied our Ant captives and learned of their hierarchies, I didn’t understand why only one Ant had attacked her, and—” watching John carefully as he said it, Deer added, “—I wonder to this day what we’d have done had she conceived an Ant’s child.”

      When Seaborn said nothing, Deer asked, “What would Men have done in that situation, John? The same thing must occur among your people, from time to time. What happens where a pregnancy is the result of such an attack?”

      Dazed, not yet comprehending, John stammered, “Why, such a child isn’t allowed to live, of course. The law is that it must be aborted—or taken away at its birth and disposed of. There are officials charged to do it.”

      “Kill the child?”

      “Yes. Why? Do you imagine we’d let such a creature grow up?”

      “Your wife, Maggie, was very fond of children, wasn’t she?” Deer asked. This was not a change of the subject, though John Seaborn clearly thought it was.

      “Oh, she doted on children,” he replied, with sudden warmth. “Our boy, our Johnny…! She was such a loving mother to him. You can’t imagine how good! But then he died, and I was no help to her when it happened. I’m sorry about that now. So sorry…”

      He broke off, his eyes widening. He was beginning to understand.

      “Maggie never told you who her little girl’s father was, did she?”

      His face as gray, now, as the wisps of his hair, John shook his head, and cried out suddenly, “Oh, Maggie, my poor little love! My poor little Maggie!”

      Deer hadn’t the heart to press him further.

      After a moment, John managed to collect himself enough to ask worriedly, “Is Anne—She’s not one of your Ants, is she? One of the ‘splinter group’ you’ve been studying? That’s not what you’re telling me, is it?”

      “Anne, our Anna,” Deer said quickly, “is more Forester than Ant. She’s a fine, intelligent woman, and a loved member of our community. I suspect she must resemble her mother very closely.”

      “I thank you for that!” John cried with relief, groping for his handkerchief, with which he wiped his eyes. “With all my heart—such as it is—I thank you. And does she know? About her father? That he was—?”

      “An Ant? No. No one knows. I didn’t know for certain myself until a few minutes ago. In fact, no one can know, John. You mustn’t tell anyone that your stepdaughter is even alive. Her existence must be a secret between us.”

      “Why?” John asked. His face falling, he suggested, “You think Anne wouldn’t want anyone to know about me.”

      “That’s not it. I don’t know what Anna would feel if she knew you hadn’t been killed, as she thought, in the war.” Deer leaned forward. “I ask you not to speak of her to anyone because your wife’s daughter is the key to everything we’ve learned about the Ants. I didn’t need to read any letter from my master to know the Ants are telepathic, John. I’ve long known it. Anna, too, is a telepath. She communicates with our Ants by means of her mind. That’s how we know so much about them.”

      A tap at the door, and Dan thrust his head in. “Hey, did you hear—?” He began. Then he stopped. Staring at John, he asked, “What’s going on? Are you all right, sir?”

      By making a great effort, Seaborn was able to reply, “I’m fine, damn it!”

      Coming closer, Dan pressed worriedly, “Are you sure you don’t want to lie down or something? You look pale.”

      “I’m fine, I said!” John repeated. “Get out of here, can’t you? Deer and I need to talk.”

      “All right, all right,” Dan agreed, apparently reassured by the return of the old scholar’s customary irascibility. “See? I’m going. No need to yell.”

      “About work!” Seaborn shouted to Dan’s retreating back. “We’re talking about nothing but work in here, so don’t get any ideas.”

      When he was certain Dan was out of earshot, Seaborn said quietly, “I understand you, Deer. I’ll say nothing to anyone about Anne. There are people who’d be afraid of her, if they knew what she was.”

      “Exactly.” Deer replied. “By your law, her very existence is illegal.”

      He rose to go.

      Tremulously, John asked, “Will you ever tell her about me, do you think? When—? If it’s safe, I mean.”

      Deer hesitated. “Do you want me to?” he asked. “At this point, I won’t say yes or no, but—”

      “No, no,” Seaborn said quickly. “Why should she be told? I— I’m nothing to her. That’s my fault, of course, but so it is. I just wondered.” Uncertainly, he probed, “Her…parents? Anne’s, I mean. You must have supplied her with parents of some sort. They’re good people?”

      “Two of our finest citizens,” Deer assured him. “Her mother is a cousin of mine. Anna calls me ‘uncle’.”

      “A cousin of yours? That’s good; that’s good… And Anne’s happy?”

      “Very happy.” Relenting toward the old man, whose present misery—though of his own making—was clearly acute, Deer suggested, “Maybe I could bring her to meet you one day, if you both wanted it. In some safe place.”

      John held up a hand, fending off the idea. “Oh, no, no. As I said, why should she want to meet me? I wouldn’t meet her unless I knew she had first been told the truth; and the truth is that I let her and her dear mother down. No, it’s better if Anne is allowed to imagine that I left her and Maggie only because I was forced to, and died loving them both to my last breath. I only wish that were the truth.”

      River and Sarah came home in the evening, flushed and laughing from the dance.

      “I sat in with the band for a while,” River told Deer. “Sarah says the flute’s her favorite instrument. But then she got tired, so we came back.”

      “It’s just as well,” Deer said. “We have to talk anyway. Come to my room, will you?”

      When Deer had closed the door behind them, he said, “I’m leaving tomorrow for Evergreen. And I’m not taking you with me. I’m sorry to give you so little warning.”

      “Tomorrow? Wow. I didn’t even know the mail party had come,” River said. “Hey, who’s in it? Anybody from home? Maybe we can all have a late supper together and catch up.”

      Deer looked away quickly. “Unfortunately, the mail party’s not actually coming into town. They’re camping a few miles out. I’ll meet them early tomorrow morning at their campsite.”

      River’s forehead creased. “That’s weird. Why are they doing that? Camping so far out, I mean.”

      Remembering something Fisher had said earlier, Deer replied, “There’s an illness among the group. They don’t want to spread it through the town. Do you have letters? Bring them, please.”

      River darted to his room and brought back the letters he’d written in anticipation of the mail party’s arrival—one each for his mother, for Heron, and for the master.

      “Nothing for Anna?” Deer asked, surprised.

      “I wrote Anna last time.” River spoke without blushing to the ears, Deer noted, as he had formerly been prone to do every time he pronounced Anna’s name. Giving Deer a curious look, River asked, “Are you really going to leave me with the Farmers?”

      “Why not? You’re in Men’s lands now, and from the Men’s point of view, you’re grown and able to look after yourself.”

      “But I’m not grown,” River answered uneasily. “I don’t know enough.”

      Though his first impulse was to concur with this, Deer said instead, “You’ll be fine.” From an inner pocket, he extracted a skin bag, and poured the coins it contained onto his bed.

      “I’ll leave this for your use,” he told River, “but before I give it to you, let me show you a few things.”

      Deer took a handful of the smaller coins from the heap and placed them in a separate pile. “That’s the approximate weekly wage of a laborer here,” he explained, pointing. “An average Man earns that much by working hard for a whole week. Keep that in mind when you want to buy something. It’ll help you to use money wisely.”

      “Right,” River said. Picking up a coin and examining it curiously, he asked, “Who’s the Man?”

      “Their king. There’s about four months’ worth of money in the bag. I included several of these silver coins, see? They’re worth ten times what those small ones are worth; which means if they’re lost or stolen, it’s a serious matter, yes? So be careful. And should you have any extraordinary expenses—legitimate extraordinary expenses—go to Fisher and tell him, and he’ll see that you’re supplied.”

      Looking up, River asked, confused. “Mr. Fisher the librarian, you mean?”

      “Mr. Fisher the librarian,” Deer confirmed. “Otherwise known as Fisher the Exile.”

      River’s mouth dropped open, and stayed so.

      “I suppose you could say his Exile is partly my fault,” Deer mused. “Fisher was one of my scouts during the Ant War, and I sent him many times to meet with Men for me. Somehow he got a taste for their style of life. After the war was over, I got the news he went home to Beechlands only long enough to say goodbye. He says he’s happy here, and he’s certainly useful to us; but he doesn’t like his history to be generally known. I’m sure you’ll respect that.”

      “Oh,” River said faintly. “Yeah. Naturally. Wait: Have I got this right? Mr. Fisher’s an Exile? Mr. Fisher?”

      “By his own choice, as I said. Now, about the money, River…”

      River looked blankly back at the coins.

      “A week’s wages for a Man,” Deer repeated, pointing again to the small pile of coins. “For reference, this much, one coin, would buy two simple meals in a cook shop, perhaps. All of them would get you a room—an empty room—to live in for a month.”

      “What about a shirt?” the younger Forester asked abruptly. “I could use a shirt, Teacher. A plain one, for working.”

      Deer held out one of the silver coins. “For a plain shirt, a sturdy one, this much.”

      River stared, aghast.

      “But you just said a Man would get this,” he blurted, indicating the small pile, “for working a week. But it’s a big coin for one shirt? A Man has to work more than a week for one shirt?”

      “That’s right,” Deer said solemnly.

      River blinked, hardly able to comprehend this. In the forest, anyone who needed a shirt simply asked at the sewing room for one. Luxuries—or what were reckoned as luxuries in the forest—might have to be worked or bartered for; but access to adequate food, shelter and clothing was a right.

      In a subdued voice, River said, “No wonder a lot of Men wear dirty clothes, then. I guess they don’t have many of them.”

      “Exactly,” Deer said. He scooped up the coins and thrust them back into the little bag.

      “Be careful with it,” he repeated. “Be careful how you spend it, and be careful not to lose it. And don’t just give it away, either. I know it’s tempting to want to help when you see Men who are clearly very poor; but if you see such a Man, offer him work, if you can, and pay him for his work. Men have pride, you know. They prefer to earn their meat, just as we do.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Deer rose, and, drawing River to his feet, embraced him. “I’m getting up very early, so I’ll need to sleep as soon as I’ve had dinner. Let’s say goodbye now, shall we?”

      Suddenly afraid, River didn’t immediately relinquish his teacher’s hands. He was reluctant to pronounce a final farewell.

      Deer offered, “Would you feel safer if you had a sword? I was going to leave mine with Fisher, but you may have it instead, if you want it.”

      To travel alone, Deer had decided, it would be best to disguise himself as a Man, but a Man who carried a forest-made weapon would not pass unnoticed.

      River considered the offer, then said, “I guess not. I’ll wait until I win one, I think. I’ve got my bow, if I need it.”

      Before Deer lay down that night, he looked again at the last note he had received—an alarming three weeks before—from Posthumous. More than thirty Ants had return to the camp outside of Evergreen, the note said; and he and Anna had a project in mind for them.
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      From time to time as he rode, Deer found himself half wishing that rather than a horse, he had an ancient flying wagon on which to travel. A machine might exact a heavy cost in resources to produce and to fuel; and ultimately, when its useful life was over, require an expenditure of resources again to reconfigure or dispose of. But it would also, Deer supposed, have carried him swiftly and tirelessly to Evergreen. His horse he dared not urge beyond a brisk trot—the most an animal could sustain over the course of a long day while still reserving strength enough to gallop away, should Ants be sighted in the distance.

      Deer kept a close watch for any signs of Ants and asked about recent Ant sightings in whatever Man village or settlement he sought refuge at night. He was relieved each time to hear there had been none lately; but much less happy to discover that no Forester mail parties had been sighted, either.

      He began every day’s journey early, and spent the weary daylight hours trying to keep his mind, like his eyes, on the landscape around him. Despite his best efforts, again and again in his imagination he reached Evergreen at last only to find Anna the victim of a crazed Doe, perhaps, or the “captive” Ants roaming free while the pickets were forced to hunt them down like wild boar. In Deer’s worst moments, there had been a full-scale invasion of Ants into Evergreen, and the whole forest was a scene of hideous slaughter.

      In late afternoon one day a slight movement in the brush along a nearby stream’s bank caught Deer’s eye. At first glance, he saw only what might have been a herd of wild horses come down to drink. Then, looking closer, Deer recognized human shapes among them. A sudden, relieved smile spread across his face as he realized the “herd” of horses numbered exactly twenty-five. He had found the missing mail party. They were making camp for the night in the place he would have picked himself, had he been their captain; in good cover, near water. There were even a few trees nearby, for a last, homey touch. Deer urged his tired mount into a canter, and with a loud whistle to attract their attention, started for the group.

      To his annoyance, after one brief glance in his direction, all heads turned coolly away and a few shoulders were visibly shrugged. They took him by his clothes to be a Man, Deer realized. Resolving that he himself would be more welcoming, should he ever in future be a member of a mail party accosted by Men, Deer rode boldly among the Foresters, and, pulling off his hat and letting his braids fall, asked politely, “What’s the news from Evergreen?”

      There was no trouble at home, Deer learned. The mail party had ridden from it on time, leaving the forest at peace behind them. They had simply taken another—longer—way than the usual one. Fisher’s informants hadn’t seen them because they had been looking along the wrong roads.

      “Master Posthumous got word a party of Ants was advancing on a little Man town to the southeast of Evergreen,” the mail party’s captain, a female called Patience, explained to Deer. “He suggested if we circled around that way and let the Ants see us, they’d run.”

      “And did they?”

      “Like hares,” Patience replied, her satisfaction obvious. “They’d hit an outlying settlement already and caused trouble, but nothing serious. One or two injured, I’m told.”

      So much for the many dead and wounded of which the Men in the tavern had spoken, Deer thought sourly.

      “We chased the raiders for a while,” Patience continued, “and killed a few, but they were headed straight for the Antlands anyway so we couldn’t see the point in taking risks. Once they were well over the border, we backed off and let them go. We only rejoined this road yesterday. The whole episode put us two weeks behind on our circuit.”

      “Nearly three,” Deer said quickly.

      “Two or three. No matter,” replied Patience carelessly. “We were sorry to see some of the woods of Evergreen had been let go, but many of the forests may come to that. We don’t have the keepers we once had to tend them.”

      Deer started. “Do you mean to say the new cordon has already been cut?”

      Patience confirmed this, adding sadly, “It’s an unhappy day for all of us when even one tree has to be felled. To see so many lying limbless and stacked nearly broke my heart.”

      Deer was left speechless at discovering that in the few months he had been gone from Evergreen, what was still only being debated when he left had already been accomplished. The cutting of a new cordon, he was well aware, represented a tremendous amount of work.

      Someone else was saying meanwhile, “In Oak Forest we’re too underpopulated at this point to handle the work involved in either keeping or giving up territory. But if Evergreen can do it, then we can, I guess.”

      Just then one of the younger members of the party asked, “What are you doing out here alone, Deer? And in those clothes?”

      Before Deer could come up with any good answer to this, Patience replied for him, saying severely, “I’m sure if you think for a moment you can figure that out for yourself.”

      Deer realized suddenly that Patience took him for a spy.

      He would have protested—but in fact, he had no more acceptable reason to offer for traveling alone and in disguise.

      “I’m on—business,” he explained, enduring with gritted teeth the younger Forester’s arch nod.

      Next day, knowing now that there was no need for him to get to Evergreen by the shortest route and ride into the forest sword in hand, Deer decided he’d see for himself whether it was absolutely true that the forest had been diminished and a new cordon cut. Instead of entering, therefore, at the south, he skirted the woods and went north.

      The forest proper, he soon discovered, had indeed been separated from its northeastern most part, the trees of which were now a large free-standing grove. The place was a natural choice of one to give up, once the decision had been made to let something go. There had never been any particularly valuable timber growing there, and the soil was rather thin and sandy. But Deer remembered happy times in his boyhood riding in the area with his father and brothers, two to a horse; and the realization that it was now lost to Evergreen, probably irretrievably, made him sad.

      As for the new cordon itself, Deer could easily see what had impressed the members of the mail party. Even the stumps of the harvested trees had been pulled and taken away, and the resultant holes had been neatly filled in with soil. Grass would soon grow, and no one would be able to guess the area had so recently been a forest floor. The trees themselves had been stripped, limbs from trunks, and the wood roughly chopped into varying lengths and stacked by size at the cordon’s edge.

      Hearing his name called from somewhere behind him, Deer turned.

      Bellflower was crossing the cordon to meet him.

      “You coming in?” she asked cheerfully. “We’ve been watching you for an hour.”

      Deer gestured toward the wood. “How did you manage to do all this? It’s unbelievable,” he marveled.

      “It was the Ants,” Bellflower said. “It would have taken us a year to do it without them. The brutes are strong, I’ll give them that. And willing—once they understood what we wanted.”

      Deer gaped. “How was it done? You didn’t give the Ants axes or saws, of course.”

      “Oh, yes, we did.” Bellflower grinned. “I’m not too proud to admit I was terrified at first. Our entire attention was on protecting Anna, of course, since she had to be right among the Ants to tell them what to do.”

      Deer’s brow furrowed with confusion. “The Ants worked here, in the open, and they didn’t run?” He’d assumed—everyone had—that given a chance, the Ants would at least resume camping on their own, if they didn’t strike out immediately for the Antlands.

      “They never took a step in any direction Anna didn’t tell them to go,” Bellflower confirmed. “Too bad, really. I’d have been content to see the back of them.” She shivered. “Well, at least they’re out of Evergreen. All of them live in the grove now.”

      Still bewildered, Deer demanded, “All of the Ants? Even Doe?”

      “Oh, yes.” Bellflower nodded. “Turning the ‘Little Woods,’ as we call it, into an Ant reserve wasn’t our first choice of what to do with the grove, but it started looking like the only way we were going to keep the Ants out of our forest was to give them one of their own.”

      Deer stood dumbly, still trying to reconcile in his mind the Evergreen he’d left, which had one resident Ant of whom everyone was a little afraid, to the present one, where Ants were handed steel tools and worked in gangs.

      Bellflower laughed. “You’ve been gone awhile, haven’t you? Let me start from the beginning, then. First, we got Doe. You know about Doe, of course. Then we brought eleven more Ants into the forest. I believe you’d left us by that time. Honestly, I was never in favor of having a dozen of those creatures in Evergreen, but apparently Anna convinced the master she needed them.”

      Deer said quickly, “She’s learned a great deal by having something like a real Ant colony to observe. But I never heard there was any plan to add to that dozen!”

      “Oh, no. Twelve was plenty. We all said that,” Bellflower agreed. “The trouble came in convincing the Ants. Eventually, besides the ones inside the forest, we had forty-six more of Doe’s friends at our borders; and believe it or not, if they hadn’t been so frightened of the trees, I think they’d have walked straight into Evergreen. We had to keep bringing Anna out to the cordon to shout at them to stay out.”

      The reference to “shouting” told Deer that Posthumous still hadn’t informed his people how the Ants really communicated.

      “But after a few times of doing it, Anna said she was getting the feeling the Ants were not going to be happy until they were all together again. And since the Ants inside Evergreen were much happier than the ones stuck outside, it looked like one day the whole bunch would move in with us whether we liked it or not.” Bellflower added, when Deer didn’t speak, “After what I heard was a pretty tense session of the four Councils meeting together, Captain Cade came up with this plan to get the new cordon cut by the Ants—if they’d work—and then giving all the Ants quarters—with beds—out in the Little Woods. That way, the Ants would be all together, as they wanted, and we’d be rid of them. We built them huts, and we feed them, since we’d just as soon discourage them from making anything to hunt with themselves, and Anna goes over there when she wants to work with them. Captain Cade and Heron see she’s well-protected, as you might imagine.”

      Deer’s eyes gleamed. “Fascinating! I’ll have a look.” He started toward the Little Woods.

      Bellflower grabbed his arm. “Don’t you dare!” she gasped, pulling him back.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you have to get permission, of course. Think about it: It’s not only outside of Evergreen’s border, it’s full of Ants. Of course it’s restricted. To be honest, I don’t know why you’d want to go. You’re not even armed.”

      Deer indicated the Man sword he wore.

      Bellflower half drew the weapon from its sheath then contemptuously thrust it back. “That’s not a sword,” she sneered. “It’s an oversized pig sticker. Anyway, every picket on this side of the forest has got his eye on you right now, and that means the master probably already knows you’ve come back and is waiting for you. If you don’t show up soon, I have no doubt he’ll guess exactly what’s delaying you.”

      “Too bad.” Deer turned back toward the border of Evergreen. “I guess I’d better go see the master, then, since you insist.”

      Posthumous’s first words to Deer were, “Where’s River?” He didn’t even wait to exchange proper greetings first, Deer noted with alarm.

      Choosing his words carefully, Deer explained to the master that while he had undeniably left River behind, he had taken great care to see he was in good hands.

      “The Farmers are fine people, forest-like in their manner and outlook; and Fisher promised to keep an eye on him, too,” he said. “You know if I had any reason—any reason at all—to think River might come to harm, I’d never have let him out of my sight.”

      Though he believed he had made a fair case for himself, the master’s expression, Deer observed, darkened ominously.

      “You left him with the Men,” Posthumous stated, disbelievingly. “Oh—and an Exile.”

      Uncomfortably, Deer replied, “Sir, when the mail party didn’t arrive, when I realized it was, in fact, three weeks overdue, I was certain something terrible had happened here. I had to come home and see whether I could help, and there was no time to see River safely to another forest first.”

      “You ‘had to come home’?” the master repeated. “What were you imagining? That you could reverse whatever ‘terrible thing’ had happened singlehandedly? Or do you think you’re the only citizen of Evergreen who can actually cope with difficulties, and that we must therefore be like lost children without you here to guide us?”

      This way of viewing the situation had not previously occurred to Deer.

      He stammered, “No. Of course not. That is—”

      “You were given a mandate, Deer, which you accepted,” Posthumous continued. “You were asked, on behalf of the Forests, to make contacts among the Men. Did you imagine you would find those contacts here?”

      Though he didn’t look, Deer felt the master’s eyes boring into him.

      “No, sir. Of course not, sir. I only—” Deer stopped with a sudden realization that he had no legitimate excuse to offer for what he’d done. “I apologize,” he amended quickly. “I don’t know what to say. My actions were both rash and presumptuous.”

      Even to his own ears, Deer’s words had a hollow sound. He’d said the same things, or very nearly the same, fifty times to Posthumous before. They were part of a formula he spoke whenever he’d done something particularly audacious—first to pacify his father, then his picket captain, and now his master. He could even recall making the same false display of humility in his youth to the kitchen master, on the many occasions she’d caught him in flagrant violation of forest rules governing the equitable distribution of food.

      Deer said, more sincerely, “I mean it, sir. I’ve never said anything more in earnest in my life. I’m sorry for leaving River. I’m sorry for the impulses to recklessness and brashness that led me to do such a thing.”

      The master frowned. “It isn’t as though this is the first time I’ve had to speak to you about breaking rules, Deer. Our rules apply to all—a fact with which you cannot seem to come to terms.”

      Deer said desperately, “Yes I can, sir. I will. I have.”

      “You seem to imagine,” Posthumous continued, ignoring him, “that Forest Principles are only to be obeyed where, in your judgment, they make practical sense; and that they can be ignored when you see a quicker, easier path to your goal. This is not the case. It is, in fact, more important to obey our laws when you don’t see the sense of them, than when you do.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Posthumous rose abruptly and walked to the window. His back to the humiliated Deer, he said, “The one who is truly wise keeps two things in mind: One, that however wise he is, his understanding is still likely to prove inferior to the collective understanding of the many generations before him who formulated and codified Forest Law; and two, that to obey orders is the very discipline that fits one someday to give orders. For all your intellect and your experience, you evidently still lack this fitness.”

      “I see that I do,” Deer said meekly. “I never saw before how much.”

      Posthumous sighed. Turning, he asked wearily, “What am I supposed to do with you? What words will finally teach you the lesson? You’re not a young one anymore. We must count you, at this point, as set in your ways.”

      “I’ll accept any discipline,” Deer said quickly. “I’ll go back immediately. I’ll see that River gets safely back to Evergreen.”

      His ire rekindling, the master demanded, “To what end will you go back? To rescue the boy from what you just assured me is a perfectly wholesome and safe situation? My concern here isn’t for River’s personal safety, but for the much more important issue of the development of proper character. And not River’s, either, but yours. River seems to be coming along well. It’s you who are the disappointment.”

      Beyond repeating uselessly, “I’m sorry, sir,” Deer could think of absolutely nothing to say.

      “Where’s your sword?” Posthumous asked abruptly.

      “Ah—with Fisher. I left it with Fisher,” Deer stammered. Seeing the master frown, he added quickly, “I’d have given it to River for protection, sir, but he preferred to have only his bow. As I said, he’s unlikely to need even that, unless he wants to hunt. There’s been no Ant activity—”

      Here the master broke in to repeat, in rising tones of astonishment, “You’d have given it to River? You’d have given River a sword?”

      Only a forest master, Deer recollected too late, could award any Forester a sword.

      “A temporary loan—” Deer began hastily, and then lapsed into embarrassed silence. To realize he’d usurped a master’s prerogative to such an extent as to have offered a semi-trained young one a bladed weapon shocked even Deer himself.

      After a moment, during which the stunned Posthumous said nothing, Deer shamefacedly produced River’s letters from his pocket and held them out, not daring to raise his eyes as he did so.

      The master took them.

      “None for Anna, I see,” he commented, after looking them over.

      Deer replied, his voice muted, “No, sir. I think River’s past the worst of his infatuation.”

      “That, at least, is to your credit, then,” Posthumous acknowledged. “Well, take the one he wrote to his mother to her, and explain why her son isn’t with you.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And don’t lie to her about it! She’ll be furious to know the truth, but that’s what you deserve.”

      “I won’t lie, sir.”

      “Don’t tell her in such a way that she cries either, if you can help it,” Posthumous added, uncomfortably. “In fact—of the two alternatives, lying to her would be preferable to making her cry. But be as honest as the situation permits.”

      “I’ll do my best, sir. Ah, sir?”

      Posthumous had turned back to the window. “Yes?” he inquired coldly from over his shoulder.

      “I wonder if this is the right time to ask, but—”

      “But what?”

      “Did you have plans for all of the wood cut for the cordon? Could you spare a few wagonloads for the telegraph? In point of fact, I—already offered it. To Dan Farmer. I’m sorry.”

      The master’s fury at learning of Deer’s high-handedness in promising away forest resources that were not in any sense his to give surpassed every example of his rage to which Deer had ever before been a witness.

      Nevertheless, Deer could only admire the way in which Posthumous retained control enough of his temper to inquire into and weigh the worth of the telegraph project; conclude that to advance the spread of the telegraph was a worthy cause despite the brazen arrogance with which the wood had been promised away; and ultimately, to agree to see that Dan received his promised share. The contrast between his own reckless impulsivity and the master’s calm reason had never been so apparent to Deer before.

      Once the matter of the timber for the telegraph had been settled, and he had been dismissed (in frigid tones) from the master’s presence, Deer headed into the depths of the forest. He didn’t shrink from facing Calluna’s probable anger. It was, as Posthumous had stated, only what he deserved. But he required several hours of solitary walking to brace himself against the likelihood of undeservedly warm and loving welcomes from his family and friends.
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        * * *

      

      Deer had anticipated being back in Evergreen only long enough to deal with whatever problems had arisen there, and then returning immediately to the Southern Fortresstown to continue his work with John Seaborn. Even after the master’s harsh criticism of his excessive self-consequence, Deer mentally revised his initial plan only to the extent of resigning himself to waiting for the next mail party to escort him rather than leaving as he had come, alone. Posthumous, Deer assumed, would soon relent. Once they’d shared the latest news of the Ant study, the master would give his permission and Deer would be on his way again.

      After a week spent cooling his heels, waiting for Posthumous’s summons, it became clear things weren’t going to play out exactly as Deer had planned.

      Anna, of course, was delighted to see her uncle again.

      “See if you can get permission to come across and visit the Little Woods,” she urged. “Ask Master Posthumous to let you, and I’ll show you around.”

      Deer suspected any such request on his part would be peremptorily denied. “I’ll ask the master later. For now, why don’t you just tell me about the Ants’ new home?”

      As she took a breath to begin, Anna looked up and caught her uncle gravely studying her.

      Alarmed, she asked, “What is it? Is there something wrong with the way I look?” Her hands flew to her hair, smoothing it nervously.

      “Nothing is wrong in the least.” Deer forced a smile. “You’ve matured since I last saw you, that’s all.” He had been thinking, in fact, that nothing about Anna was like an Ant except perhaps for her curly hair; and many Men had curly hair. No one could possibly guess. “Tell me about the Ants’ new home,” he suggested again.

      “Well, right in the middle of the Little Woods, we had the Ants cut a clearing, and we made a couple of long huts in it for them,” Anna told him proudly. “One for the males, and one for the females. That’s where they sleep.”

      Anna went on about the new Ant compound, at one point revealing that, with Roar’s help, she and Heron had contrived a sort of shower bath (popular in Broadleaf) in which the Ants were required to clean themselves regularly.

      “You remember how Doe hated getting into that tub,” Anna said. “Ants don’t mind water that wets them like rain. They’re used to being out in the rain. But they hate getting right down into water, because they don’t know how to swim.”

      Deer mentally filed this away as potentially useful information.

      Anna spoke of the new cordon, displaying a visible pride in what “our” Ants had accomplished. “Doe was a lot of help,” she assured her uncle.

      Deer asked Dan’s question—whether Doe was the dominant Ant of the group because she was the most intelligent.

      “I know she’s not the strongest,” he said.

      “Or the best looking.” Anna smiled. “Oh, yes, Doe’s definitely the smartest of our Ants, because she can use my brain. The rest of the Ants only have each other and Doe to think with, but she has me. She’s the only one of our Ants who reads my thoughts directly. The others can read me a little, but Doe does it the best. She’s been with me the longest, and when she was here alone, she had to reach me, or she’d have died of loneliness. Ants can’t be alone. It’s horrible for them. The other Ants aren’t motivated like Doe was, so she reads me, and they read her. That’s how I teach them.”

      “Tell me about that,” Deer urged. “Tell me about how you teach them, and how they ‘read’ each other.”

      “Ohhh, that’s hard.” Anna bit her lip thoughtfully. “Well, they think all at once, of course; so their thoughts aren’t as focused as ours are. Our thoughts only come out of our own brains, but anything one Ant thinks involves all the other Ants; even ones who are really more interested in something else right then, so there’s never just one subject being thought about at a time.”

      “How do they accomplish anything like that?”

      “I know.” Anna nodded. “Weird, isn’t it? But they do. I’m getting used to hearing it now, but I can’t do it very well. It’s like listening in on fifty-eight conversations at once.” She added apologetically, “I know I’m not explaining this very well. I guess that’s because I’m still not very good at it. My job is to direct the Ants’ thoughts. I haven’t had time to learn to just to melt into their thoughts, the way they do.”

      “I assume you were the one who told the master about the Ant raiders the mail party chased off.”

      “Yes, that was us,” Anna said happily. “Doe told me.”

      Deer’s eyes narrowed. “She told you? Or you read it in her thoughts?”

      “Well, both, really. Doe and the other Ants wanted me to tell them that I wouldn’t let other Ants come here. They’re afraid Ant raiders might try to make them go back to the Antlands with them.”

      “And they don’t want to go back?”

      “Oh, no. Our Ants like it here. They think I have the best mind to link to in the world because my mind tells them things to do that get them meat and clothes and blankets. That’s how they look at it.”

      Deer studied Anna. “You’re getting to be fond of them, aren’t you?”

      Anna twisted uneasily where she sat. “Not fond, exactly. I don’t hate them the way I used to.”

      “You mustn’t let your guard down.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t!” Anna said quickly. “But I can’t hate Ants anymore, Uncle Deer, because I know now they’re not really bad. They’re just—Ants.”

      “They kill without remorse.”

      It seemed a simple statement of fact to Deer; but Anna objected to it.

      “You can’t put it that way,” she insisted. “They just don’t know they should be remorseful for what they do. They don’t know it’s wrong to kill. Rather than kill us, they’d rather let us be, but we get in the way of them getting things they need, so they—get us out of the way, so to speak. That’s how they see it.”

      “We make the things they ‘need,’” Deer pointed out. “You’d think they’d spare us for that reason, if no other.”

      “Yes, but they’re not very smart,” Anna replied flatly. “For them, taking things from us that we’ve made is like us taking eggs from a bird’s nest. We need eggs to eat, and the birds will always make more.”

      When Deer said nothing, Anna added, “Our Ants understand now that humans aren’t just dumb animals. They know the sounds we make with our mouths are something like the thoughts they think. You don’t have to worry about me when I’m with them, Uncle Deer. Really you don’t.”

      The look on her uncle’s face must have told Anna it was time for a change of topic.

      “What are you going to do with yourself now you’re home, Uncle Deer?”

      This question was another bitter reminder to Deer he couldn’t leave the forest and resume his duties with John Seaborn unless he had Posthumous’s permission.

      “I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it. Let’s see… How’s the school doing?”

      “Oh, it’s fine,” Anna assured him. “The children missed you terribly at first, but they’ve settled down now, and Calluna’s a good teacher.”

      “All right, the school doesn’t need me, then. What else could I do, do you think? The library? I heard from your Aunt Snow that the old librarian was sick on and off all winter.”

      “Yes he was. But Swan’s doing fine filling in for him.”

      Not the library, either, then, Deer thought.

      Feeling desperate, he said, “I used to work in the kitchen, you know. It was a long time ago, of course; but I could pick up the work again, I think.”

      “Osmunda’s the new kitchen master.” Anna pursed her lips. “Take my advice, Uncle Deer: Whatever Osmunda cooks, eat it if you can. She thinks every bite anyone leaves on a plate represents a personal failure.”

      Deer was about to suggest he’d return to picketing—his favorite work in any case—when Anna, her mind still on the insecure Osmunda, said, “The trouble with you, Uncle, is that you’re so good at everything you do that you overawe people sometimes. If you want to work in a kitchen, why don’t you work in one in another quarter from ours? Just until Osmunda gets some confidence, I mean.”

      Deer thought suddenly, not of Osmunda, but of Cade, Anna’s foster father.

      Deer had been Cade’s picket captain before the Ant War, promoted over the heads of several more experienced pickets because of his obvious fitness for the job. When war had come, Cade—not Deer—had been among the first in Evergreen to volunteer for the army. But when Modest and Tree finally convinced their more reluctant brother to join them in the ranks, Master Wren had (on Deer’s private recommendation), denied Cade his permission to leave, naming him picket captain in Deer’s place. By all accounts, Cade had performed admirably in the job throughout the long years of the war; but when Deer returned, Cade had voluntarily stepped aside for him.

      He and Cade should have been close, Deer reflected. They had a great deal in common, and in fact, he had always admired the younger Forester. But they’d never been friends. Cade probably resented him, Deer thought gloomily.

      He decided he wouldn’t go back to picketing after all.

      “I’ll give the whole thing some more thought.” Deer sighed.
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      Roar found him later that day, “giving the whole thing some more thought” at the border of Evergreen while staring morosely across at the Little Woods.

      “Going over?” Roar asked cheerfully.

      Deer shook his head. “I can’t. I don’t have permission.”

      “Well, don’t just stand there! Go and get permission.” Roar laughed. “Really. I want you to. I’d love to hear your opinion about what we’ve done.”

      “Another time.”

      Roar eyed him. “You know what?” he said abruptly. “You look like a scholar.”

      Bridling, Deer snapped, “What’s that supposed to mean? What have you got against scholars?”

      “Nothing. Except they sit around thinking too much instead of taking care of their bodies. Come and have a workout with me.”

      “Roar, the one consolation for me when I’m in Men’s lands instead of at home is that when I’m there I’m out of reach of you and your torture devices. I don’t want a workout. I want—”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know,” Deer said glumly. “Something useful to do.”

      “We always need pickets.”

      Deer shook his head.

      Though he refused to turn and look, Deer sensed he was being closely scrutinized.

      A large, friendly hand suddenly clapped Deer’s shoulder—probably, he thought, leaving a bruise.

      “I’m on my way home,” said Roar. “Come with me.”

      “No, no… Go and enjoy your family,” Deer muttered. “I’ll take a walk or something.”

      Roar replied heartily, “Walking’s an excellent exercise, especially for those who haven’t gotten enough of it lately. And if you walk in this direction, along with me, there’ll be something good at the end of your walk.”

      “Such as?” Deer asked, not resisting being led.

      “Frank conversation with my wife. You know about my wife’s frankness, don’t you?”

      “Everybody knows about your wife’s frankness.”

      Roar smiled happily. “Wonderful, isn’t it? I adore that in her. Leaf will put you straight on what you ought to be doing with yourself.”

      Deer sighed. “I’m sure she will.”

      “And you can get reacquainted with Lively,” Roar added. “She’s a little shy with strangers, though.”

      At Roar’s house, Lively (grown up amazingly, Deer found, while he’d been gone) was indeed shy of him—but only for a very short time. Once Deer had joined her on the floor and shown a proper interest in the toddler’s blocks and dolly, he was her new best friend.

      “Why don’t you get married, Deer?” Leaf suggested, watching fondly as Lively beat Deer on the head with a toy flute to get his attention. “You’d make a wonderful father.”

      “We’re Foresters,” Deer reminded her, deftly steering Lively’s attention to something else, and hiding the flute up his sleeve. “Getting married is no guarantee of children. Anyway, fatherhood’s not the sort of duty I was looking for. I want something temporary, just to keep me busy until I go back to the Southern Fortresstown.”

      “When will that be?” Leaf asked lazily. “Any word from Master P. on that yet?”

      “No.”

      From the corner of his eye, Deer saw husband and wife exchange a look.

      “One of these days, no doubt,” Roar said pleasantly. “Don’t be in a hurry. We’re glad to have you back.”

      “Duties, duties…” Leaf mused, doing her best to lounge in a chair that was made to hold the body proudly upright. “What duties should Deer have? What about the gardens, Deer? Even with the Ants to help, Garden master Silver always needs gardeners.”

      Deer grimaced.

      “Don’t look like that,” Leaf chided. “It’s necessary work.”

      “Have you ever done it?”

      “No.” Leaf tossed her head. “I’m spoiled, like you. I could sing, so I never had to go around begging the least-popular workshops to take me in and give me a trial. And neither did you. Everyone wanted you.”

      Testily, Deer pointed out, “I worked in the kitchen, if you’ll remember. I scrubbed pots.”

      “You larked in the kitchen,” Leaf corrected him, “and any pots that needed scrubbing you gave to your brothers to do. All right; what about the armory or something? You certainly know weapons.”

      “I know how to use them, not how to make them.”

      “Well, learn, then. I think that’s the point, isn’t it?” Leaf said. “If Master P. wanted you to do the same old things you’re already good at, he’d name you a scholar and put you on a council.”

      It hadn’t occurred to Deer before Leaf said this that Posthumous might be punishing him in more ways than just by holding him in Evergreen. “Scholar” was an official forest job title, and a scholar might reasonably be invited to membership on a council. Instead, for the first time since his youth Deer’s position was that of one of Evergreen’s least important citizens. He bore no title beyond “Deer of Evergreen”; he was distinguished by no honors; he had no significant responsibilities.

      “With war inevitable, and probably near,” Deer said sullenly, “I wouldn’t have thought the best use of me was swinging a hammer in the forge.”

      “Oh, if you start in the armory, it’ll be a long time before you’re invited to swing a hammer,” Leaf informed him. “From what I’ve heard, just learning how to keep the fire properly hot takes months to learn.”

      Then her voice changed, and she asked, “How near is war, Deer?”

      When Deer, in surprise, glanced up at her, he saw that Leaf’s eyes had grown large and black with fear. When war came, Roar would surely be among the first to go.

      Evasively, he said, “I don’t know. Not so soon. Years yet, maybe.”

      Roar picked up his daughter and swung her high, evoking squeals of delight. “It’ll come when it comes, Leaf,” he said cheerily. “No point worrying about it now.”

      It took Leaf a few moments to recover her poise.

      “Well, whenever it does, we’ll certainly want you in the field,” she told Deer, “so I suppose Master P. feels obliged to make one last push to see to it you learn your lesson about taking silly risks before he sends you off with a sword at your side again.”

      “I’m too old to be schooled,” Deer complained. “I’m almost too old to go with the army, unless the Ants break out tomorrow.”

      Roar and Leaf laughed together at this.

      “You’ll go,” Roar predicted. “You’ll be our general.”

      Leaf added, “But not the kind of general you were the last time. Not if our Master P. can do anything about it.”

      “What was wrong with the job I did last time?” Deer asked resentfully. “Not that I want to be a general again necessarily. But what?”

      “Nothing was wrong with the job you did,” Leaf said. “It’s just the way you kept nearly getting yourself killed that bothered the master. It isn’t absolutely necessary that you lead from the front all the time, you know.”

      “On the contrary,” Deer insisted.

      Leaf made an impatient gesture. “You’re just like your father.”

      Deer replied with cold dignity, “Thank you.”

      “I wasn’t giving you a compliment.” Sniffed Leaf, “I meant that just like your father, you think if you’re in charge, you’ll save everyone. Modest wrote me about how you blamed yourself for what happened to Tree and your mother. You probably blame yourself for Modest’s death, too, don’t you? What do you imagine? That if only you’d been on the spot, you could have defeated the whole Ant army by yourself?”

      Deer was taken aback. Posthumous had said much the same thing. “No, not by myself, exactly,” he said guardedly. “But maybe—”

      “No buts,” Leaf said severely. “It’s time someone made it clear to you that you’re not the stronger, cleverer big brother of the whole world, Deer. You’re not the equal of five thousand Ants. I’m sorry to be the one to break these things to you, but that’s the way it is. Mind you, I’m not meaning to criticize you—or your father, either. I think under the circumstances, Fosse made a courageous decision. But the fact is that if he hadn’t taken the entire defense of that work detail on himself, he might still be alive today.” Arching an eyebrow, she added, “As for Master P…well, Fosse was his best friend, you know. Tree told me once when Posthumous came to give him the news that your father had been killed, he was weeping like a child. You can’t blame him for not wanting to see all three of Fosse’s sons come to the same end their father did.”

      Deer heard this last with resentment. “Why? Is there any better thing than to die gloriously, protecting one’s people?” he demanded.

      Leaf replied tartly, “Yes! To live gloriously, protecting one’s people—like Master P. Now that I think of it, to live wretchedly, even, is better than dying. To die is no great accomplishment. Any Ant can do it. Anyway, I’m sure your father didn’t want to die. He just had such a difficult time leaving anything for anyone else to do. You might learn a lesson from that.”

      Deer didn’t answer. After a moment, Leaf coaxed, “Master P. is in our quarter this week. Come and have formal dinner in the Hall with us tonight, why don’t you? Heron and Anna are going to look after the baby.”

      Deer wasn’t ready to face Posthumous yet. He answered, rather coolly, “No, thank you.”

      “Don’t come, then,” Leaf retorted, frowning. “But don’t go around pouting all the time. It’s very unattractive.”

      Before Deer could respond to this blatant provocation, Roar interjected quickly, “Why don’t you have a talk with the wood master, Deer? Someone mentioned he was looking for help sawing lumber for the Men.”

      The unusual gravity of Roar’s expression caught Deer’s attention. It occurred to him Roar might be gently reminding him that the wood had to be cut because Deer had—without authorization—promised it to Dan Farmer.

      “The very job for me,” Deer declared, with sudden resolve. “In fact, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go speak to the wood master about it right now.”
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      After a week of working at the edge of the cordon, assisting the wood master to saw felled trees to the proper lengths for Dan’s use on the telegraph, Deer was forced to admit that the preceding months of his life had left him soft and out of condition. Though both the wood master himself and the wood master’s young assistant outproduced him by a margin Deer reckoned at about five board feet to one, the end of every day saw the other two cheerful and ready for a busy evening with their families, while Deer, groaning, could do no more than to stagger as far as Evergreen’s hottest bath, there to sit soaking and nodding with weariness until the earliest possible hour at which he felt he could decently creep into his bed. Sometimes he was too tired even to eat.

      But after two weeks of cutting wood, Deer’s body hardened, his hands were no longer so raw, and he noted with pleasure the beginnings of a return of both his appetite and his energy. The saw squeaked less in his hands, and the quantity and quality of the boards he produced became more acceptable. When at last his efforts earned him a gruff, “That’ll do,” from the wood master, Deer was prouder than he remembered being when brought the news he had been elected a general of the forest armies.

      He was also, somehow, suddenly ready to admit to himself that Leaf had been right to call his avoidance of Posthumous the result of a childish pout.

      The difficulty, he found, was in knowing how to end it. Should he accost the master walking in the forest and apologize? Begin appearing regularly at dinner in the Hall until Posthumous deigned to notice him there? Identify an opportunity to perform a favor for him?

      Unable to decide what to do, Deer did nothing.

      Midway in the third week of his self-imposed exile from the master’s presence, Leaf met Deer one evening on his way from the baths.

      “You’re just the person I was looking for.” She looped her arm through his. “Come with me to the infirmary. I’m going to sing the librarian to his last sleep, and I need good voices to back me up.”

      The old librarian’s health had been in decline for months, and it was clear now, Leaf said, that he’d seen his last sunrise.

      “How’s Swan taking it?” Deer asked. He’d heard Swan had become quite attached to his mentor; not to mention that when the old librarian was dead, Swan could expect to assume both his position and his seat on the council—heavy responsibilities for one so young.

      “He hasn’t left the infirmary all day.” With a pose of unconcern, “And Master P. is there, of course.”

      This last, Deer suddenly realized, was the real reason he was “just the person” Leaf had been seeking.

      It was the opportunity for which he’d been waiting. With relief, Deer agreed to come.

      After silently kissing Snow, who had tears in her eyes, Deer stood with half a dozen other singers at the foot of an infirmary bed, while Leaf led them in the songs the librarian had heard and loved all his life. The dying man was restless at first, picking at the fur blanket that covered him. Gradually, he grew calmer, and even smiled faintly at one point, when Swan covered his claw-like old hand with his own young, firm one.

      At a moment imperceptible to all but Snow, the old man slipped peacefully away.

      The master reverently rose at Snow’s signal, and all present stood for a moment in silence, remembering their friend. Not a single being in the room had ever lived a day in a world of which the librarian had not been a part, and Deer found the sense of his loss overpowering.

      After a moment, Snow and Roar stepped forward to gently urge the others from the room. It was their job to wash and shroud the old man’s body and prepare it for cremation.

      Foresters never buried their dead if they could help it. The librarian’s body would be carried next day in procession to a furnace deep in the woods, and afterward his ashes would be put into the hole dug for a tree planted in his honor. Every Forester knew which trees in the forest represented his own lost people, and took an interest in how they grew; visiting them, grooming them, and replacing them if necessary.

      Swan seemed to be having difficulty leaving the dead man’s bedside, but for once, Deer resisted an urge to rush forward and offer help. He forced himself instead to walk out with the other singers, leaving Posthumous and Snow offering comfort together to his former student.

      Outside, Leaf met Deer again.

      “And that’s that.” She sighed as she took his arm and began walking slowly in the direction of her home. “No cause for grief, really: He must have been a hundred years old at least.”

      “Ninety-one, I believe,” Deer replied soberly. “That’s a good, long life.”

      “It would be too long for me, I think. My voice’ll be gone by the time I’m sixty, I suppose. I don’t know what I’ll do when I can’t sing anymore.”

      “You’ll teach.”

      Leaf made a wry face.

      “Well, then,” Deer amended, “you’ll dandle your grandchild on your knee.”

      “That’s better,” Leaf smiled. “That’s a happy thought. Yes, I’ll have a grandchild. I hope I will, anyway. What lovely little beings daughters are, Deer! I wish I could have a dozen.”

      “All Evergreen wishes you could have a dozen. And you’ll still be able to play the flute and the harp long after you’re sixty.”

      Leaf laughed. “Yes, unlike my voice, if one of them cracks and begins to sound like an old crake’s call, I can get another. Thank you, Deer. I can always count on you to cheer me up. All right, I’m quite happy now and willing to live to ninety-one at least.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “Any letters for you from young River in that last batch? I hope he thought to write his mother, at least. I think Calluna’s aged ten years since he’s been gone.”

      “I did get one, and if River’s letters to his mother are anything like the one I got from him, she may not wish for any more. Mine was five sides of paper telling me how entirely happy he is.”

      “He’s happy in a Man town?” Leaf asked, aghast. “And here I thought we’d raised him properly!”

      Deer laughed. “He’s not in a town anymore. River and a crew of Men, including a young Man of his own age, are off setting hundreds of poles in a line from the Fortresstown to the Coast, and stringing wires of metal along the tops of them.”

      “Ridiculous! Whatever for? Have the Men decided to fight the Ants by tripping them now?”

      Deer briefly explained the use of a telegraph. Since he made it clear to Leaf it had been invented in the first place by the Ancients, the music master did not feel a need to disparage the project.

      “It’s hard work,” Deer said, “but River’s apparently quite contented to do it. He’s testing himself, I suppose. The Men are impressed with him, too, and he likes that.”

      “It doesn’t take much to impress a Man,” scoffed Leaf.

      “Besides setting poles, he’s supplying the crew with meat. River killed his first deer the day before he wrote me, and his letter was full of self-congratulation on the subject.”

      “Little River shot a deer alone?” Leaf demanded, her eyebrows rising. In the forest, even hunters much older and more experienced than River always hunted deer in pairs, one poised at the other’s shoulder to take a second shot instantly, should the first not be judged unquestionably lethal. While hunting might be absolutely necessary to life, Foresters considered it immoral to let any animal suffer unduly—a mercy ideally extended even to Ants.

      “Well, he has no one to second him,” Deer pointed out. “But River killed his deer cleanly, so all was well.”

      Leaf was about to answer this when her attention was drawn away by something over Deer’s shoulder. Turning to follow her gaze, Deer glimpsed Posthumous on the path that led to his little house.

      “It’s not his week to be in our quarter,” Leaf remarked.

      Deer drew a deep breath. “Will you excuse me?” He withdrew his arm from under Leaf’s. “There’s something I need to do.”

      The music master laughed. “Good for you!” She gave Deer a playful shove in the master’s direction. “And high time, too, I may add!”

      The master turned when Deer called to him and put out his hands.

      “You’re looking well,” Posthumous said pleasantly. “When you came home, I thought you paler and thinner than I liked to see you, but you seem much fitter now.” Still holding Deer’s hands, the master turned them palm up and the two Foresters looked and laughed together at the calluses forming there.

      “Another month of cake and idleness would have finished me, I think,” Deer said. “What a terrible idea a town is. And yet Men are proud to live in one.” He withdrew his hands from the master’s. “Sir, I’m uneasy in my mind,” he said abruptly. “I learned something in Fortresstown that’s troubling me. When you have time, may I share it with you and get your advice?”

      As Deer expected him to, Posthumous immediately said, “I have time for you now.”

      Once he was sitting in the master’s small room, however, Deer could not begin. He looked out the window, then around the room, commenting inanely on the small portrait of Posthumous’s late wife, Fern, which stood on a table beside the bed. He spoke of the librarian’s passing. “I’ll look for him every time I go into the library,” he said. “It won’t be the same without him.”

      If Posthumous replied to his comments, Deer didn’t notice.

      After many moments of this, the master asked finally, smiling, “Would wine help, do you think? I keep some here.”

      Sheepishly, Deer shook his head. “I’m sorry. I won’t waste any more of your time.” Clearing his throat, he began firmly, “Let me say first that I love my niece as much as ever. Nothing can change that.”

      Posthumous sat forward more alertly. “This is something to do with Anna? Excuse me; I thought—”

      It occurred to Deer the master had been expecting an apology, which he was certainly owed. Reddening, Deer began stammering one.

      “No, get back to Anna.” Posthumous interrupted. “I was dreading having to listen to you beg my pardon anyway. Let’s continue with what you discovered in the Fortresstown.”

      Deer agreed to this with relief. He’d apologized to Posthumous too many times before. In future, he silently vowed, his exemplary behavior should speak for him.

      “John Seaborn.” He stopped, then repeated, “John Seaborn—”

      “Yes?”

      “John Seaborn is not Anna’s father,” Deer managed finally.

      “I see.” Posthumous had never had any reason before, of course, to think John Seaborn was Anna’s father.

      “However, he was married to Anna’s mother,” Deer continued, “and I believe he is probably the Man Anna thought was her father.”

      “Perhaps she should be told. She supposed him dead in the war,” Posthumous said.

      “Yes, sir. I believe her mother may have implied he was. Maybe Mrs. Seaborn even believed it herself. She may not have known his fate. She and Scholar Seaborn were estranged by that time.”

      “Oh, I see. Something to do with the fact that Anna was not Mr. Seaborn’s child?”

      “Yes.”

      Posthumous waited. He must have been wondering, Deer thought, why such relatively mundane information was being communicated to him in so piecemeal a fashion.

      “Anna’s father—her true father,” Deer went on, “must have been…” He stopped again.

      After a moment, he continued, speaking more fluently, “It’s a strange story, sir; intelligible only when one considers two things: The fact that Mrs. Seaborn was extremely fond of children, and that the law in Men’s lands decrees that offspring of a human woman and an Ant—That is, that an Ant’s spawn, conceived through violence—”

      Posthumous rose, and in two steps was at the window, staring out.

      After a moment, he turned back to Deer, saying calmly, “This explains everything, really. I wonder how we missed guessing it earlier.”

      Deer recounted exactly how he had deduced Maggie Seaborn’s terrible secret, and what, when he told John Seaborn, the old Man’s response to it had been.

      “His wife was right not to tell John,” Deer said. “As sorry as he was for what she’d suffered, I doubt he’d have let her child be born if he’d known the truth at the time.”

      Posthumous raised an eyebrow. “I got another impression entirely from what you told me,” he said. “The love Scholar Seaborn expressed for his wife seemed to me more than enough to encompass any child of hers, whoever the father. He only needed reassurance that he was secure of his wife’s love—which unfortunately she didn’t give him—to show a better side of himself. Certainly his eagerness to know Anna was well and happy here is evidence of a good heart.”

      “Oh, as for that, he knew Anna as a small child, of course. Who, once they knew her, could resist Anna? But that’s the difficulty, sir.” Deer’s hands involuntarily clenched. “I’ve known and loved Anna for many years and yet, to my eternal shame, my first reaction upon guessing who—what—her father had been, was utter repugnance.” He flushed at this admission. “What will be the reaction of others, when they know?”

      “Why should they know?” Posthumous asked quickly.

      “I hardly see how we can keep this a secret forever. Anna’s being drawn deeper and deeper into the Ants’ culture—such as it is. She commands them, she clearly understands them. Everyone in Evergreen is already aware Anna’s origins are somewhat unclear. How long before they begin to guess at them?”

      Posthumous shrugged, palms up, in a gesture of indifference. “What difference would that make?”

      There was no convincing a being with a nature as kindly as the master’s, Deer realized, that anyone could possibly reject his niece for something that was not her fault.

      The conversation moved then to how Anna should be told. It was essential, both Foresters felt, that she be informed before anyone else guessed.

      “Would you like to be the one?” Posthumous asked Deer politely.

      At the invitation Deer’s brain began racing, planning the scene. A quiet forest bower, her mother and father present… Heron, too, perhaps. Yes, Anna would want Heron to know.

      Then he caught himself. “Oh, no. Her parents should do it.”

      The master’s pleased smile told Deer he’d unwittingly undergone—and passed—a small test.

      “As it happens,” Posthumous said, “Anna told her parents some time ago both that the Ants are telepathic and that she is also a telepath. This new information won’t come, therefore, as any great surprise to them. Once her parents have given the news to Anna, I’m certain she’ll want next to talk with you. Go across to the Ant compound tomorrow morning and wait for her there.”

      “Thank you, sir!”

      “In fact, go tonight, why don’t you?” Posthumous offered. “Such an admirable restraint as you’ve shown in waiting for me to give you permission should be rewarded, I think. Have a look around, and see what you think of the place.”

      As Posthumous had predicted, once her parents had told Anna the identity of her father, she came immediately to talk to her Uncle Deer. The two conversed standing among the trees to keep away the Ants; who, sensing that Anna was unhappy, insisted upon continually stroking her arm and back by way of “comforting” her.

      “They don’t mean any harm,” Anna said. “They’re just silly.” She sounded tired.

      “Have you told Heron?” Deer asked quietly.

      “Oh, yes. Heron was there. Father brought him. Heron didn’t mind. He already knew how I really talk to the Ants, and he and I sort of guessed a long time ago it must mean I had an Ant ancestor sometime. Not that an Ant was my… my father, though. I thought John Seaborn was my father.” Anna stood silently for a moment, while Deer murmured what comfort he could. She said, “Thank you for finding out John Seaborn’s name for me. I couldn’t remember it. Not that it matters anymore. It’s not my name.”

      “Your name,” Deer said firmly, “is Anna of Evergreen. We’re glad to have you for our own.”

      Anna didn’t answer this. She was staring at Doe, whom she could discern through the trees watching anxiously for her idol to reappear.

      “They’ve known all along,” Anna remarked.

      “The Ants?”

      “Yes. They always knew. They came to get me because they knew.”

      For a moment, Deer’s breath was stopped with the shock of hearing this.

      “At your village?” he asked hoarsely.

      “Yes. And then here. I can see it in their brains. They take babies like me from Men sometimes. The babies get to be just like Ants. They don’t learn any way to talk except in their minds, and they grow up thinking Men are like wolves, who kill and kill, and make ugly noises with their mouths.”

      “But you were nine years old!”

      Anna smiled wanly. “Ants grow big, but they’re like children themselves, in some ways. They really thought I’d go with them and be an Ant too.”

      Gently, Deer asked his niece, “Would you like to meet Mr. Seaborn someday, Anna?”

      Anna shook her head. “I don’t know.”
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      Since the departure of the young people, before whom he was usually on his rather poor best behavior, Mr. Seaborn had lapsed a bit. Therefore, Muriel wasn’t particularly surprised to find herself sitting down to dinner alone again. After a few lonely bites, however, she decided she’d had enough of it. This time, rather than enduring another silent meal, she’d take action.

      She demanded of the maid, therefore, “What time did Mr. Seaborn go out?”

      “Oh, not ten minutes ago,” the servant said. “Cook’s just wrapping up his dinner for him now.”

      Muriel rose. “Wrapping it?” she asked absently. “Whatever for? Just put it on the warming shelf, why don’t you? And mine, too. I’m going out.”

      “Out, ma’am?” the girl asked, startled.

      “To get Mr. Seaborn,” Muriel said firmly. “Did he say which one he was going to?”

      Whether he had named his intended destination or not, Muriel anticipated no particular difficulty in locating John. There were only a few taverns in town from which he hadn’t been permanently barred.

      “Never mind,” she added shortly, seeing the maid’s continuing confusion. “I’ll find him.”

      The maid was too surprised to speak up immediately. It was only as her mistress turned to leave that she managed to blurt, “He’s at the stables, Mrs. Farmer.”

      “Where?”

      “The stables,” the girl repeated.

      “Our stables?” Muriel asked. “Doing what?”

      “Getting a horse,” the maid told her. “He’s going away, he said. He don’t know when he’ll be back. He thought it might be weeks and weeks.” She added, in a confidential tone, “It was Cook he asked to tell you about it, but I thought I might as well—since you asked.”

      This last remark she made to an empty room. Muriel had already bolted out the door.

      At the stable, though tears stood in her eyes, Muriel managed to keep her dignity.

      “If you want to go, go,” she told John Seaborn. “It doesn’t have to be this way, though, like a thief in the night. Take your things, by all means. Take anything you want.”

      “Damn it, you!” John shouted at the stable boy who, through nervousness, was making a bad business of saddling a horse. “Hurry up!” Turning to Muriel, he said urgently, “It’s not what you think. I have to go, but I’ll be back. I promise you I’ll be back.”

      Stolidly, she replied, “John, don’t lie to me. I know what’s happening. Only tell me where you’re going, please, so I can send your books on to you.”

      “I can’t tell you where I’m going,” John said, with another oath aside to the boy. “I’ll be back, I said. Leave my books as they are. Don’t you dare touch my books!”

      “Why can’t you tell me?”

      “I can’t, that’s all. And keep that stupid maid away from them, too, damn her! Calls what she does ‘dusting’… Vandalism is what it is,” he muttered blackly.

      Muriel continued to look miserable. Hopelessly, she said, “I’ve always known that someday you’d go. I understand. I’m only asking for some word—one word of kindness, John. For all the years we’ve been together. That’s all I want. Then I’ll let you go in peace.”

      In a fury, Seaborn whirled upon her.

      “Don’t say that!” he cried. “Don’t make your fears come true through imagining they are true!” Bitterly, he said, turning away, “I did that. I was so quick to think she’d betrayed me because I never believed such a young and beautiful girl could—” John broke off.

      “I’m not leaving you,” he repeated, sternly. “I love you, damn it! Don’t you know that? I have to go, I said. I have someplace I have to go. But when I’m done with my business there, I’ll come back.”

      The tears brimming her eyes had begun to run down her cheeks, yet somehow Muriel appeared suddenly pleased. “You love me?” she asked tremulously, clasping her hands before her.

      The old Man caught sight then of the stable boy’s embarrassed smirk.

      “Get out of here!” he growled, gesturing him away. “Go to the kitchen, and see that the cook’s got food packed for me. Oh—and tell her to put some spirits in that water. The bottle’s in the library, behind the dictionary.” Turning to Muriel, he explained apologetically, “It’s just to keep the water fresh, that’s all. Just a very little spirits to keep the water fresh.”

      The stable boy, anxious to avoid another blow from Mr. Seaborn’s cane (he’d endured several already), darted away.

      “You love me, Johnny?” Muriel repeated. “I don’t care about the spirits, darling. Take all you want. You really love me?”

      Seaborn clumsily embraced her. Kissing her hair, he said, “Aye. I haven’t told you that? I—I meant to. Long ago.”

      Muriel’s arms went around him. “But you still won’t tell me where you’re going?” she asked again, nestling close. “Never mind. It’s all right. You don’t have to.”

      John looked around carefully before answering.

      Then he said quietly, “I got a telegraph message from young River. It’s in the forest tongue, and was meant for the librarian, but he’s out of town, and it lay in the office for three days before someone thought to bring it to me. River says that Men from the coast, along with whatever other rabble they can pick up along the way, I suppose, are marching on Evergreen Forest. They want to kill the captive Ants there.”

      Muriel pulled back, and stared up at him, saying nothing.

      “So I have to get to the forest before they do,” John explained. “To warn the Forest master.”

      “You’re riding to Evergreen Forest?”

      “Aye.”

      “Not to join the Men who’re going to kill the Ants?”

      “Gods! No.”

      “But—why?”

      Struggling to maintain an even tone, John replied, “I told you. I’m going to warn the Forest master.”

      “Why?” Muriel asked again. “What I mean is,” she added hastily, “why do you have to get involved? That’s a very long and tiring ride for you to make; and anyway, if the Ants are getting into the forests now, I think it would be a very good idea to kill them. Don’t you?”

      “No, damn it!” John cried, his voice rising. “I do not!”

      Muriel shrank back.

      “Sorry! Sorry, I didn’t mean to shout,” Seaborn said, pulling her close again. More patiently, he explained, “I can’t tell you everything. It has to do with—my daughter.”

      “Your daughter? You never told me you had a daughter!”

      “Maggie’s daughter,” John corrected himself. “She’s there. In Evergreen.”

      As Muriel opened her mouth to speak, the stable boy returned and silently displayed a bag of food and a water flask.

      Muriel turned to look, then said quickly, “That’s not enough food. It’ll take you a week or more to ride to—” Catching Seaborn’s warning look, she finished, “to ride so far. Jerry, go tell the cook to pack another bag like that one. And have her put some dried fruit in it!” To Seaborn, she said lovingly, “Dried fruit is very nourishing, dear. Be sure you eat a little every day.”

      Seaborn let the boy leave before telling Muriel, “No, this one bag is all I want. I haven’t got a week to get to Evergreen, Muriel. If I’m right, I’ve got four days at most.

      “I have to go.” He strode toward the horse.

      Muriel clung to his arm. “Four days?” she repeated. “You can’t do it in four days! No one could! Johnny, it’s too much for you!”

      Breaking away, John repeated, “I’ve got four days, and I’m going to do it, damn it! I swear I’ll reach Evergreen in four days, Muriel!”

      He swung himself heavily into the saddle, landing with an involuntary grunt of pain.

      “Johnny, you can’t. Get someone else! Someone—younger.”

      John looked down at her as from a great distance.

      “I admit it seems strange to me to be running toward a likely source of emotional upheaval,” he said, “rather than away, as usual. But better late than never, I suppose. I let her mother down in every possible way. I can’t let my daughter down, too. It’s too much.”

      Muriel, though she had no idea to what he was referring, embraced as much of John as she could reach—his knee.

      “You never let anyone down, darling,” she asserted loyally. “Oh, be careful, please! Please come home to us safely! Please, Johnny! For the children, if not for me.”

      The horse, the best in the Farmer’s stables, stirred impatiently.

      “Goodbye, Muriel.”

      His face resolute, but his eyes full of fear, the old man gestured toward the stable door. Muriel opened it—reluctantly—and watched as he rode out into the gathering dusk.
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        * * *

      

      For three days, John Seaborn pushed himself, and his horse, to the utmost.

      From River’s telegraph message he understood that someone had somehow learned of Evergreen’s Ant “splinter group” and carried the news back to the Coastal town. There, despite Dan’s and River’s frantic efforts, the story spread quickly; and fearful and enraged Men had raised a small army with the intention of marching on the forest and wiping the Ants out.

      John was starting his journey at a disadvantage. As a result of the three day delay before the message was brought to him, the Men’s “army” was by now nearer Evergreen than he; and everything depended upon his reaching the forest first.

      To make the best possible time, the old Man bypassed the usual winding road and relied principally upon his compass to find the way. He headed east and north over the most direct route the terrain permitted him to take, riding all day and during the hours of moon shine as well, since he knew the Men would stop at night. By the afternoon of the third day, he was catching glimpses of the dust raised by many marching feet, and at day’s end, he saw with relief the smoke of the Men’s campfires was only slightly ahead of his own present position.

      He stopped briefly at a pool to rest, finishing the little food left in his bag; and then, anxious to race ahead of the “army” while he still could, he wearily mounted, and urged his exhausted horse onward.

      But the horse had begun to limp the day before, and now, after a mile or two, his gait became stumbling. Twice he staggered, the second time throwing John, who was dozing in the saddle, to the ground.

      Too tired to immediately rise, Seaborn rolled onto his back, wincing, and heard his horse drop with a sigh to the ground near him.

      For a quarter hour or so, John stared vacantly at the moon. It was high in the sky already. Still, he could rest for an hour or two—three at the absolute most—and then make a few more miles before it was too dark to go on. That would put him ahead of the “army” at last. His experience in the Ant Wars told him that the nearer the Men drew to a fight, the more they would hang back. He would have enough time to reach the cordon and see to it that the Foresters got Anne far away from the Ants before the Men arrived.

      What the Foresters did once his daughter was safe was their own business. He would have no great quarrel with the forest pickets if they turned their weapons on the advancing Men.

      Groaning aloud, he decided if he were going to rest, there was no reason he shouldn’t first make his horse, poor animal, as comfortable as possible. On his hands and knees he crawled to where the beast lay, and began unbuckling the saddle girth.

      As he worked, something about the awkward position in which the horse held one hoof caught John’s attention. Taking it into his hands, he peered closely at it. Despite the darkness, he saw clearly it was not only split through, but broken to pieces.

      Plenty of Men who knew him would have stated without hesitation that John Seaborn was sometimes thoughtlessly cruel to men. None, however, would have said the same of him with regard to animals. Common sense dictated that he simply leave the doomed horse (who would likely never rise again) and walk away—for safety, to the Men’s camp. John never considered doing this.

      Instead, he exerted himself to finish, as gently as he could, unsaddling the unfortunate horse, thinking as he did so that if ever a beast deserved to be dispatched as quickly and painlessly as possible, this was surely that beast. Having no other means than his sword to perform the act of mercy, John reckoned as best he could where the heart lay in the horse’s great chest, placed the tip of his weapon against the animal’s side at that spot, and threw all his weight onto the hilt.

      The sword penetrated cleanly between two ribs; but to John’s great consternation and regret, the horse did not immediately die. As John watched, tears in his eyes, the animal briefly flailed, his eyes rolling wildly in his head. Then he lay for a moment drawing deep, shuddering breaths before at last, with a sort of groan, finally succumbing. Only when the animal had found peace did John approach the still body and attempt to reclaim his sword.

      He found the weapon stuck quite fast. Sinking down upon the ground again, Seaborn told himself that another five minute’s rest to recruit his strength was what he needed. But when after five minutes, and then ten, his arm still proved too weak for the task, he muttered, “Well, what good would it be anyway?” and turned away. A single sword against a party of Ant raiders would be worthless, he told himself.

      Aching in every joint and muscle, the old scholar picked up his walking stick, consulted his pocket compass, then started wearily in the direction of Evergreen again. He calculated he had at least twenty or thirty hard miles yet to go.
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      Once the ice had been broken between them, the relationship between Deer and Posthumous immediately resumed on its old footing. The single difference was that Deer, feeling how thoroughly he had disgraced himself, was humbler than he had once been—so much so, in fact, that when the master met him walking in the woods one evening and suggested he might name Deer an official forest scholar, with the right to attend meetings of his quarter’s council, Deer demurred.

      “I’ve neglected my responsibility to River long enough,” he said. “If you say I may, I’ll go with the next mail party, retrieve him, and give him back to his mother.”

      “Let the mail party go get him without you,” Posthumous replied. “I need you in the council. Officers like Silver and Osmunda are knowledgeable about their own departments, of course, but they can’t give me advice in the larger issues that face us. We’re sliding toward war, Deer; and in your quarter, I have only Cade to depend upon.”

      “Snow?” asked Deer tentatively. He had a high regard for his sister in law’s intelligence, and through her work she had seen war before, of course.

      But the master shook his head. “Snow tells me she can’t bring herself to countenance war under any circumstances but a direct Ant attack on Evergreen. She’s asked that I take Roar onto the council in her place.”

      “She’s thinking of Heron,” Deer suggested.

      “Heron—and Anna, too. The nearer we get to war, the nearer we are to being forced to ‘settle’ our Ant problem; and any settlement we contrive is likely to break Anna’s heart.”

      At that moment, the underbrush nearby crackled, and an instant later a figure, shadowy in the gloom, suddenly burst upon them.

      Force of habit made Deer interpose his body between the figure and his master.

      “Stop where you are!” he cried hoarsely. “Who are you? State your business!”

      The figure, luckily, was only one of Evergreen’s own pickets.

      Seeing that the picket was young, and that he flinched visibly at Deer’s rough tone, Posthumous asked mildly, “Yes? What is it you think we need to know?”

      The picket said, breathlessly, “A Man. An old Man.” He gestured toward the south. “In our forest.”

      “What Man? What does he want?”

      “He wants you, sir.”

      Together, Deer and Posthumous turned toward the south and started quickly forward.

      Falling in beside them, the picket explained, “He says Men are coming—other Men. A lot of them. They want to slaughter the Ants in the Little Woods.”

      Posthumous’s expression suggested that he hardly knew whether to believe this. “How do you know? Who told his message to you?”

      It took the young picket a moment to understand what the master was asking.

      “Oh!” he exclaimed then. “I didn’t need any translator. The old fellow spoke in our language.”

      Deer and Posthumous exchanged glances. Grim-faced, Deer asked, “What exactly did the old Man say?”

      “He said, ‘Tell your master, hundreds of Men are coming. They want to kill the Ants.’ Then he said several times, ‘Get her out of there.’ I asked him who he meant by ‘her,’ and he said, ‘Anne.’ I assume he meant ‘Anna,’ sir, and was having difficulty articulating the name. He’s in very bad shape. I think he must have come a long way.”

      Alarmed, Posthumous asked, “Is Anna in the Little Woods?”

      The picket nodded. “She was, sir. I sent another picket to bring her out and to call back the pickets guarding her. I thought we might need them here.”

      “Good. You’ve done well,” the master told him. “Where’s the old Man now? Still at the border?”

      “I’m not sure, sir. I called for help, and as soon as other pickets came I put them to work making a litter to carry the old fellow, and then came to find you. I think the Man’ll have to be brought to one of our infirmaries. He’s in very bad shape, as I said.”

      Posthumous walked in silence for a moment.

      Then he said, “Go back to your captain and tell him to send out scouts then see that every available picket is called to duty. We must consider the possibility that this old Man is part of some ruse, and the Men’s aim is Evergreen itself.”

      As the young picket turned to run back into the woods, it suddenly struck Deer that there were, in fact, even fewer Men who knew the Forester language than Foresters acquainted with the tongues of Men. Stopping the picket, he asked, “This old Man: Did he say his name, by any chance?”

      “Seaborn,” the picket replied.

      When Deer arrived at the Southern Infirmary, the pickets who had carried the stretcher were still lingering outside, talking together in whispers. Looking past them, Deer saw John Seaborn on the infirmarian’s table. An assistant was washing the old scholar’s feet, which were torn and bleeding, while the infirmarian himself attempted to examine the rest of him.

      John appeared to be complaining (which didn’t in the least surprise Deer), and resisting all efforts to make him drink from the cup that was being urged upon him.

      “Take it away,” Seaborn cried hoarsely, feebly pushing at the infirmarian’s arm. He added to this a few oaths before falling back, exhausted.

      The pickets’ eyes met Deer’s.

      “He was like this the whole way in,” one whispered. Nodding and tapping his brow significantly, he said, “He must be an educated Man, to speak our language so well, but I think he may be insane.”

      “No. Not insane,” Deer replied absently. “Not entirely, anyway.”

      “But he had no horse,” the picket objected. “What sane being would walk so many miles as to do that to his feet?”

      On the floor near the table where Seaborn lay were the remains of a pair of Man-shoes, worn to bloodied rags.

      “Someone who was very determined,” Deer said soberly.

      As Deer spoke, Seaborn suffered a fit of dreadful coughing which continued for some time. Deer saw worried looks pass between the infirmarian and his assistant.

      As soon as he had recovered his breath somewhat, John began demanding (not for the first time, Deer guessed), “Get your master, damn you! Posthumous, or whatever his name is. I need to talk to him.” When the infirmarian, with soothing words, only attempted again to get him to drink, Seaborn looked as though he would have liked to have struck him, had he only had strength enough to do it.

      Saying wryly to the pickets, “You can go back to your posts. I’ll see to this,” Deer stepped into the infirmary.

      “Calm down, John,” he said, approaching the table and taking Seaborn’s hand. He spoke the Island dialect, so the infirmarian and his assistant wouldn’t understand. “The master’s already been given your message, and Anna’s safe in Evergreen.” He added worriedly, “What made you come so far alone? Where’s River?”

      Immediately, the infirmarian objected. “Don’t encourage him to talk. The Man needs rest, if he’s going to recover.”

      Irritably, Seaborn waved a feeble hand. “River’s safe,” he croaked to Deer. “But Men are coming, damn them, and…”

      “Yes, we got that,” Deer said quickly. “Thanks to you, we know about the Men, and Anna’s not with the Ants, so drink your medicine and go to sleep now. We’ll talk more later.”

      John opened his mouth to speak again, but the infirmarian took advantage of the distraction Deer’s presence provided, and in one swift gesture poured the contents of the cup into the old Man’s mouth.

      Seaborn swallowed and made a face.

      “Nasty stuff, that,” he whispered, closing his eyes. “Vile.”

      For a moment he lay still; then he roused enough to repeat, “River’s safe. Anne’s safe, too?”

      “She’s safe,” Deer assured him. “Have a good rest.”

      “The Ants…” John whispered.

      “We’ll see about the Ants,” Deer replied.

      He stayed a few moments longer, until the old scholar had begun to snore, then asked worriedly, “Will he recover?”

      As soon as the infirmarian had assured him that Seaborn’s chances were good, Deer went to find the master.

      He met him on the path coming back from the southern border.

      “The Man is Anna’s stepfather, I gather? How is he?” Posthumous asked.

      “I’m told he’ll probably live, though from the looks of him, it’ll be some time before he walks again. Is Scholar Seaborn correct in what he says, sir? Are Men coming?”

      “It seems so. The pickets rode out far enough to see what appeared to be a large camp. Not knowing what Mr. Seaborn told us, they conjectured it might be an Ant camp, but I think time and better light will prove otherwise. Did Mr. Seaborn say anything more to you? Why the Men came, perhaps?”

      Deer shook his head. “We spoke only briefly. Apparently John came to warn us to get Anna out of the Little Woods. When he heard Men were coming here to kill the Ants, he was worried Anna might be among them.”

      “A legitimate fear,” Posthumous said grimly. “She visits them at all hours.”

      He stopped then, and, grasping Deer’s arm, asked, “But—must we let the Men kill the Ants? I had planned on being able to deal with them, when the time came, in a way that would cause both Anna and the Ants themselves the least possible suffering.”

      “Can we get them away before the Men arrive?” Deer asked. “I’ll—That is, someone could lead them north, while others keep the Men occupied at the southern end of the forest.”

      Posthumous appeared to weigh this suggestion, then rejected it. “I’m reluctant to send even one picket away. How then could we keep the Men from entering Evergreen, if they were determined to do it?”

      “Not to mention,” Deer conceded, “that once they realize the Ants have been marched away, the Men might follow. No, we’ll have to kill them ourselves, where they are now. And quickly, too. I doubt the Men can be far off, if our scouts were able to see them and return again so quickly.”

      Posthumous blurted, “Oh, poor Anna!”

      The two Foresters began walking again, their hearts heavy for Anna’s sake, now.

      After a moment, hearing the master sigh, Deer suggested hesitantly, “Sir, this may be a very bad idea, but—what if we were to delay killing the Ants until the Men were gone? We could do the deed in the manner of our choosing, then.”

      Posthumous clucked his tongue unhappily. “I doubt the Men will agree to let us delay. They must be bent on seeing the Ants dead, to have come so far for the chance to kill them.”

      Carefully, Deer clarified, “I wasn’t going to ask them to let us delay. What I meant to suggest was that we hide the Ants, and claim to the Men that, whatever rumors they may have heard to the contrary, we have no Ants here.”

      The master looked briefly hopeful then relapsed into pessimism. “We must assume, I think,” he said gloomily, “that some Man or other, who may very well be among those advancing upon Evergreen, has seen the Ants with his own eyes.”

      “How—?”

      Posthumous said flatly, “The Ants worked in the open for weeks on the new cordon, besides making many trips across between Evergreen and the Little Woods to move their compound. The pickets kept careful watch, of course, but...” He shrugged bleakly.

      “I see.” Deer glanced up at the stars, as though seeking inspiration there. “Then—another idea,” he ventured hesitantly.

      “Yes?”

      “Let’s hide the Ants, as I suggested, and when the Men arrive, we’ll admit we had Ants, but claim we’ve already killed them ourselves.”

      “Will they believe it?”

      “If we offer to let the Men see that the Ant camp is deserted, they might, yes.”

      “Where would the Ants really be, meanwhile?”

      “Somewhere else,” Deer answered uncomfortably. “Somewhere—within Evergreen itself. If we mass as many pickets as possible where the Men can see them, they’ll be wary of insisting that they be allowed to search the forest.”

      The master looked as though he would reject the suggestion. After brief consideration, however, he answered, “I don’t know what else we can do. Go to Anna and enlist her aid in moving the Ants—assuming they’ll come. In the meantime, I’ll speak to my picket captains. Once the Ants are out of the Little Woods, I leave it to you to do whatever you think will help you to convince the Men that their intended victims have already been sacrificed. You’ll have to be the one to speak to them, since you know their languages.”

      Deer touched the master’s arm uncertainly. “Do you think I should tell Anna that her stepfather’s in the forest?” he asked.

      The master replied quickly, “Mr. Seaborn’s an old Man, and yet he came many, many miles to make sure she was safe. Of course you should tell her. Whether she wants to see him or not, of course, is up to her.”

      Deer discovered when he reached Anna’s house that May and Rumor still knew nothing about the situation, beyond that Cade had been called away suddenly to duty in the forest. They were concerned, but since the general alarm hadn’t been sounded, not particularly apprehensive.

      But Anna, when she saw him, cried out immediately, “Where are the Men? Are they near? We’re frightened, Uncle Deer!”

      With sinking heart, Deer realized she was speaking for herself—and the Ants.

      The pickets who had gone to the Little Woods to bring Anna home hadn’t known, of course, that whatever they told Anna would instantly be communicated even to sleeping Ants. The whole colony must therefore be aware already that a small army of Men was approaching with the sole intent of slaughtering them all. He wondered uneasily what preparations the Ants might be making at that moment; and whether, in the fear of which Anna spoke, they were still capable of distinguishing Foresters from Men.

      Consequently, without taking time for preliminaries, he said, “Before the Men come, we need to get the Ants into Evergreen where we can protect them. Can you and Doe help us?”

      He hoped that through Anna, the Ants would “hear” and be calmed.

      As Anna nodded, May asked, looking wonderingly between her cousin and daughter, “Into Evergreen? You mean, among us?” She swallowed hard. “But—won’t the Men follow?”

      Deer said firmly, “No. We can’t keep them out of the Little Woods, though. That’s why the Ants can’t stay there.”

      Abruptly turning to his nephew, he said, “Go and put your clothes on right away, Rumor. You and your friends will be needed to carry food to the pickets at their posts.”

      Deer waited until the exultant Rumor had raced off to dress before telling his niece quietly, “Anna, your stepfather’s here. After we’ve gotten the Ants to safety, do you want to see him?”

      He sensed his niece recoil slightly at the suggestion.

      “Papa’s here? Why? —Oh, gods! Did he come to kill—?”

      Deer interrupted quickly, “No. He came to warn us. It was a long, hard trip for so old a Man—almost too much for him. The pickets took him to an infirmary.”

      “Is he hurt?” Anna gasped.

      “Yes, but not badly. He’s worn out. You don’t have to go. The infirmarian gave him something to make him sleep, so he may not be aware of whether you’ve come or not. I only mention it because I thought you should know.”

      Anna hesitated, but then said, “Of course I’ll go to him.”

      “Let’s get the Ants moved first.”

      As the two started toward the forest border, Anna asked, “What do we need to do to get ready to move, Uncle Deer?”

      Again, she referred to herself and the Ants collectively as “we.” He found this disconcerting, to say the least.

      “First tell me whether they’re willing to come into Evergreen. We can turn them loose and let them make a run for the Antlands, if they prefer it.”

      Were the Ants to take one step in the direction of the Antlands, Deer grimly resolved, he would help the Men to kill them himself. He did not say this.

      “Oh, no. We want to stay,” Anna assured him blithely. “The forest is better than the Antlands.”

      “Anna, make sure all the Ants understand before they decide that our first concern must be to keep our own people safe. While the Ants are here, they’ll have to be on their very best behavior at every minute.”

      “We understand,” Anna said gravely.

      “And by ‘best behavior,’ I mean something like a Forester’s best behavior,” Deer added. “The Ants will have to do exactly what we tell them, whether it makes sense to them or not.”

      “Remember that what I know, they know.” Anna smiled. “I know how to behave, I hope. What do you want us to do to get ready? We don’t have much time, do we?”

      “No we don’t,” Deer confirmed. “The sun’s coming up already. When we get there, tell the Ants they can take anything they want with them, but they have to carry whatever they take by themselves. Have them make their clothes into bundles they can carry in their hands, and if they want their blankets, they should roll them up tightly. That way, they can easily put them over one shoulder while they’re walking. We can’t have them delaying all along the way to pick up items they’ve dropped.”

      “All right,” Anna said. “That makes sense.”

      “And no cooking pots, or beds, or anything bulky like that,” Deer added, knowing how the Ants reveled in their cozy beds and loved their food. “They can have their pots back later, probably; and as for beds, they can make new ones once they’re safe in the forest.”

      Anna said happily, “Thank you, Uncle Deer. We’re grateful to you for looking after us this way. Is there anything else we need to do?”

      “No, that’s it. When they’ve done all that, have them line up, and you can lead them into the forest. When the Men come, I’ll do my best to convince them the Ants are long dead.”

      Anna demanded, “What if the Men don’t believe it? What if they come right into the forest after us?”

      “They won’t,” Deer replied curtly. “I’m making it my job to see that they don’t.”

      Anna seemed reassured by this. Deer hoped her friends the Ants were equally trusting.

      At the cordon, Deer and Anna were joined by Bellflower and Roar, and when the four reached the Ant camp, the Ants proved to be waiting quietly for them, standing in lines, bundles of clothes in their hands, and blankets, neatly rolled, over their shoulders. Anna was the only one entirely unsurprised by the sight.

      Turning to Anna, Deer said immediately, “Since everyone’s ready, you and the Ants go back across with Roar now. The pickets will get you to a place where the Ants can camp, and I’ll meet you there later. Bellflower and I have to stay here for now and see that this place looks convincingly deserted when it’s shown to the Men.”

      Anna spontaneously embraced him, her smile radiant.

      “Thank you, Uncle,” she cried. “We’re so grateful to you! Will you allow us to show you how grateful we are?” She gestured toward the Ants, who looked at Deer expectantly.

      Uncomfortably, he said, “Just tell them to behave themselves in our forest. That’s all the gratitude any of us wants.”

      “Oh, we will,” Anna promised him earnestly. “But just the same, we want to say goodbye to you in a special way, because we understand now you’re our good friend.”

      There was no avoiding the ordeal, Deer concluded. The Ants were already stirring restlessly in their eagerness to approach and “thank” him.

      At the first move the Ants made toward them, Bellflower bolted away into one of the huts, looking sick, but Roar, apparently delighted, stood by and watched as Doe, visibly proud of her status as ambassador for the others, came forward to salute Deer. She must have found his hands very cold when she took them, for she glanced down at them with an expression of faint surprise. Though bile flooded Deer’s mouth at her touch, he struggled not to let Anna see how he felt, and to reply courteously to Doe’s stumbling “thousand thanks!”

      Then, with Doe leading the way, all the Ants passed Deer in single file, every one gently caressing his arm and crooning softly to him as they went. “Good journey,” he murmured to each, not knowing anything better to say, all the while wondering distractedly whether, in their thought conversations, the Ants now referred to him as “Uncle Deer” because Anna did.

      As the last Ant crossed the cordon and warily entered the forest hand in hand with Anna, Deer called to Bellflower, “Blow dust over everything in the huts, Bell. We want them to look as though they’ve been sitting empty for a month at least. I’ll go cover the Ants’ trail.”

      As John Seaborn had anticipated they would, when the time came for the marchers to make good on their campfire boasts of their prowess as fighters, they proved reluctant to advance the last few miles and actually confront the Ants. Before the pickets came to report that the Men were breaking camp, Deer and Anna had time to visit the Southern Infirmary.

      Initially reluctant to let them in, when Deer had explained the situation, the infirmarian took Anna to the old man’s bedside, warning her on the way she could expect little response from Mr. Seaborn, given his condition.

      Anna’s stepfather was sleeping heavily, his breathing harsh, and his sunken eyes ringed with shadow. His walking stick, missing its tip and showing other signs of hard usage, lay across the table at his bedside. Anna looked between it and her own forest-made cane and unconsciously shook her head.

      Deer warned her in a whisper, “We can only stay a minute. Mr. Seaborn needs his rest.” Then he retreated a few steps, to allow her what privacy he could.

      Anna sat down on a chair by the bed, not taking her eyes from her stepfather’s face. For several minutes, she sat silently studying him.

      Deer wondered whether anything about the old Man lying before her could have been familiar to his niece. The John Seaborn she had seen march away to war—assuming she remembered anything about him at all—had been a sandy-haired fellow just past the prime of life. This Man was thin and gray, with lined, fleshless cheeks throwing his hawk-bridged nose into prominent relief. Deer let Anna look for as long as he dared, reviving what memories she might, and then stepped forward and touched her shoulder to summon her away.

      As he did so, Anna’s stepfather stirred.

      Ignoring Deer, Anna put out her hand and laid it gently against Seaborn’s roughly bearded face. “Papa,” she whispered.

      The old Man’s eyes half opened in response, and he stared sightlessly before him.

      “Papa?” Anna said again. “Papa, it’s Anne.” Though her words were in the Island tongue, she spoke with a Forester’s accent, Deer noticed.

      Mr. Seaborn’s gaze ranged vaguely about the room, uncomprehending. After a moment the infirmarian coughed suggestively. His weary patient, the cough implied, should rest. It was time for his visitors to be gone.

      “Anna,” Deer murmured.

      Her hand still against her stepfather’s cheek, Anna strained forward, bringing her face nearer to the old Man’s. More loudly this time, she called, “Papa?”

      John’s eyes settled on his stepdaughter.

      For a moment, he didn’t appear to recognize her, and then his expression became more acute. His mute lips formed the word, “Anne.”

      “I can’t stay, Papa,” Anna told him, probing his face earnestly with her eyes. “But I’ll come see you another time, all right? I’ll come and see you, and we’ll get to know each other all over again. Would you like that?”

      Feebly, John Seaborn nodded. With an effort, he raised his trembling hand and placed it over his daughter’s.

      Taking his hand in hers, Anna tenderly kissed it. Then, laying it gently at his side, she stood up and said quietly to Deer, “Let’s go back. They’re frightened.”
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      Deer met the Men’s “army” at the Ant barracks in the Little Woods, to which the southern pickets, by means of signs, had directed it. Not knowing quite what to expect to encounter there, the Men came so warily through the woods that Deer had been listening to their clumsy effort at a stealthy advance for half an hour before the first “soldier” put his head out from behind a tree, had a cautious look around, and then remarked to his fellows with surprise, “What the—? Hey, where are the Ants?”

      Deer, leaning back, arms folded, against one of the Ants’ former dormitories, replied to this with a curt nod.

      Reassured, the Men thereupon swarmed over the Ants’ former camp, examining everything (helping themselves to a few small items the Ants had left behind). Meanwhile, since they assumed the lone Forester present wouldn’t understand them, the Men spoke quite freely among themselves.

      Their journey, Deer gathered from the conversations, had not been terribly arduous. Most of the complaints he heard were of sore feet, and the unobliging natures of some of the women who had accompanied the marchers. But along the road most of the Men had apparently lost their taste for long country walks and now wanted nothing more than to return to their homes. Though Deer felt his efforts to make the Ant camp appear long deserted were not quite so convincing as he would have liked, he hoped the prevailing homesickness of the “army” was such that the Men would allow themselves to be easily persuaded that no Ants had lived there for some time.

      Present in the group were two of a party of Men who had apparently passed unnoticed near Evergreen a month before and seen the Ants at work. One of these now made himself spokesman for all the rest, and, confronting Deer in a rather truculent manner, he embarked upon what looked likely to prove an amusing pantomime by way of demanding to know where the Ants had gone.

      Deer decided to spare the Man’s dignity.

      He said in Coastal speech, “I don’t speak your language well, but we can manage, I think. The Ants you seek are dead. They wandered too near our forest, so we captured them, forced them to cut trees for us, and then we killed them. The wood they cut we have sold to Men in the Southern Fortresstown. I presume you will allow us to contract with some of you to take it there?” From his breast pocket, Deer took a bag of coins, which he jingled suggestively.

      After that, everything was easy. An ardent competition immediately ensued to land the “contract,” which Deer allowed more Men to win than were strictly necessary to do the job, and whom he then additionally agreed to overpay. Whatever the cost in money to get the “army” to retreat from Evergreen, Deer felt, was well worth paying.

      As soon as he could leave the Little Woods, Deer went to the Hall in the southern quarter of Evergreen where the four forest councils together were holding a joint emergency meeting. Since he had not yet been officially named a member of any council himself, he took a seat among the anxious citizens observing the debate, where the master soon made a point of catching his eye. Deer’s grim smile informed Posthumous that the Men were satisfied and would soon be leaving—news which the master immediately relayed to the others.

      An audible murmur of relief swept the room.

      “Then,” said the picket captain from the eastern quarter, “if they have been dealt with, it only remains to discuss what should be done about the Ants. Obviously we can’t let Men decide whom we execute or permit to live. But when the Men are gone? Keeping fifty-eight enemies in the heart of our forest is quite another thing from tolerating a dozen, as we did before.”

      “We learned a great deal from that dozen,” Posthumous said calmly. “How much more might we learn from fifty-eight?”

      Some nodded in response to this, but a kitchen master said darkly, “Oh, no doubt we’d learn more still from two hundred, or a thousand. But at what point does the risk exceed the benefit derived?”

      “And not only that,” someone else added, “but any living being kept for research purposes—even an Ant—has to be at least minimally fed, clothed and housed, doesn’t it? Our resources are always strained. Even if the pickets can guarantee our safety, the necessary food and other supplies for fifty-eight Ants would be a serious tax on our resources.”

      To Deer’s surprise, Snow—once one of the most vociferous against allowing the Ants to live—spoke up to defend them.

      “It’s not that I don’t think our Ants, and all Ants, ought to be killed,” Snow explained. “But they did such a good job cutting the new cordon… Master, there’s so much work to do in Evergreen. Couldn’t we at least keep the Ants longer if we put them to work?”

      The forest stable master broke the brief silence that followed this request, saying hesitantly, “I might be in favor of keeping a few of them, perhaps. The ablest.”

      Other voices spoke up in favor of this position.

      “A dozen was not too many,” someone pointed out. “We could keep a dozen or fifteen.”

      Before replying to this remark, Posthumous again made a point of looking out across the anxious audience to catch Deer’s eye, a question clearly framed in his glance. Deer answered it with a faint nod.

      The master cleared his throat. “A plan to keep a dozen may in fact be unfeasible,” he said. He then explained there would be difficulties associated with keeping a subset of the Ants, as the race was apparently telepathic. “What we do to any, the others will know. Therefore, I’m afraid, the only possibilities are that we allow all of the Ants to live, or none.”

      The councilors reacted to this with dismay.

      “Telepathic? I didn’t think such a thing was even possible. Are you certain?” Garden Master Silver demanded. “And if you are, why haven’t we been informed of this sooner?”

      Cade spoke up quickly. “We’ve only just discovered it.”

      As Deer was aware that Cade had known for some time about the Ants’ telepathic abilities, he suspected the picket captain lied to spare his master the necessity of doing so. Deer admired him for this.

      “And you say that means we can’t kill them?” Silver repeated, aghast.

      “Certainly we can kill them,” Posthumous replied. “But it’s all or none.”

      “I vote none, then,” Snow said, adding, as Silver half rose from his chair in outrage, “at least until the Ants have re-sited the western gardens.”

      Deer smiled to himself at Snow’s cleverness. The western gardens were Silver’s purview, and he’d wanted them re-sited for ten years at least.

      Silver hesitated for a moment, his mouth gaping, then sat back down.

      The northern quarter had gardens and a garden master, too, who was quick to suggest that her gardens needed attention as well. A kitchen master who thought his kitchen chimneys should be rebuilt, and the stable master (tasked with building up Evergreen’s supply of horses in anticipation of the coming war) then also indicated they could be persuaded to let all the Ants live, too, so long as the creatures worked for what they ate.

      Silver conceded, in a much milder tone, “Well, if we can find the food to feed them, I suppose I wouldn’t be entirely opposed to keeping them for a while longer.”

      As soon as he said this, councilors from all four quarters of Evergreen clamored for an opportunity to employ Ant laborers, and the motion Posthumous promptly made to keep the captives alive for the time being was approved.

      As they left the Hall, Deer expressed his surprise to his sister in law that she had spoken for the measure.

      “Oh—Anna wants it,” Snow said sheepishly. “And what Anna wants, Heron wants, too. They’re my children. What else can I do?”

      It was now understood forest wide that, in time, Anna and Heron would marry.

      Before Deer could answer this, Snow asked hesitantly, “This Man we have in the woods, Deer: He’s Anna’s stepfather, May tells me. Is that right?”

      Deer nodded. “He was married at one time to her mother, but he’s not Anna’s father.”

      Snow wrinkled her forehead worriedly. “Then who—who was her real father? Does Anna know?”

      From her expression, Deer saw that Snow already suspected what the answer to the first part of her question might be.

      “Anna’s father was exactly who— what—you think he was,” he told her gently. “And Anna knows, yes. So does Heron, who insists that it makes no difference to him.” Feeling that it would be best to speak plainly and so begin the process of accustoming Snow to the idea, Deer said, “Any grandchild of yours—my grand-niece or -nephew—will therefore be one quarter Ant.”

      Snow shuddered and turned away. Deer guessed that, as it had been with him, it would take Snow time to adjust to the idea of Anna as the daughter of an Ant.
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      Next day Deer went to the southern infirmary, hoping to talk with John Seaborn. Though repeating his earlier assurances that his patient would ultimately recover, the infirmarian said the old scholar was presently unable to bear the strain of a visit, and Deer went away again.

      On the second day, John was better overall, and Deer was admitted, but he found his friend still too drowsy from the drugs he had been given for any rational conversation. Seaborn asked repeatedly whether Anne was safe, but was unable to remember from one moment to the next that he’d already been reassured on the point. After a quarter of an hour, he dozed off mid-query.

      When Deer came on the third morning, he saw John through the infirmary window sitting propped up in his bed and looking much stronger. The old scholar’s mood, however, was not exactly sunny. Before Deer had gotten through the door, he could already hear him fretfully demanding of the infirmarian to know whether his daughter was well and safe.

      From the doorway, Deer said heartily, “Anna’s fine, John. I’ve just left her. Lie back and rest, can’t you? How do you expect to get well if you won’t rest?”

      Seaborn turned, brightening at the sight of his friend.

      But then, gesturing Deer imperiously to his bedside, he scowled and said, “Damn it, I thought I heard somebody say you had brought those Ants into the forest. Did I dream it?”

      Deer pulled up a chair, continuing to smile. He was determined to jolly Seaborn along. “No, it’s perfectly true,” he admitted. “All fifty-eight are camped in the heart of Evergreen, shivering with terror every time they look around themselves and see nothing but trees.”

      John fixed him with a disbelieving stare. “Do you think that’s wise?” he asked coldly. Then, remembering his manners, Seaborn quickly moderated his tone. “It’s not my business how your master runs his forest, of course, but with that damned ‘army’ to keep an eye on, your pickets must be pressed. Do you have plenty of guards on those creatures? Don’t let Anne near them unless they’re well guarded!”

      “Anna’s fine,” Deer repeated. “We have plenty of pickets protecting her.”

      “How many, though?” John persisted. As he spoke, he struggled to sit up higher.

      From where he was working in the adjoining room, the infirmarian called, “Scholar Seaborn, lie down, please!”

      John, chastened, fell back against his pillow and made an effort to appear calm and unstressed. “Gods! I hate that fellow!” he muttered in the Island tongue.

      Deer laughed.

      After resting a moment, John said, “Then the ‘army’ isn’t causing you too much trouble? No? There’s a miracle for you. What’re they up to, then?”

      Deer began cheerfully, “Oh, nothing much. Engaging in the usual favorite pastimes of Men…”

      “Drinking and whoring?”

      “Hunting and feasting. We think tonight’s feast is meant to be the grandest yet. A delegation approached our pickets this morning to hint that a contribution of a beverage other than water would be welcomed.”

      “Did they? Bastards! Your people told them ‘no,’ I hope?”

      “In a case like this, a language barrier is such a convenience.” Deer winked broadly. “Despite the highly expressive dumb-show, the Men were unable to make themselves understood on the point. We believe they’ll leave tomorrow.”

      John smirked. Then he turned away and stared fixedly out the window for a moment. “They’re probably good fellows, most of them. Though of course, you Foresters don’t see that.”

      Surprised, Deer asked, “What gives you that idea?”

      “You Foresters have never appreciated Men. All things considered, Men are decent fellows. Life is hard out there in Men’s lands, for your information. Life is hard, fate can be cruel, and unlike you forest folk, Men have no one to rely upon in adversity but themselves.”

      Deer was about to point out that life in a forest wasn’t always easy, either; but then, soothingly, with a due regard for the lingering effects of the poppy juice the old Man had been given, he agreed with John instead.

      Despite Deer’s conciliatory tone, Seaborn continued to speak peevishly. “It’s not always a disadvantage, of course. To have no one else to depend on in adversity, I mean. A Man who depends on himself learns a kind of independence your sort never know.”

      Though growing somewhat nettled, Deer granted this might be true; though he couldn’t resist adding, “Just as one whose style of life is communal learns cooperation.”

      Seaborn glared at him. “My people don’t need to be more cooperative than they are. Cooperation doesn’t suit their characters.” He added significantly, “Even on the battlefield.”

      A note in Seaborn’s voice as he said this made Deer think the old Man was testing the waters, judging whether the topic was open to discussion or not.

      “Should I come back?” Deer asked, thinking it might be better if the threatened line of talk were averted. “Do you want to rest now?”

      “Oh, stay, won’t you? Good conversation is medicine in itself.”

      The two were silent for a moment, until John ventured, “In battle, Foresters are collaborative.” He pronounced the word in the manner of a challenge. “Whereas my people are more—individualistic.”

      “We are collaborative,” Deer affirmed, his smile growing thin. “I don’t believe it’s the custom in Men’s armies to make the sort of detailed battle plans to which everyone must adhere that my people do.”

      “Oh, we have plans, of course. It would be foolish to fight without a plan. But we’re not wedded to our plans to the same degree that— What I mean to say is, we’re prepared to be flexible.”

      Despite Seaborn’s circumlocutions, Deer understood perfectly well what the old Man was implying. It had been a sore issue with the Men’s generals during the Ant War that Foresters planned their strategies well in advance and were not easily persuaded, once an operation was underway, to modify them for the convenience of their more spontaneously-minded allies.

      Searching for words that would not cause offense, Deer said, “Our army can’t afford to be as flexible as an army of Men, perhaps. Of the three races on this continent, the forest lands contain the smallest part of the total population. By being inflexible, as it were, we conserve our numbers. We’ve managed to make the Ants wary of us. They know a formation of Foresters isn’t easily broken, and consequently, they avoid taking us head on.”

      “Which only means, of course, that when the Ants decide to take somebody head on, it’ll always be Men!” John snapped.

      Deer’s patience was nearly at an end. He was obliged to draw several deep breaths before he could answer. “Your armies might consider adopting a more forest-like style of fighting, of course.”

      Suddenly, Seaborn was raging.

      “Damn it,” the old Man cried, “why should we? There’s nothing wrong with our ‘style of fighting,’ as you term it. We’ve killed plenty of Ants with our ‘style of fighting’! Or hadn’t you noticed?”

      The words “Three Rivers” were struggling to escape Deer’s lips. He opened his mouth to let them out then firmly closed it again.

      “Go on! Say it!” Seaborn barked.

      “Say what?”

      “Say that the fact that my people were slaughtered at Three Rivers was our own fault! It’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it?”

      “No.”

      “Yes!”

      Deer said stiffly, trying hard to regain a level tone, “Things might have gone better, perhaps, had the Island’s flexible battle plan made some reference to what should be done in the event the soldiers’ line was split.”

      Seaborn replied hoarsely, “Damn it, it did make reference to a split line! It said, ‘in the event the line is split, all soldiers are to fight like the heroes they are until the Foresters have finished thoroughly scouting the area, held a few high-level conferences, agreed upon a new battle plan by means of a series of protracted debates with calls for motions, seconds and voice-votes, written the plan down and inscribed thirty-two fair copies of it—’”

      “John…” Deer said in a warning tone.

      Unheeding, Seaborn continued, “‘—distributed the copies to the relevant officers, and then deigned to mount a counterattack.’ That’s the ‘reference’ the Island battle plan made to a split line, damn it! What should it have said? What’s to be done when the Ants split a line? Do you imagine even if we’d assumed the traditional rocklike Forester configuration, one to each side of the place where the Ants, damn them forever, were pouring through, that it would have done us the least bit of good? Where were the forest troops? Damn it, did you think we could hold out forever alone?”

      The infirmarian, white with outrage, was upon them by now.

      Pointing at the door, he ordered Deer to leave, adding, as Deer hastily rose, “Scholar Seaborn, if you cannot be calm by yourself, you must take medicine that will make you calm!”

      Without even attempting any apologies, Deer bolted from the room.

      He started toward his home, the little room behind the western infirmary; and then, realizing that should Snow catch a glimpse of the fury on his face, he would likely be the next one in Evergreen forced to drink a decoction of poppy heads, he turned from the path and strode instead into the heart of the forest. The scene at the camp where Tree and his mother had been butchered—long banished to a dark, unvisited corner of his mind—rose red before his eyes, and for a few moments his hatred of Men (John Seaborn in particular) surpassed even that which he felt for the Ants.

      How like a Man—how like all Men, Deer fumed—to find someone else to blame in disaster. In what way could the Foresters have been at fault for what had happened at Three Rivers? It was in no sense even their battle. Early in the Ant War an arrangement had evolved, never codified, but systematically adhered to, in which the small but disciplined forest army was employed principally to maneuver the Ants—pushing them back, or turning them from an object as needed. Behind them swarmed the more numerous Men, forming a new line fortified with breastworks hastily thrown up to prevent the Ants from retaking whatever land or position the Foresters had forced them to relinquish.

      Deer and his troops had already done their job of driving the Ants back from Three Rivers, where the wide, level floodplain would have made it easy for them to move in any direction, raiding towns and villages at will. The Ants evidently liked the look of the land, for they resisted giving up the place, and the operation to force them back onto higher ground had been an arduous and bloody one. Tree and River’s brother Robin had been only two among the many, many casualties of the battle.

      Slowing his pace, Deer moodily reflected on his youngest brother.

      Tree had been injured in both legs, one nearly severed below the knee by an Ant’s battleax. The army infirmarians removed it entirely as soon as he was carried from the field. The remaining leg would have to come off too, they informed Deer when he visited. Their counterparts in Broadleaf were standing ready to do the surgery as soon as the wagonloads of casualties arrived there. After talking privately, Deer, Modest, and their mother had decided between them not to tell Tree of this decision until he was safe in a forest.

      His little brother had been no great thinker. Had Modest, or even he himself been left legless, they might still have found a fulfilling existence through books and conversation. But Tree—extroverted, athletic, and relentlessly active—had little patience with intellectual exercises. It had always been a comfort to Deer to remember that Tree had died never knowing the fate that awaited him.

      While the forest army rested from their exertions in the rear of the Men’s line, the Ants in their usual way spread out thinly along the entire length of the new front, cagily testing its defenses. Twice while Deer and his brothers and mother sat talking together in the invalid camp, forest scouts came to report to their general. The second time (the hour by then was late), they suggested the concentration of Ants opposite the section of line held by the Island forces was increasing.

      Modest expressed concern at this. The Island Men, he reminded Deer, were as tired as the Foresters themselves. When the forest troops had begun to push the Ants to the east, the Islanders had been obliged to make a series of forced marches to block an unexpected attempt by the Ant army to slip away northward. To pacify his brother, Deer sent a warning to the Island general, who replied with a now-infamous confidence that his line was perfectly secure.

      But in the morning, as Deer and Modest rode back toward their respective camps, couriers stopped them with the news that the Ants previously strung out along the whole of the front were now suddenly and deliberately converging upon a single point on the Men’s—the Island Men’s—line, and breaking through.

      Contrary to John Seaborn’s assertion, Deer told himself angrily, the Foresters had not delayed in the least to come to their allies’ aid.

      His own first, wild impulse was to turn his horse around and return immediately to the camp where Tree lay. The Islanders’ breached line was well forward of the Forester army’s present position, and therefore miles from his mother and brother, but he knew perfectly well what would happen if the Ants somehow managed to get to the place where the wounded awaited their transports.

      Deer abruptly stopped walking and stared down at the ground before him. He was wondering (not for the first time) whether, if he had given in to his mad urge to return to the invalid camp, he might somehow by himself have been able to organize an evacuation of the injured. Suddenly weary, he groped his way to a nearby fir tree, and lowered himself slowly to sit with his back against it.

      He had not turned and gone back to the camp, of course. Instead, he’d done his duty. He continued to his headquarters, and once there, sent for scouts to report on the situation. The Ants had pierced the Men’s line like a needle, he was told, and the rent was widening by the moment as they poured through.

      There’d been no high-level conferences, as John Seaborn maintained; no protracted discussion; no voice-votes to decide what to do. Even before the scouts had finished their reports, Deer was already shouting out orders for forest archers, foot soldiers, and a force of cavalry to be marshaled with all possible speed, and dispatched to press the Ants’ flank. A flank attack, Deer believed, would distract the Ants from continuing their forward thrust long enough for reinforcements to reach the scene.

      The hour or so until the Forester soldiers moved out seemed forever to Deer at the time—as it also must have seemed to Private Seaborn, fighting (despite his age and lame foot) in the far flank of the Island line. But in fact the forest troops had set off the instant they were all armed, armored, and the cavalry was mounted. Why would they have delayed? At stake were the lives of the Forester wounded, lying all but helpless in their camp and lightly guarded.

      By the time the Foresters reached the front, what had once been the Island Men’s line had been flattened like wheat in a hailstorm. The Men had fought bravely (Deer had to give them that), surrendering not a foot of ground but fighting to the end where they stood, and the bodies of the Ants they’d killed lay four or five deep in places. But the Ants, when they saw their enemies wouldn’t yield, didn’t do as Men would have done and seek another, easier, way. They continued to press until they prevailed by the sheer strength of their numbers; and then they had advanced, uncaring, over the very bodies of the fallen. As the Forester archers moved up, the sight—and the smell—of dead Men and Ants trampled to bloody pulp and trodden into the earth was one to sicken even veteran soldiers. More than one had leaned aside to vomit.

      The remnants of the Island army’s flanks were still fighting hard; but having been pushed to each side, they were now two separate bodies who could no longer communicate with each other across the mass of Ants streaming between them. However valiant their individual combats, with no coherent plan of attack to guide them, the soldiers’ efforts were unavailing. The Ants seemed hardly to notice them at all, in fact.

      At Deer’s direction the Foresters set out to do what the forest army did best. Disciplined formations of archers first launched a few volleys aimed high, so their arrows fell like a deadly rain down on the Ants. In response, with a single movement, every Ant lucky enough to carry a captured or crudely-contrived shield raised it over his head, while less fortunate comrades crowded close to share his shelter. The Foresters fired their arrows lower, into the bodies of their enemies. Again simultaneously, the Ants lowered their shields to cover their vulnerable side.

      They suffered many casualties; but their onward pace did not slow.

      When the archers had exhausted their arrows, they retreated in perfect order and, drawing swords, regrouped among the forest foot soldiers while the formation of cavalry moved in, employing first lances, and then, when the lances had broken in doing their gory work, their swords against the Ants. Their intention was to push like a wedge into the Ant flank and lead the foot soldiers—the Men following—through the teeming mass, arresting its forward advance and knitting up the hole in the line.

      For once in his life, Deer fought near the rear of the formation, saving himself for the moment that the Men’s line was reestablished. At that instant he promised himself he would ride like the wind to the invalid camp and reach it before any Ants did.

      But the wedge could make no forward progress, and the fight went on for hours. Although the cavalry’s stratagem was perfectly executed, and eagerly supported by the troops on foot, the Ant advance could not be stemmed. The Ant soldiers on the flank where the forest troops pressed turned all at once to face their attackers, becoming a second front, while their comrades continued to stream by behind them. As the Ants of this new front were slaughtered—and they were slaughtered, by the hundreds—other Ants simply detached themselves from the main body to step into their places. Deer wielded his sword until his arm ached and the bodies of the enemy dead had become an impediment to forward movement, but still Ants flowed through the break where the Island line had once bravely stood. It was not until late in the day that so many of the Ants were either dead or had already crossed onto the floodplain that the Foresters—far reduced in number, but still in formation—were at last able to hack their way through the stragglers and close up the gap.

      The unlucky Ants in the rear of the Ant army thereupon turned tail and ran like rabbits back toward the rocky ridges they had left that morning, chased by Men bent on exacting savage revenge for the massacre of their comrades.

      During the time that all available troops had been engaged in trying to stop the Ants, the hordes of enemies who had successfully broken through the Men’s line were pursued only by the few Foresters who had remained behind that morning in their camp. Foresters like Bellflower, who was Deer’s mounted courier, did not, under ordinary circumstances, engage in combat. But seeing the Ants passing by unopposed in the distance, she and her comrades took arms and pelted after their enemy. They were too few to defeat the Ants in a pitched battle, but they hoped desperately to turn them from their course. The head of the Ant column had a considerable lead on the Foresters. Moving as usual in perfect synchrony right and then left, sometimes scattering, sometimes re-condensing into a packed body, the Ant army would not be persuaded either to turn or to stop and face their pursuers.

      Early the next morning Deer finally reached the invalid camp, behind the main body of the Foresters’ impromptu pursuit force. The Ants had gained the camp a few hours before, and, having hurriedly looted it, already moved on. Despite knowing full well what he was likely to find there, Deer nevertheless rushed for his brother’s bedside. Friends who had arrived before him seized him by both arms before he could reach it, and compassionately turned him away. He’d caught no more than a glimpse of the Ants’ appalling handiwork; but a glimpse, of course, was all he’d needed.

      Bellflower had been one of those compassionate friends at the invalid camp. Just as Deer was thinking of her kindness to him then, he was brought back to the present by the sound of her voice coming from somewhere nearby.

      “Is there something I can do?”

      Deer raised his head with a jerk.

      Bellflower was standing a few yards from him, dressed for work, and smiling uncertainly.

      “No, no, nothing,” Deer said quickly, forcing a smile to his own lips. “I was thinking, that’s all.”

      “Not about anything happy, though, that’s clear.” Bellflower tentatively approached. “Do you want company, or would you rather be alone? I was going home. I’ll go on if I’m not welcome.”

      Deer said quickly, “How could you ever be unwelcome? Come and sit with me, in fact. I’ve just been unpardonably rude to a guest of Evergreen, and now I’m trying to think of how I can tell the master about it in such a way that he doesn’t throw me right out of the forest.”

      “Who were you rude to?” Bellflower asked, sitting down beside Deer and laying her sheathed sword beside her in the grass—the hilt toward her hand, from force of habit. “The Man in the infirmary?”

      Deer nodded.

      Bellflower jostled his shoulder comfortingly. “Well, from what I heard, the old fellow seems like the kind who might sometimes invite rudeness. I heard that, weak as he was when he was brought into the forest, he used language no one in Evergreen has heard since that time you and Tree quarreled because you put him on report!”

      “Which time?”

      “You reported your brother twice?” Bellflower gasped. “Your own brother?”

      “Why not? He deserved it.” Deer selected a blade of grass to chew, unruffled. “John probably learned his Forester from listening to our soldiers during the war.”

      Bellflower snickered. “That accounts for the language,” she agreed. “What were you rude to him about? –Or don’t you want to say?”

      Deer hesitated, then admitted, “Three Rivers.”

      “Oh!”

      “He contended we delayed in coming to the Men’s aid.”

      Bellflower drew up her knees and wrapped her arms around them. Unexpectedly, she conceded, “Maybe we did, a little.”

      Seeing Deer start, she added hastily, “Not deliberately. We Foresters don’t typically go rushing into anything, that’s all. As far as the outcome of the battle is concerned, though, it wouldn’t have mattered if we’d rushed or not. We know that now. Whether we’d seized our weapons and joined straight in on the instant, or whether we’d taken the whole day to marshal our forces and plan our strategy, the overall result would have been the same. The bulk of the Ant army would still have reached that plain.”

      Deer straightened up indignantly. “What do you mean, it didn’t matter what we did? We killed a thousand Ants at Three Rivers!”

      “Yes, but they killed us, too,” Bellflower pointed out. “Many hundreds of us, if you count the Men. That flanking maneuver you ordered should have stopped them. From what I’ve heard, it went off perfectly. But it didn’t have any effect on the Ants at all.”

      Deer nodded dully, looking away. “That’s exactly right. It was useless. We fought like wolverines, Bell, and the Ants just kept up their advance. They didn’t care what casualties they took. However many we killed, others took their places immediately—immediately—without thinking; without an order… As if—”

      Deer broke off abruptly, while Bellflower laughed out loud.

      “As if they could read each other’s minds,” she finished for him. “Gods, what a difference it might have made to have known back then that they could! But since we didn’t, it’s a good thing you weren’t able to close up that line sooner. The Ants who’d already made it through might have heard about it telepathically, and all turned back together to surround you. That might have been the end of you and all the rest of our army.”

      This hideous possibility had not occurred to Deer before, and he spent some moments considering it before asking hopelessly, “Bell, how can we ever expect to defeat telepaths?”

      Bellflower was still smiling. “Oh, I trust you scholars to figure that out.”

      The two were silent for a time. Deer was reflecting on the fact that, despite the rather lonely circumstances of Bellflower’s life—picketing was solitary work, and she went home from it to an empty house—somehow she was always cheerful.

      “Teach me to have your optimism,” he begged suddenly. “Do you honestly think an answer to the Ant problem can be found?”

      So confidently did Bellflower assert that one could and would, that Deer found his spirits unexpectedly reviving, and the two sat discussing the matter until afternoon.

      Having walked her home at last, Deer begged, “Let’s talk again soon.”

      When he left Bellflower, Deer started at once in search of the master. It wouldn’t help his cause, he decided, to wait to admit to Posthumous that he’d quarreled with John Seaborn until the forest master had heard it from someone else first.

      Near the Hall, he met Anna, coming back from the southern quarter.

      “I just talked to Papa!” she said happily. “He was tired, so I didn’t stay long, but he says he wants to see me again and tell me all about Mama. He says I look just like her!”

      “I’m sure you do. Ah— have you happened to see the master, Anna?”

      His niece shook her head. “Maybe he’s at the Hall. Did you look there? Papa asked whether Mother and Father would do him the honor of meeting him, too. That’s how he put it: ‘Do him the honor.’ That’s sweet, isn’t it? I said they wanted to, and they’d come as soon as the infirmarian said they could.”

      “Wonderful,” Deer said absently. “The Hall, you say? I’ll look there.”

      “He wants you to visit, too,” Anna said innocently.

      Deer blinked. “Me? Your Papa?”

      “Oh, yes. He specifically asked for you.”

      Deer assumed she had misunderstood.
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      Posthumous was not in the Hall; nor in the library; nor—though he was in residence there for the week—at his little house in the western quarter. Deer searched for him until late in the afternoon, when he received the discomforting news from a passing citizen that the master had gone to the southern quarter in response to a message from one of its infirmarians. Concluding from this that Posthumous now knew everything, Deer went disconsolately to his room. Lack of control of his temper had caused him—yet again—to let his master down.

      Instead of bathing and dressing to go to dinner, Deer sat brooding at the little writing desk beside his bed. For the first time since the engagement itself, he was able to go over in his mind every detail of Three Rivers without finding himself suddenly catapulted mentally onto the battlefield again; sweating and furious and as frightened as he’d been on the day he’d been forced to stay and fight, knowing his mother and brother stood in harm’s way.

      He’d always characterized Three Rivers before as a battle lost through mistakes and missed opportunities. If only the Islanders’ general hadn’t assumed his line could hold! If only he, Deer, had inspected the line himself! If only he’d ridden for the invalid camp immediately when the Ants first attacked the Men’s line; or if he’d fought in the van of his troops, instead of at the rear; or issued orders for some different proportion of cavalry to foot soldiers; or lances to arrows! And why had he ever trusted Men? It was an axiom of the forest that Men were poor and undisciplined soldiers. But then, they’d stood like stones, like Foresters themselves, at Three Rivers, and yet they’d been unable to resist the Ants.

      Still—something should have been done differently. If only he knew what that something was!

      Now Deer found himself reaching the same conclusion Bellflower had. No matter what precautions the Allied Armies had taken, no matter what strategy they’d employed against the Ants, the outcome would have been the same.

      He heard Snow outside his door, telling Heron to go on to the Hall without her.

      “I’ll see you there!” she said to her son.

      Then she added aside to someone else, “I don’t know whether he’s in there or not. There’s no light.” Rapping at Deer’s door, Snow called out, “Are you home, brother? Master Posthumous is here to see you!”

      Deer jumped to his feet at once.

      Posthumous, carrying one of the tiny goose-fat lamps Foresters sometimes used indoors at night, stuck his head into the room and smiled pleasantly.

      “Will you come with me?” he asked. “Snow’s agreed to make my apologies in the Hall. I’m going to have dinner with our guest tonight.”

      Deer shifted uneasily. “Thank you for the invitation, sir, but I think I’d better not. I— I’m ashamed to tell you this, but I’m afraid I had words with John earlier. To be frank, I doubt he would welcome my visit.”

      “Yes, I know about that, Scholar Deer,” the master said serenely. “The infirmarian was annoyed at the disturbance, of course, but he said you were badly provoked. And anyway, it seems Mr. Seaborn would welcome you. He asked for you particularly, in fact.”

      By the master’s use of the title “Scholar” in addressing him, Deer understood he was once again a council member. He silently vowed that this time, he would prove worthy.

      When Deer went to see his niece, he found that her Ants were settling quietly into life inside the forest. Though their new camp was located deep in the woods where Doe had once been held alone and, since fifty-eight Ants now had to share it, was therefore crowded, they made no complaint.

      “They feel safe here,” said Anna. Having no idea how close the four councils had come to ordering the Ants’ destruction, she communicated only trust in the Foresters to them.

      “Will they work for us if we ask them to, Anna?” Deer asked. The councilors had stipulated that the Ants could be kept only if they worked. “Will they do work that doesn’t benefit them directly?”

      “Ants love to work,” she assured him. “Just tell me what you need us to do.”

      “They can start tomorrow in the gardens,” Deer said; adding, looking directly at Doe, who stood near Anna, as always, “If they work well, I’ll see about getting new beds for them.”

      Doe smiled happily.

      In the gardens, the Ants impressed everyone by their competence.

      As Anna had already discovered, the more Ants there were gathered together, the more intelligence they displayed. They didn’t necessarily even have to be working together to benefit from “using” each other’s brains. So long as they could reach each other mentally, fifty-eight Ants were considerably more acute than two Ants, two being the minimum number who could function at all, of course.

      All day long, the Ants worked as they were directed; then in the evening meekly washed themselves and dined. Afterwards they shared what Anna assured her uncle was pleasant, peaceful communication; and engaged in projects for their own benefit, such as sewing themselves clothes. Aside from being greedy for food and possessions, Deer found them surprisingly easy guests.

      Meanwhile, Deer and Posthumous and John Seaborn together devised a series of experiments intended to gauge the extent to which the Ants’ unified thought processes could be disrupted. For safety’s sake, such experiments had to be conducted with great caution, without any visible display of weapons or anything else the Ants might perceive as a threat, but the results were promising. Taken by surprise, the Ants’ confusion briefly rendered them helpless as they mentally sought consensus.

      “The whole race will be much less lethal at our next encounter,” Deer commented with satisfaction. “We’ll keep their minds in such a whirl they won’t know a sword from a spoon.”

      Two weeks after the Ants had been brought into Evergreen, Leaf, singing as she went, walked with her daughter to meet Roar on his way home from his usual picket shift. Lively, who knew the way well, ran so far ahead that Leaf was obliged to interrupt her verse to call, laughing, “Not so fast! Mother can’t keep up!”

      The little girl turned to look back, her eyes wide, and pointed down a side path, jabbering.

      “Do you see Father?” Leaf asked.

      Lively seemed to indicate she did.

      “Run to Father then!” called Leaf gaily.

      An instant later a startled shout reached her ear. Heart pounding, Leaf left the path and headed straight through the underbrush toward the place where she guessed her small daughter must be.

      “No, don’t!” Anna cried. “She won’t hurt her!”

      Gasping, Leaf burst upon the scene.

      Before her, Doe—her face glowing with delight—sat on the ground, watching entranced as Lively fearlessly approached her. Anna was bent over the Ant, talking to her in a low voice; and behind Anna and Doe stood two pickets, one hand on their swords’ hilts, and the other raised to indicate to another dozen Ants gathered there that they were not to take so much as a single step in the child’s direction. Lively had come upon—not her father—but an Ant work party, being moved from one place in the forest to another.

      The Ants, usually fearful of weapons, were paying not the slightest attention to the pickets or their swords, though they stood still, as they were bidden. The attentions of all of them were entirely engrossed by the sight of Lively; and all of them, Leaf noticed with surprise, were smiling.

      Only Anna glanced up at Leaf’s panicked approach, and she was smiling, too.

      “It’s all right,” she assured Leaf tranquilly. “Doe loves young ones. She’s seen Lively a few times before, but only from a distance. Is it all right if she has a really good look at her? She’d like that.”

      Leaf was already reaching for her daughter, ready to snatch her up and run out of danger, when something in Doe’s face, some hitherto unobserved softness there, made her hesitate.

      Swallowing nervously, Leaf said, “She may look, I suppose. You won’t let her come too near, will you, Anna?” She hovered over Lively anxiously as the little girl took another step toward the Ant.

      In the face of any attempt to restrain her, Lively took after her mother in being quick to assert her independence. Before Leaf could stop her, the child marched straight up to the Ant.

      Anna had apparently already made it clear to Doe that she was to keep her hands folded in her lap. Though it was obvious from the look of longing in the Ant’s eyes how much she wanted to hold and cuddle Lively, she sat stock still, grinning broadly, as the child explored first Doe’s clothes, and then her hair and face with her busy, and none too gentle, little fingers.

      When Lively’s interest in these things waned, Doe, clearly desperate to keep the child near, raised her hands (still clasped) to point out the embroidered figure on her jacket.

      “See, baby?” Doe said. “Pretty. Good Doe is pretty.” Doe’s voice was somewhat thick, and her words were not quite clear.

      But Lively understood her, and as the child leaned closer to examine the picture, Doe drew her breath deeply, as if smelling her. Behind her, all the other Ants half closed their eyes and drew breaths, too, as though learning Lively’s scent from Doe.

      Leaf heard a step behind her, and then Roar’s hand closed—hard—on her arm. He, too, stared at the scene before him with amazement; until Lively, turning, saw him, and forgetting the Ant at once, ran to her father with delight.

      Anna straightened up and greeted Roar, while Doe got clumsily to her feet, her eyes still on Lively.

      “Doe thinks Lively is the most beautiful child in the whole world,” Anna smilingly announced. “Which, of course, she is.” Indicating the other Ants, who, like Doe, also looked sad to see Lively in Roar’s arms and obviously soon to be taken away, Anna added, “They all think she’s beautiful, in fact. And we liked your song, too, Leaf. We could hear you singing before we saw you.”

      While Leaf stammered her thanks for this, Roar was gravely watching Doe watch Lively.

      “Do you want to hold her for a minute?” he asked Doe abruptly.

      Leaf stared at her husband, too shocked to speak. Behind Anna, the Ants stirred, and the pickets—desperately outnumbered—half drew their swords.

      “I think it’s all right,” Roar said. “I’ll stay close.”

      Roar was much too experienced a picket to approach an Ant with his hands full and a knife on his belt. Gesturing the delighted Anna to him, he gave the baby to her instead, and Anna, after enjoying a brief snuggle with Lively herself, ordered Doe to sit down again.

      “We can’t have you dropping her,” she warned Doe sternly.

      Doe dropped like a stone onto her bottom, her face transfigured with joy.

      The Ant chuckled aloud as she hugged the baby; and, nuzzling her pink cheek, crooned to her in the way members of her race sometimes did to one another. The other Ants crooned too, from where they stood intently watching; and in unison with Doe, held up one finger for Lively to twine her own about. When Lively, after a brief hesitation, grasped Doe’s finger, all twelve seemed to feel it, and to marvel together at the tininess of the little girl’s hand.

      Lively, of course, was soon bored with being caressed and with playing with Doe’s buttons, which the Ant proudly pointed out to her. Buttons were a source of endless fascination to Doe, but Lively was not impressed by them. After a few experimental tugs at the Ant’s ears and hair, she was ready to be handed back to her father and borne quickly from the scene at the urging of her terrified mother. At Anna’s prompting, all the Ants (in perfect synchrony) waved their hands to the retreating couple and their child, as Doe called out in her hoarse Ant voice, “Goodbye, goodbye, baby.”
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      After many days, John Seaborn was finally well enough to go home.

      He admitted to Deer he was somewhat reluctant to leave. He had been an object of great interest in the forest, holding court nightly in the infirmary, first; and then, when he was stronger, at a guest house. Picket captains and Ant War veterans visited to talk, as well as other forest citizens who had nothing particular to say on the subject of how to fight Ants, but who wanted a closer look at a member of that strange species, Men. Seaborn spoke expansively (and sometimes tartly) to all comers—except to the master, to whom he was always respectful. Had it not been for the fact that he was obliged to submit daily to Roar’s regimen, Deer suspected the old scholar would have angled to stay much longer in Evergreen.

      “This is the life, my friend,” he told Deer, looking around himself contentedly. “Your people have created a paradise here. I confess I was wrong in nearly everything I thought life in a forest would be. I remember I once compared the Forester practice of exiling unsatisfactory citizens to dumping one’s garbage on a neighbor’s property, but I’ve changed my mind about that. Whatever has been necessary to your people to foster the peace and harmony I see here has been entirely justified. Anyway, the exile of someone like Fisher is a boon to both our populations.” After a moment’s thought, Seaborn added, “Although I can’t imagine now why Fisher ever left.”

      “He was bored.” Deer grinned. “It’s possible you might get bored too, if you stayed longer. Our ideal is to be cooperative, you know, and you have a very independent character.”

      John bristled at this. “So do you,” he retorted. “And I don’t see you leaving.”

      Deer didn’t care to reveal how close he felt he’d come, once or twice, to being exiled. He joked instead, “Oh, there are certain annoying privations involved in living life in a forest. No cereal crops with which to make cake or beer, for example.” He knew John had a childlike love for cake, and he was resigned to John’s drinking.

      Seaborn flushed deeply. “Oh, as for that, you might as well be the first to know I’ve given it up.”

      “Cake?” Deer asked, surprised.

      Red-faced, Seaborn admitted, “No. Drink. I’m done with it. I should have been done with it years ago, in fact. I owe it to my— wife. To Muriel.”

      “A town offers many temptations, of course.”

      “None that could sway me,” Seaborn replied in a firm tone.

      Deer guessed that, having risked his life to ensure his daughter’s safety, the old Man’s conscience no longer required alcohol as an anodyne to the constant pain of remembering how he’d abandoned her mother.

      “We’ve enjoyed having you, John,” he replied affectionately.

      Seaborn’s journey home would be made, at the infirmarian’s insistence, in a wagon, and he would travel with a mail party for protection. Bands of Ant raiders now roamed the wilds constantly, sometimes attacking settlements, though fortunately to little effect so far.

      Deer told Seaborn, “Our pickets retrieved your horse’s saddle and bridle. You can take them back to town with you. They brought back your sword as well, but Master Posthumous hopes you’ll allow us to replace it with one of ours, as a token of friendship. Everyone in Evergreen has cause to be grateful to you.”

      “Oh,” John said wryly, “I doubt I deserve any gratitude. But as it’s common knowledge that you Foresters produce the finest swords made anywhere, I’ll certainly accept your ‘token,’ with thanks. Though I admit I hope I’ll never have occasion to use it.”

      “I’d never wish on anyone the necessity of drawing a weapon,” Deer agreed.

      They walked on, Seaborn leaning on Deer’s arm, until John suddenly asked, “Can we sit? Can we find someplace to sit and talk where we won’t be overheard?”

      When they were seated on a nearby bench, John began immediately, “I said a moment ago that Forester swords were the best in the land, but it’s not just your swords, is it? It’s anything made from your steel. The best steel is found in forests. We all know that.”

      “Yes. It’s not actually found in the forests, though. It’s made. In Broadleaf, principally.”

      John nodded thoughtfully. “Do you know the secret of making it? I’m not asking you to tell me what it is; I’m just asking if you know it. There is a secret, isn’t there?”

      Neither Men nor Foresters smelted metals from raw ore—a process both races had read about in the Ancient Texts, but which they had no need to learn, since scrap metals of all types could still be found in the ruins of the Ancestors’ towns and cities. Both races took full advantage of the fact that most existing metal objects, however battered and corroded, could be melted down and entirely re-formed to meet present needs. But centuries before they had discovered, to their surprise and frustration, that to re-melt steel made it brittle. The Men regretfully contented themselves thereafter with merely reshaping found steel; and the weapons and other steel tools they produced were highly variable in quality.

      The Foresters, meanwhile—less pressed in their forest strongholds by the Ants—had time and opportunity to make a painstaking study of Ancient Texts on metallurgy. From them they learned to reduce the steel they recovered to iron again, and then to re-alloy the iron to make many different types of steel. Not only were Forester swords fine, but their crossbows, which utilized spring steel, and their vehicles (few, and mostly for use indoors, since there were no roads in a wood), which had steel axles and bearings. The Foresters had, in fact, more devices utilizing steel parts than the Men were permitted to know of.

      Not caring to give too much of this away, Deer replied carefully, “It’s not a secret; it’s a matter of research.”

      “Aye,” John agreed fervently. “And you can make things larger than swords of steel, can’t you? The beams that support your great Halls: They’re of steel, not wood. Isn’t that so?”

      “Some are steel,” Deer agreed, “where they have to support great weight.”

      “Steel is what’s needed. Steel is what’s needed to make cannon.”

      Astonished by this sudden change of topic, Deer recoiled. “We don’t make cannon with our steel,” he said indignantly.

      “I’m not implying that you make cannon—though I think you should, in fact, damn it! But it’s not my place to tell you what you ought to do. I owe you Foresters a great deal. Not my life. My life’s a worthless thing. But I owe you for Anne’s life, and hers is very precious. So in gratitude I want to give you this warning: Cannon will be made, Deer. It’s up to your people to decide whether they’ll be Forester cannon, fit for use; or Men’s poor efforts.”

      Deer, still mentally reeling, repeated, “Men will make cannon?”

      “Oh, aye,” John said positively. “They’re making them now, not far from the Southern Fortresstown. We all know they once existed. In my own library I have a dozen Texts that refer to them. Men are determined to have them again—cannon and any other advantage they think they can gain over the Ants.”

      Deer retorted stiffly, “New weapons are no advantage. The Ancients fought Ants with weapons more powerful than any cannon we could possibly make now, and the Ants seized the weapons and turned them against men.”

      “I tell you, it’s no good to argue with the facts,” Seaborn insisted. “However immoral they be, however many more Men than Ants they’re likely, in the end, to kill, cannon are being built. The only question now is whether the cannon we have when we next fight the Ants will be made from good steel or bad.”

      Deer said nothing for a long time.

      Finally he answered, “Thank you for the warning. I’ll pass it on to the master.”

      John nodded shortly. “Do that.” He started to rise.

      Impulsively, Deer caught his arm and pulled him back down.

      “What’s wrong with Men’s steel?” he asked intently. “What’s wrong with the cannon they make?”

      Seaborn’s eye glinted with triumph.

      “Understand that I’m not in the confidence of those who are behind the project to make the damn things,” he apologized. “I’ve gotten hints, that’s all. The cannon apparently keep blowing up, damn them.”

      “Blowing up?”

      “Aye. It seems they work well for a time or two, and then—boom! It’s thought the quality of the steel is the problem, but no one knows for certain. All that’s sure is that the tubular part of the devices—”

      “The barrel,” Deer suggested.

      “The barrel, as you say,” John agreed eagerly. “The barrel splits, or shatters, or fails in some manner. Not all of them, but many.”

      “I see.”

      “Deer, the cannon will be made. With or without your people’s help or permission. But if you Foresters were to help, think of the difference such a weapon could make on the battlefield! It might determine whether Ants or humans rule this land, and whether we advance, or whether the Ants continue to drag us back every time we gain a few weary steps along the road of progress.”

      “Cannon aren’t progress!” Deer asserted. “Self-mastery, ethical principles, moral excellence—the extent to which we attain these represents the only true progress.”

      “Aye.” Seaborn folded his arms across his chest. “But only the living care a damn for ‘moral excellence,’ and the Ants will see us all dead if they can. I only offer you a warning, Deer. I owe you a warning.”

      When he had regained his composure, Deer repeated, “I’ll pass along your words to Posthumous, and if he gives me leave, I’ll write you what he says.”

      Two days later, his new sword in the scabbard hanging at his belt, John Seaborn left the woods in true Forester style, with garlands about his neck and a singing escort to the border. Once there, he was loaded with other gifts; an embroidered shirt from Heron; a new walking stick from Anna of the style she used herself, and marked with her name-sign, a tiny hummingbird; and a small portrait of Anna drawn by Heron but presented by Cade and May. The picture was enclosed in a leather folder, and when John opened it to show the picture to Deer, tears stood in his eyes.

      “She is so like her dear mother.” He looked fondly between the picture and Anna herself, who was giving a letter addressed to River to a member of the mail party. “But for the curl of the hair, I could easily imagine this was a picture of Maggie when I first knew her. Maggie’s hair was dark, like Anne’s, but it was quite straight, and flowing.” Then John flushed. He must be remembering, Deer thought, that all Ants had curly hair.

      “Good journey to you, John.” Deer put out his hands. “I hope I see you again soon.”

      Seaborn did not immediately take the proffered hands. Instead he asked thoughtfully, watching where Anna moved from one member of the mail party to another, saying her goodbyes, “There must be others, yes?”

      “Others?” Deer asked, not understanding. “Pictures of Anna, do you mean? Yes, I’m sure there are. Do you want me to ask Lark or Heron to send you copies?”

      “No, not pictures.” John shook his head. “Not that I wouldn’t like to have more pictures,” the old scholar corrected himself quickly. “But what I meant was, other children like Anne. Other—Ant-humans. There must be others whose mothers didn’t—couldn’t bear to…you know.”

      “I suppose there must be,” Deer agreed. “Why?”

      Anna turned and started toward Deer and her stepfather, smiling.

      “No reason,” John said hastily. “Just an idle thought.” He took Deer’s hands then, and warmly pressed his cheek.

      “Good journey, John.” Deer withdrew, to allow father and daughter to speak privately one last time before parting.
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      The day after John Seaborn left the forest, Deer asked for a meeting with the master.

      Along with the mail party who served as John Seaborn’s escort home had come letters, of course; and the two began by sharing news they had received.

      Deer had gotten a letter from River, frantic in tone, begging to know what had become of John.

      “It’s clear that when River wrote his letter to me, he was braced to hear back that John was lost in the attempt to warn Evergreen,” Deer told the master. “He’s seen John on a horse. Unfortunately, long before River receives my reply, he’ll have heard from the Men their version of what happened when they got to the forest, and be imagining the Ants are dead, too.”

      “Yes. The long delay involved in any exchange of information is a handicap to us. We should have the telegraph.”

      “Should we?” Deer asked, startled.

      “I think so. I’ve written to River about it.” The master folded the letter he’d been looking at and put it aside. He said quietly, “I think you should know, Scholar, that the captain of the mail party who brought River’s letter was under instructions from Calluna to bring River himself, but River refused to return. He said his work with Mr. Farmer was important, and he would leave it only in response to a direct order from me.”

      “It’s my fault. I set him a poor example. Please let me do what I can to mend my error. Order him home immediately and I’ll make every effort—”

      Posthumous cut Deer off with a raised hand. “River’s work is important. And if he wishes to exercise his right as an adult to make his own decision as to what work he’ll do, I won’t interfere.”

      “But—his mother?”

      The master grimaced; but rather than answering this, he asked Deer what he had come to speak to him about.

      “Another troubling matter,” Deer admitted. “John told me the Men are building cannon. If what he says is correct, they’re not having much success; but knowing Men, they’ll persist.”

      Posthumous replied with a curt nod. “The other forest masters and I have been in communication about it for some time.”

      Deer understood he was not welcome to press the matter further.

      At the next council meeting, Snow was not among the councilors. Posthumous had warned her it was time for Evergreen to plan for war, and she had immediately resigned her council seat to Roar. Everyone knew the reason for Snow’s absence, and the mood in the room was more than usually solemn.

      At Posthumous’ invitation, the stable master made the first report, relating to the number and condition of Evergreen’s horses.

      “With the Ants’ help,” he reported, “we cleared a new pasture, and added to the stables. Seven mares are in foal, but of course, those will only provide replacements for horses lost in battle. They’ll never be grown and trained in time for the coming fight.”

      Calluna asked, “Will war come as soon as that, do you think?”

      The question was answered by nods all around the table, to Calluna’s evident despair.

      Silver, the garden master, spoke then. “It seems the Men weren’t great eaters of vegetables, and we were able to salvage something from the Ants’ gardens in the Little Woods. Our own gardens have recently been enlarged and improved, of course. We’d better make the most of the increased productivity while we can. Once our soldiers leave the forest, we won’t have gardeners enough to cultivate so intensively. In the last war food production fell considerably, even though we neglected other duties in favor of tilling our crops.” Turning to Posthumous he asked hopefully, “Sir, might we be able to keep the Ants here in the case of war? They seem to like gardening.”

      Though the councilors had been told the Ants were telepathic, they had difficulty in grasping the concept. The master left it to Deer to explain once again that the Ants would have to leave Evergreen before war broke out. If the Ants from the Antlands, in their advance, came near enough to sense the presence of the Ants in the forest, there was a chance the captives might join their brothers; or alternatively, that the Ant army might storm the forest in an attempt to “liberate” them.

      Osmunda, less tentative than she had been in the early months of her tenure, then described the kitchen’s efforts to dry large quantities of meat, fruits and vegetables to preserve them. “I have all the recipes for military rations, and I’ve taught myself to make acorn-meal.”

      A groan went round the room at this. Acorn-meal mush was the forest’s food of last resort; a nourishing but unpalatable substance no one wanted to eat.

      Looking up from his notes, Posthumous reminded his councilors, “Sacrifices will have to be made. The best must go to the troops, of course.”

      Cade made his report next, saying gravely he expected one hundred fifty or so fully-trained pickets from his quarter to offer themselves as soldiers. “Including myself, of course—with your permission, sir.”

      With difficulty, Deer stopped himself from speaking up to protest that Cade was too valuable as a picket captain to be allowed to go to war. Posthumous granted Cade his permission.

      Then he said, “Steel must be conserved, and where possible, refashioned for military uses. It would be best if we reclaimed all useful metals from where metal isn’t absolutely required. All of you look around your departments, please, and note what steel objects you really need, and which could be given up.”

      As the master said this, Roar raised a tentative finger to ask for the floor.

      “In the matter of the steel, sir,” he began hesitantly, “it’s not widely known outside of Broadleaf, maybe, but fuel for the furnaces in which steel’s made is in short supply.”

      Posthumous, of course, knew this; but for the sake of his less well-informed councilors, he explained that within the bounds of Broadleaf Forest was an ancient coal mine, from which the citizens of Broadleaf extracted coal to process into coke. With this coke the furnaces for making steel were fueled.

      “Wood,” he told his council, “doesn’t burn hot enough to make steel; and the use of charcoal is wasteful of trees.” (No Forester, of course, would countenance the waste of trees.)

      The Broadleaf coal mine had been a small affair in the time of the Ancestors, and possibly only existed at all because the coal seam ran relatively close to the surface. The main shaft extended no more than half a mile or so down, and it could therefore be worked without employing any sophisticated equipment. The mine, in fact, had probably never been very productive, even with the wonderful technologies of ancient times, and it appeared to have been abandoned long before the Ant cataclysm. Not understanding the uses of coal, the Ants at some point had stripped the mine of whatever machinery it had once contained, but left the mine itself for the Foresters to rediscover a few hundred years later.

      Roar said, “Mining coal’s hard work. Not only must a miner have great strength and endurance, but because they labor in constricted spaces, it’s best for them to be small-statured as well. In the last war, females worked the mines, but I was wondering whether, as the Ants can’t stay in Evergreen anyway—”

      Roar didn’t finish this thought, but his fellow councilors understood immediately what he was suggesting. The Ants were strong, and small of stature.

      “But Roar, darling,” Leaf protested uneasily, “how would we get the Ants all the way to Broadleaf?”

      “I’d take them,” Roar said calmly. “I haven’t been home for years. I’d love to go.”

      “Of course,” Posthumous said. “Good idea. I doubt we can spare you twenty-five pickets for the trip just now, Infirmarian, but the project can wait until the arrival of the next mail party.”

      Roar appeared surprised. “Oh, I don’t need a whole mail party,” he said. “I can manage the Ants by myself. I’ve seen them with Lively, and they’re quite gentle. But if I may, I’d like permission for Leaf and the baby to come with me. I want to show them Broadleaf.”

      Over the horrified Leaf’s wordless sputter, Posthumous said dryly, “We’ll wait for a mail party, I think.”

      When Posthumous pronounced the meeting adjourned, he and his councilors watched with amusement as Leaf hurried red faced from the room, dragging her husband behind her by his arm.
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        * * *

      

      Deer waited until he was certain Anna was at home, then brought the question of sending the Ants to Broadleaf directly to her

      “Would they cooperate?” he asked. “Mining’s hard work—worse than anything they do in the Antlands, probably.”

      Laughing, Anna chided him. “Uncle, I keep telling you they were created specifically to work. If they were allowed to do their proper work in the Antlands, they’d be there right now, in fact. That’s how much they define themselves by what they do. Of course they’ll be miners, if that’s what you want. They’ll be whatever you tell them it’s their job to be.”

      “What ‘proper work’? They farm and they kill enemies, don’t they?”

      “Well, sure. All Ants do those things. But some Ants have special jobs, too. They aren’t all alike, you know.”

      “No, I didn’t know,” Deer said. “I thought they were, in fact.”

      Suddenly becoming much more serious, Anna explained, “In the colony, gentle Ants like Doe and the others raise the young ones.”

      Taken aback, Deer demanded, “But now they aren’t allowed to do that? Why not? From what I’ve heard, the Ants have made lots of young. They’re breeding like crazy.”

      “They are. But there are already enough Ants working in the nurseries; and the Ants want warriors now, not more child minders. When gentle Ants aren’t allowed to breed, they aren’t given any clothes or food either, and they have to go raiding if they want to live.”

      A great many things became clear to Deer when Anna said this. No wonder the raiding parties were so impotent, if they included many Ants like Doe. She was certainly no fighter; nor, in the battle with the cattle drovers, had many of her companions proved to be.

      Deer inquired warily, “Are all of our Ants child minders when they’re at home, Anna?”

      She hesitated, clearly reluctant to answer this, but when he pressed, Anna admitted, “Well, not all of them.”

      “Who isn’t?”

      “Now, don’t start worrying, Uncle Deer. Remember I’m the one in charge of us. What I say, goes.”

      “Who isn’t ‘gentle’?” Deer repeated sternly. “Just tell me. I’ll worry less if I know who to keep an eye on.”

      “Well—Nine, then. And a few others. Twenty-two, maybe.”

      For the convenience of the pickets, the Ants’ jackets had been embroidered front and back with a number by which they were identified. The Ants had accepted these as names, and were so proud of them that whenever any Ant could get his hands on a bit of colored thread, he was likely to employ it in embellishing (with strange swirls and vaguely flower-like shapes) the figure on his jacket.

      “Anyone else?” Deer demanded.

      “No, that’s all, I think. I can’t be absolutely certain, you know. They’re all gentle with me.”

      Deer was not entirely reassured.

      A few days after this, Posthumous accosted Deer walking in the woods. Deer guessed at once that the meeting was not coincidental. The place was a relatively unfrequented one, and not near any picket-post. Consequently, he wasn’t surprised when the master immediately asked, “Do the Men understand how soon we must fight the Ants again? The fact that they’re experimenting with cannon suggests they know war is inevitable. But do they understand that we must precipitate the conflict ourselves this time, before the Ants are ready?”

      “Some do,” Deer replied. “Many of my correspondents among them even recommend that we invade the Antlands before the Ants think of breaking out. –Others advocate taking more time to prepare, of course.”

      Posthumous nodded. “Then—you should know that I’ve decided to take Roar’s advice to send the Ants to Broadleaf. I’m assuming that, as they understand that Broadleaf is much farther from the Antlands than we are, they won’t be hard to convince to go.”

      Deer asked quietly, “Will they mine coal there?” He was dreading the answer. Coal, of course, was used in a forest only to fuel the furnaces in which steel was made—steel that could be used to make weapons.

      “That would be my expectation, yes. The other Forest masters and I have decided that, in the matter of this ‘cannon’ weapon, we must enter into a partnership with the Men. John Seaborn, I think, will know with whom among the Men you should consult on the subject.”

      Heartsick, Deer begged, “Must we do this, sir? We Foresters have never been the first to carry any new weapon into battle. We only adopted steel swords when they had already been introduced by the Men, and were fast falling into the hands of the Ants anyway. Since there are no cannon now, it seems to me it would be a violation of our principles to make them.”

      To his surprise, the master agreed with him. “It is a violation,” he said. “It’s against everything we stand for.”

      “Why, then—”

      “Because the Men are closer to success than they know.” Posthumous stopped walking and looked away suddenly, into the trees. “And they must not know how near they are,” he said passionately. “We must make them rely upon us for their steel.”

      “Why?”

      “Because what we build, we control. Should a coming battle go badly for the Allied Armies, I believe we Foresters will have the resolve to see that the cannon are destroyed before the Ants can take them. Whereas the Men may not.”

      Deer folded his arms across his chest. “Something in me doesn’t want to obey you in this,” he said. “I want to stand firm and say it’s better for us all to die than to forsake our principles.”

      Posthumous said nothing for a moment, as though waiting for Deer to make this argument.

      When he did not, the master turned and began walking again. “I suspect Anna will ask to go with the Ants to Broadleaf. I hope it will be some comfort to you that Broadleaf’s much closer to the Southern Fortresstown than it is to Evergreen, and you’ll therefore be able to see her often. We’re very lucky that John is both your friend and our best contact among Men, Scholar. Mr. Seaborn is one who will never, under any circumstances, betray Anna’s interests. Whatever he says to convince the Men to share the secrets of their cannon, or to fight soon, he’ll never refer in any way to Anna’s ability to communicate with Ants.”

      Deer asked heavily, “When must I go?”

      “When the Ants do. And that will be as soon as they’ve cut enough wood to carry the telegraph wires between Evergreen and Broadleaf Forests. River and I have come to that agreement. We are to have the telegraph.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Master Silverbirch, as good-natured as his nephew Roar, agreed immediately to receive the Ants in Broadleaf and put them to work there mining coal; and the Ants themselves proved eager to get as far as possible from the Antlands.

      As Posthumous had predicted she would, Anna insisted that where her Ants went, she must go as well. Because of her lame foot the young woman could not ride horseback for long distances, so a wagon was to be provided for her accommodation, which Leaf and baby Lively would share with her. Heron, the master decided, could drive. Once the Ant colony was established in Broadleaf, Heron would have to return to Evergreen and it might therefore be some time before the young lovers met again. Everything was planned to the last detail, and once a mail party had been assembled—captained by Roar and reinforced by Evergreen’s younger pickets, who needed the experience—there was no need for any further delay.

      Secrets had to be kept from Anna now.

      There was no singing procession to take the travelers to the border, because such processions traditionally began at the stables. If Anna were permitted to observe that the pastures and stables of Evergreen had been enlarged and filled with dozens of horses bought from across Men’s lands, she would inevitably deduce that the forest was preparing for war. What Anna knew, the Ants instantly knew also, of course; so the journey to Broadleaf began with only a brief farewell ceremony at the border of Evergreen itself. Leaf led the gathered well-wishers in a few traditional songs, including the one that began, “How fair is our forest,” in which all the Ants loudly joined. Then, as soon as the goodbyes of the families had been made, Heron lifted Anna into the wagon, and with a last assurance from the pickets in the watchtowers that the way was clear and safe, the group started across the cordon.

      At the moment of parting, Deer discovered to his discomfort that Ants had long memories, and were surprisingly grateful creatures. Just as they had on the day he had sent them into the forest to escape the advancing army of Men, the Ants insisted upon bidding Deer individual farewells, passing near him, heads low, each one in turn stroking his arm or back. In contrast to the first time they had inflicted this “honor” upon him, every Ant was able to reply intelligibly to Deer’s brusque “good journey!” offering him in response the traditional, “A thousand thanks.” Glancing up, Deer saw Anna looking back from the wagon, smiling proudly at this result of her intense and unremitting efforts to teach the Ants to speak. By making an effort, Deer was able to smile back at her, and wave as though he were enjoying himself.

      Then, this duty done, and feeling as though a heavy stone had replaced the beating heart in his chest, Deer kissed Snow, May and Rumor goodbye, and he and Posthumous walked together to the stables where a second mail party, also supplemented by young pickets making their first trips out of the forest, was assembling to escort Deer away from his beloved home.

      At the stables, the master took a folded letter from his pocket. “This is from Silverbirch,” he explained. “In it, he asks many questions about the Men’s cannon, especially relating to what sort of projectiles the Men might anticipate firing from them. I’m giving it to you to answer.”

      “Suppose the Men won’t talk to me?” Deer asked.

      “They must,” Posthumous said firmly. “The United Councils of all the forests have authorized your efforts to make the production of cannon a joint project of Men and Foresters. I have another letter for you to that effect,” he added, producing it. “Carry and show it as you see fit.”

      Deer was more sorry than honored to know of this extended mandate.

      “I hope you will hear from me soon, sir.”

      “Good journey!” Posthumous replied.
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        * * *

      

      Muriel Farmer, embracing Deer warmly, hardly had time to say, “Johnny’s up in the library,” before Seaborn could be heard coming down, shouting Deer’s name.

      “Gods, man,” he cried breathlessly, at sight of his visitor. “What’re you doing here? Don’t you know enough to stay where you’re well off?” Seizing Deer by both hands, John thrust his bristled cheek against the Forester’s own.

      “You look well,” Deer said. “I’m here at the master’s command. He sends you his warmest greetings.”

      At mention of Posthumous, Seaborn shot Deer a shrewd look. “Of course it was he who sent you. You’re not such a fool as to leave Evergreen unless you’re obliged to. Come and sit, come and sit… Muriel, my dear, what do we have in the house to eat? Deer’s come a long way, and no doubt he’s hungry and thirsty.”

      As soon as Muriel had bustled away to the kitchen, John said abruptly, “I have no secrets from my wife, of course. I only wanted her to be gone because certain topics distress her. You’ve come to talk about the Ants, no doubt. War against the Ants.”

      “Ants and war,” Deer agreed, “but principally—cannon.”

      Seaborn’s eyes lit. “You’re going to help us?”

      “With the cannon? Yes,” Deer said. Reaching into his pocket, he produced Silverbirch’s letter. “But before we can help, the metallurgists of Broadleaf need answers to these questions.”

      John took the letter and scanned it, his brow furrowing as he read.

      “I know nothing about any of these matters,” he said when he was finished. “I know cannon are being made, and I know they’re no good. That’s all.”

      “But you know other people who can give me more information, I think,” Deer suggested.

      “Oh, aye. I know some of them. I don’t know how much they’ll tell us, though. You’re a Forester, and I’m a Forester spy, as far as they’re concerned.”

      “A spy?”

      Seaborn grimaced sourly. “Word’s gotten about the town that I was tolerated in a forest—no one knows why—and now my loyalties are suspect. Men forget, damn them, that it’s the Ants who are our enemies.” As Muriel entered, smiling, with a tray, John finished hastily, “But we’ll see what we can learn, eh?”

      What they were able to learn was, in fact, very little at first. Though the Men they spoke to were for the most part polite, they regarded Seaborn charily, and Deer with frank suspicion. When questioned, some answered evasively, while others boldly declared they had never so much as heard the word “cannon” in their lives before.

      Deer, who nurtured a secret half hope that the Men would eventually see the folly of their plan to reintroduce guns into the world and give it up, was able to keep his temper even in the face of the most outrageous denials; but John was stung at finding himself shut out by his long-time neighbors.

      “What do you mean, you don’t know?” he shouted to one, after being told a particularly implausible lie. “It’s all there in that Text you borrowed from the library!”

      Before John could say more, Deer had to pull him out of earshot of his victim, and remind the old scholar it would do nobody any good for the Men to suspect Fisher, too. The librarian had, in fact, supplied Deer and Seaborn with the names of those to whom he had lent or sold relevant Texts; but it would obviously be better, Deer pointed out, if no one knew this but themselves.

      On the third day of their canvass, after a fruitless morning, John suggested he and Deer make a stop at a local tavern and have something to eat.

      “I want no food, myself,” he said wearily. “Conversation with asses always spoils my appetite. But I could do with a rest.”

      Deer agreed to this suggestion, though warily.

      Seeing this, John added, “I want nothing to drink, either—unless it’s water. But you’re welcome to try the beer, if you like it. It’s not a bad beverage, as I recall, but it doesn’t tempt me as much as you might imagine.”

      It was midday, and the tavern was crowded; but the barkeep spoke respectfully to Deer, and by evicting a drunken Man, managed to provide the Forester and Seaborn with a table. Deer asked for meat and bread to be served them—though he personally had little interest in the bread.

      Looking around as they waited for the food, John sighed. “I count at least three Men here who could tell us everything we want to know about the cannon, if only they would. In fact,” he added, nodding in the direction of a table nearby, “I suspect Thomas, there, could tell us exactly how the cannon barrels are failing. He didn’t lose that arm or that eye against the Ants.”

      Deer twisted about to look where Seaborn pointed.

      “No,” Deer agreed slowly. “Those are clearly recent injuries.”

      After watching Thomas for some time, Deer turned back to John. “As much as that wound must hurt him, Mr. Thomas is doing himself no good by sitting so stiffly. Roar would have him on his feet, exercising.”

      “Oh, aye, Roar would,” John agreed grimly. “Roar has no mercy at all.”

      Deer smiled. “His methods are brutal, I admit—but they’re effective. There was a time, I remember, when I sat as still as your Mr. Thomas, nursing my ill health; and for as long as I sat still, my ill health persisted. Once I submitted to Roar’s cruel system, I got strong again.”

      “You resisted Roar?” Seaborn exclaimed. “You were already stronger than you knew, then. I yielded to him immediately, whimpering like a child.”

      Then, abruptly changing the topic, John said, “I have a confession to make, Deer. You remember what I asked you as I left Evergreen? Whether there might not be other children like my daughter Anne?”

      Deer recalled it.

      “No doubt you’ll think me foolish, but I went looking for some.”

      In a lowered voice, Deer asked, “Half-Ants?”

      “Yes. I know there must have been some produced, in the chaos of the war particularly. I thought if I found one or two, I might be able to persuade them to meet my daughter, and maybe to help her manage those creatures you have her studying. Fifty are too many for her, Deer.”

      “I know they are,” Deer admitted. “But we don’t know any alternative.”

      “I thought more half-Ants might be an alternative. But it didn’t work out. I’m sorry.”

      “You found none?”

      “I found none I could be sure of. Of course, since I spoke to their mothers on no more authority than a suspicion, and asked them to tell me they had children whose very existence is forbidden under the law, I don’t know what I could have expected.”

      Deer considered this for a moment. “Can Anna help? There is one certain way to know an Ant, no matter what their mothers will or won’t tell, and that’s to ask another Ant.”

      “By the gods!” the old scholar exclaimed. “I must—”

      He was silenced by the arrival of the barman, who brought water for John as requested, and—though he didn’t remember ordering any—ale for Deer. No doubt anyone who didn’t specify what he would have was assumed, in a tavern, to want ale. Thirsty, Deer cautiously sipped it, and finding it acceptable, quickly downed the whole glass.

      The two friends discussed poor Mr. Thomas’s situation for a time. “The fellow’s in continual pain,” John said, “and with only one arm, can’t find work. It’s a sad case: He and his wife have a houseful of little ones.”

      Deer thought this over. “How do they live, then? How do they live if Mr. Thomas can’t work?”

      John replied with a grimace.

      This gloomy tale made Deer sad, and under the influence of this sadness, he called for another glass of ale.

      When it came, Deer took several long swallows.

      John pushed the bread across the table to him. “Eat,” he ordered. “Otherwise that ale is going to go your head.”

      But Deer had no appetite.

      After a moment he said thoughtfully, “Maybe we’ve been going about getting the information about the cannon in the wrong way.”

      He wasn’t aware he had spoken rather loudly until Seaborn gestured irritably to him to lower his voice.

      “Well, what’s the right way, then?” the old scholar wanted to know. “We ask, we show your letter… That letter ought to convince anyone to talk to us who could be convinced at all. One thing that’s clearly understood among my people is that when a Forester gives his word on something, it’s absolute.”

      Though Deer was naturally pleased to hear this, he felt obliged to point out, “Yes, but the letter’s only a promise, even if an absolute one. What we need to offer is something in earnest.”

      “What?”

      “Information, I suppose—since I don’t have the steel itself to give. Which Men did you point out earlier? Those two? And Mr. Thomas, of course. Well, let’s go talk to them.”

      “Are you certain about this?” John Seaborn got up, and the two walked to where Mr. Thomas was sitting.

      “Good day to you, Tom,” Seaborn greeted the injured Man heartily. He motioned to the other two Men he and Deer wanted to speak with to come over from where they were sitting, informing Deer as they came, “This is James and Robert. Sit down here, both of you. The Forester has something to say.”

      Thomas’ own friends assumed obstinate expressions and made no move to accommodate the newcomers until Seaborn, eyes glinting, said, “You’ll buy a round for the table, won’t you, Deer?”

      When Deer agreed, stools were dragged aside, seats brought for those who needed them, and the Men and the Forester ringed the small table, shoulder to shoulder. Only Mr. Thomas, Deer noted, still sat exactly where—and as—he had before, drawing himself in slightly as the others shuffled their positions, clearly fearful of being in the least jostled.

      When ale had been brought, John began, “Now, the Forester and I know you’re all involved in making those cannon things, so don’t bother to deny it. As a matter of fact, the Foresters want to help you by providing you with steel cannon barrels. But before they can make barrels, they need to know a few things about what sort of cannon you’re trying to make.”

      “We don’t need to tell them anything,” the Man called Robert said stubbornly. “We have enough steel of our own for all the barrels we want.”

      The other Men glared at him—even Thomas, with his one eye. The remark, though defiant, was a tacit admission that cannon were, in fact, being made.

      In bringing drink to the table, the barkeep had included a glass for Seaborn. Though the old Man was presently ignoring it, Deer thought John had better not be tempted too much and too long. He made the Men wait for his answer while he drained his own glass and pushed it in front of John, taking John’s full beaker before himself.

      “You have steel,” he agreed then, “but it’s not good steel.” Indicating the unfortunate Mr. Thomas, he added, “He is the proof of that.”

      The others glanced uneasily at their one-armed friend.

      Deer continued, his lip curling offensively, “For cannon, you’re going to need real steel.”

      “Our steel’s real,” Mr. Robert growled, “as you’ll see quick enough when I stick my knife into you.”

      The others quickly shushed him, John saying in his best schoolmaster’s manner, “None of that kind of talk, now.”

      Deer waved away Mr. Robert’s threat with unconcern. “Steel must be made, not found,” he said. “You can’t just melt it in a pot. Steel isn’t a single metal. It’s an alloy of metals—mostly iron, with small amounts of other metals added to it.”

      “What other metals?” one of the Men—James—asked eagerly.

      The other Men also sat forward attentively, Thomas with a grimace of pain. They were all hoping, Deer saw, he could tell them in a single breath the entire secret of Forester steel.

      “Different metals, in different amounts, depending upon the qualities of the steel to be produced,” he replied.

      The Men sat back again, looking disappointed.

      “I can’t tell you more,” Deer explained. “I’m not unwilling to; I’m only ignorant. Steel isn’t produced in my forest, and the making of it is shyly hilled work—That is, highly-skilled,” he amended, drawing his hand back from his ale with a look of surprise, as though newly alerted to the danger that lurked at the bottom of the glass.

      “I said we have steel of our own,” pronounced Robert. “We don’t need any help from you to make—whatever we might choose to make with it.”

      The others agreed with this, except James, who hinted to his fellows they might at least hear the Forester out, after all.

      Deer, meanwhile, lost the thread of what the Men were saying and studied Mr. Thomas.

      Unlike the others, who were sitting on backless stools, Thomas was in a chair, and he leaned rigidly against the chair’s back as though determined to remain as immobile as possible. At any little unintentional nudge from the other Men (who were all markedly considerate of him), he flinched and drew himself in even more tightly.

      Tearing his attention from Mr. Thomas, Deer interrupted the Men, whose discussion among themselves was becoming heated, saying flatly, “Your steel isn’t good, and you can’t make good steel by the methods you’re using. You must begin with pure iron, heat it with coke, and alloy it carefully. Only by that means can you make the kind of steel from which you can produce cannon barrels strong enough for use without being too thick and heavy to transport!”

      The Men stopped arguing and studied Deer thoughtfully.

      “What’s coke?” one asked finally.

      Deer indicated to John Seaborn he should answer this, while he himself leaned back and breathed deeply. Something—probably the heat, Deer thought—was causing the room to shimmer strangely before him.

      The Men paid close attention to what John told them, some of them from force of habit, having been schoolboys in his class years before. Significant looks passed between them as they accepted that they might, in fact, be unable to produce for themselves the kind of steel cannon required.

      James finally ventured, “Well, we have made cannon barrels that can take a full charge, but you’re right; they have to be so thick the cannon can’t be moved from place to place.”

      Robert repeated his earlier remarks to the effect that Men needed no help from the Foresters to produce steel, revising them this time to suggest that the cannon builders might be making an imminent study of relevant Ancient Texts before attempting another gun barrel.

      James, with lifted hand, interrupted him.

      “To learn all the Foresters already know would take us years, Bob,” he pointed out to his friend. Then of Deer he asked, “Why would you forest people help us? I thought your people were against making weapons and such.”

      “And I thought they didn’t drink, either!” exclaimed one of Thomas’ friends; then roared with laughter at his own joke.

      “Your ale’s very good,” Deer replied, trying to distinguish from which one of the blurred faces before him the remark had issued.

      John Seaborn raised a hand impatiently. “May we resume our earlier discussion, please? What sort of projectile is your cannon intended to launch? Are they to be solid ones, or ones meant to explode?”

      Immediately, the Men’s laugher ceased, and their aspects again became wary. They were evidently still suspicious of Deer’s motives.

      John was beginning to ask Deer to show his letter from the United Forest Councils again, when Deer announced rather pugnaciously to Mr. Thomas, “You’re doing yourself no favor to sit so still, you know. It’s exercise you need. No doubt you’re in pain, yes; but if you work through the pain, you can get past it.”

      The other Men at the table fell silent and glanced at Thomas with concern.

      “Let him be,” one said uncomfortably.

      “That’s the last thing he needs,” Deer asserted. To Mr. Thomas, he said, “As you’ve lost a limb, what you should be doing is making your remaining limbs stronger, to take its place.”

      With his one good eye, Thomas stared at the Forester. Never having met Roar, he wasn’t used to having his infirmities referred to in such an unsympathetic manner.

      Deer pulled Silverbirch’s letter from his pocket. “John, have you got a writing stick?” he asked aside. “Thank you. —Now what you need, Mr. Thomas, is an apparatus like this. Any carpenter can build it. This block here represents a weight, see? And the weight must be increased, week by week, as you grow stronger.”

      Somewhat unsteadily, on the back of the letter Deer sketched out a plan for one of Roar’s devices and explained how Mr. Thomas was to use it.

      “In six months—less!—you’ll be doing everything you used to,” he assured the doubting Man.

      Mr. Thomas, Deer saw, was hesitant to let himself hope. Glancing around the table, the injured Man said resentfully, “It’s easy for you all to talk. None of you knows how bad the pain is.”

      This remark provoked a roar of dissension, particularly among those present who had been wounded in the Ant War. More ale was called for, and drunk, as they argued the point.

      At some point that Deer was only dimly able to recall afterward, he showed Mr. Thomas how well acquainted he was with pain by stripping off his shirt to show his scars. This had the effect of moving Mr. James and another Man to do the same (John Seaborn declined). Seeing them, still another Man (who had previously been sitting and drinking alone in a corner of the room) limped forward, unbuttoning as he came, and showed his scars also. Drawing up a stool afterward, he stayed to regale the group with his own war stories. The publican brought ale so regularly that Deer eventually found it convenient simply to hand over his purse rather than to count out the reckoning each time; while Deer’s sketch, meanwhile, traveled hand to hand around the table and throughout the room. The stone sober and bemused Seaborn took it upon himself to explain to uncomprehending late-comers the uses of the equipment depicted.

      One Man, declaring he had never seen the old scholar looking so well as he had since returning from Evergreen Forest, indicated he might go home and construct such a device for himself.

      “There’s nothing wrong with me,” he shouted to John over the general din. “But one can always be fitter, eh?”

      The day ended—late—when Sarah came to the tavern to find them.

      “Come on, Mr. Deer,” she urged, shaking her head, but smiling. “Mother’s got dinner waiting. Take his other arm, would you, John?”

      “Wait,” Deer objected thickly, drawing back. “Did they agree to show us yet? John—? Did they say they’d show us the—the—” Deer shook his head, losing his balance in the effort. “Whatever it was,” he finished, steadying himself against the table. “I can’t remember.”

      “The cannon,” Seaborn reminded him, beginning to maneuver Deer toward the tavern door. “Yes. We’re to meet with them tomorrow to get the answers to your questions. And Tom’s agreed to let you come daily afterward and bully him into good health and fitness, too.”

      “He agreed?” Deer repeated, aghast. “Did I offer?”

      “You did. In fact, that was what finally convinced the last holdouts to take us into their confidence.” Seaborn winked at Sarah. “You also offered Thomas a job as a telegrapher, by the way,” he added, “provided he does his exercises faithfully.”

      “A telegrapher?” Sarah cried. “We don’t need another telegrapher!”

      “Well, you’ve got one,” advised Seaborn. “Make the best of it.”

      “He has children,” Deer told Sarah, lapsing into the Forester tongue. “He must feed his children.”

      “Oh, all right, then,” Sarah said, sighing. “No, wait! Isn’t Mr. Thomas blind now?”

      “Only in one eye. And he’s going to exercise,” Deer informed her.

      Sarah scoffed at this. “What, his eye? Never mind, never mind. We’ll manage somehow. But from now on, Mr. Deer, no more ale for you!”
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      It was impossible for the Ants to live so isolated from the Foresters in Broadleaf as they had in the Little Woods, or even in Evergreen itself.

      For one thing, even the sturdy Ants could work in the heat and dark of the coal mine for only a few hours at a time, and shifts of miners were therefore going on and coming off duty at frequent intervals. It was easier, the Broadleaf Foresters decided, to set tables aside in the nearest Hall for the Ants’ particular use, and to familiarize them with the rules of the baths, than to undertake the work to build and staff separate facilities just for them.

      It was soon found inconvenient even to lodge the Ants apart in a dormitory, as had been done in Evergreen. Upon their arrival, some of the Ants had been judged by the Broadleaf infirmarians as unsuitable to be miners, and were therefore set to other tasks. As Broadleaf’s workshops were widely scattered, it only made sense to give the Ants employed in them huts near their work in which to sleep. On Anna’s advice, of course, no Ant was lodged or worked alone; and she herself visited every Ant daily in person, and continually in her thoughts.

      The citizens of Broadleaf on the whole accepted the Ants’ near proximity well. Unlike Evergreen, Broadleaf Forest was far from the Antlands, and for centuries hadn’t suffered raids of the sort that had resulted in the death of Deer’s father, Fosse. The people of Broadleaf were mistrustful of Ants, of course; but their forest had pickets enough to keep close watch on every Ant, and Master Silverbirch had assured his people before the Ants arrived that the creatures were well controlled by Anna of Evergreen, who should be consulted in anything to do with them. Silverbirch was a popular master, and his people trusted him.

      It didn’t hurt that Roar, whom everyone was delighted to have among them again, was notably offhand in regard to the Ants, hailing them familiarly when he encountered them, often with a hearty slap on the back. The Ants, as everyone could see, admired Roar—even as they involuntarily flinched at a particularly friendly one of his greetings.

      Anna found life in Broadleaf different from her Evergreen existence.

      Upon entering Broadleaf, she walked into an already-established reputation as (so Master Silverbirch termed her) Anna the Ant master. Her strange and wonderful mental connection to the Ants was not a source of surprise to the citizens of Broadleaf. They had never known her as the gentle, lame daughter of Cade and May, and had no preconceptions about her to be suddenly overturned by discovering she was also a telepath. The first time most of the people of Broadleaf had ever heard her name was when they were informed that a woman of Evergreen had reached the Ants’ minds with her own, and Broadleaf’s citizens accepted her from the first as a unique and important being. Anna was flustered at first to hear herself addressed as “Ant master,” but soon accepted it as a term of no more significance than “picket,” or “weaver.” She had charge of the Ants, and the title was appropriate to the responsibility.

      The few initial difficulties the Ants occasioned in Broadleaf were the result, principally, of the greater degree of freedom they were permitted there. Finding that the Hall where they were told to go to get food was open from morning until late, the Ants at first visited as often as they could—on one memorable day, seven times; after which many of them were sick. But when Anna became aware of this, she sternly directed her Ants that each was to enter the Hall a maximum of twice in twenty-four hours, and though regretful, they submitted meekly to the edict.

      Likewise, the Ants enjoyed Broadleaf’s shower baths to an inconvenient degree at first, utterly monopolizing them, if they could, for as much as an hour at a time (they continued to fear and dislike deep baths). But again, when the rules concerning the showers’ use were made clear to them, the Ants capitulated so completely that the Foresters of Broadleaf were left wondering whether, instead of warring with the creatures, Anna might be sent among them simply to command them to peace and lives of quiet usefulness.

      “Aware, as they are, that what is done—or even considered—by one is immediately known to all,” Silverbirch wrote about the incidents to Posthumous, “no Ant seems inclined to try to cheat his fellows by bathing, taking, or eating more than another. The one time our young Ant master discerned that a sort of poll was being conducted among them as to whether or not they might—despite the stated two meal limit—maneuver to get more food, the idea was firmly vetoed by the majority.

      “However, in response to this poll my infirmarians looked into the situation, and discovered that the Ants who were doing the heaviest labor were, in fact, being somewhat underfed. This situation has been rectified. Those particularly hardworking Ants (who doubtless initiated the push for more) are served larger portions now, and the other Ants display no jealousy at the sight.”

      The Broadleaf mine was soon producing as much in two months as had been brought out of it in a year before, and the furnaces that turned the coal into coke were continually roaring. Though the Ants did not participate in—nor were even allowed to witness—the making of the cannon for which the coal and coke were wanted, they supplied most of the heavy labor that made the cannon possible. So productive were they that within a few months of the Ants’ arrival in Broadleaf, the first cannon barrels were shipped under conditions of secrecy and heavy guard to the nearby Southern Fortresstown. When fully assembled and tested, the cannon performed faultlessly, exceeding every expectation.

      At first all the Ants were silent at their work, according to their usual habit. When they communicated with their Forester bosses at all, it was with half-averted faces, and by means of a few signs. But gradually, particularly since both mining coal and making coke were dangerous and sometimes noisy endeavors, signs proved inadequate to the needs of a subset of the Ants.

      This subset made an effort to learn and employ more words, and as with everything to do with the Ants, what a few learned, the others instantly knew and imitated. Soon, those Foresters who worked with Ants in even in the quietest workshops reported that their coworkers were now meeting their eyes and making attempts to understand—not through Anna, but directly—what was said to them.

      The mine at Broadleaf was small and shallow, and easily worked by the standards of the Ancestors, but it was deep and vast and dangerous for Foresters and Ants.

      On a sunny day a few months after the Ants had come to Broadleaf, Foresters who had Ants laboring beside them in the workshops were the first to know that something had gone wrong in the tunnels far below ground, when all at once every Ant abruptly stopped what he was doing and stood rigidly, as though intently listening.

      Foresters turned to their Ant comrades in surprise, many asking with concern if something was wrong?

      The moment of stillness was broken as suddenly as it had occurred. Every Ant in Broadleaf left what he or she was doing and bolted—in silence—for the mine.

      At the mine itself, an alarm system had long ago been rigged. The trigger for it was moved with the work below, following the miners so that it was always at hand. The Ants nearest the mineshaft were already crowding the elevator platform to descend (with Foresters shouting after them to know what they were doing) when this alarm sounded.

      With perfect coordination, Ants loaded the elevator platform to one fewer than its maximum capacity while others, without being told, brought them their steel mining helmets, picks, and shovels, and supplied them with the necessary lamp. The Ant whose hand was already on the release for the pulley wheel by which the platform was raised and lowered did not move, however, until still other Ants—coming now from some distance, but requiring no instruction as to what needed to be done—found one of the highly-skilled Foresters who trained and supervised the Ant miners. Only when this individual, properly helmeted by the Ants as they urged him along, had taken the last place on the elevator was it lowered, at its maximum speed, down the shaft.

      The supervisor’s name was Honor, and he reported later that when the elevator stopped, he started immediately toward the place in the mine where the present shift of miners was supposed to be working. To his annoyance, the Ants headed in another direction. He shouted for them to come back. They ignored him. Honor, having no light, then had no choice but to follow after the Ants, which he did protesting—until it occurred to him they knew exactly where their companions among the mining party were.

      At the junction of two tunnels, a brace had failed, and twenty feet of roof had come down. Three of the six miners and one Forester supervisor who had been walking with them along the shaft had been entirely buried. Two other miners, Honor surmised, had been at least half buried, judging by how filthy they were when he saw them. Still gasping for breath, they were helping the only Ant who appeared to have escaped entirely to dig out the rest. The three had only one shovel between them, which the unharmed Ant was using to good effect, while the stronger of the other two dug with his hands. The third Ant, Honor observed with interest, though hurt himself, was engaged in sweeping away with his arms the dirt and rock the other two were shoveling—which, allowed to accumulate, would otherwise have impeded them.

      Honor gave instructions to the Ants who had come down on the elevator with him, though they scarcely seemed to need them. Some carried those who had been buried back to the elevator as they were recovered, and passed the signal to raise them to the surface. The Ant who was presently shoveling was relieved by another, and a second fresh Ant moved up to work beside him. Behind these two, a line of other Ants formed to convey the rubble away. Still another Ant went, at Honor’s order, to dispatch with the elevator a hastily-scrawled request for materials to be sent down for making new, temporary braces, to ensure that still more of the roof didn’t fall.

      On the surface, the few Ants who were not directly engaged in the rescue watched anxiously, Anna and Doe among them. At the first sound of the alarm, infirmarians had come, bringing stretchers and other equipment; and when the elevator brought up the first two injured, Ants would have seized them and bundled them onto these stretchers with more regard for speed than for the safety or comfort of the wounded. The infirmarians had to restrain them. Anna (knowing in an instant of the difficulty, of course) came and—the Foresters deduced—silently explained things to her Ants. Thereafter it was observed by all that when the injured had been placed by the infirmarians on stretchers, the Ants who carried them away to the infirmary did so gently.

      The first injured Ant was brought up unconscious. Showing unusual initiative, Doe pushed her way through a crowd of Foresters to put her hands on him. Having done this, she afterward retreated, looking reassured.

      “We think he’ll be all right,” Anna said.

      About the next injured Ant, Anna seemed less certain; and Doe could hardly be pulled away from his side. The other Ants, too, the Foresters sensed, were worried about this miner, despite their strangely impassive expressions.

      “We’re not giving up on him,” Anna said, watching anxiously as this more gravely hurt Ant was carried away. “We know Forester medicine is very good.”

      Then quite suddenly, midsentence, her eyes filled with tears. Turning to Doe, she embraced her, then laid her head on Doe’s shoulder and wept.

      The crowd of Foresters who had by now gathered exchanged glances. The Ants standing here and there in the midst of them had all gone suddenly very still.

      The sound of the pulley wheel groaning attracted their attention to the shaft again. The Forester supervisor who had been buried was on the elevator, a few Ants with him. Despite having been trapped for so long, the supervisor appeared to be in better shape than the two Ants who had been brought up just before him. He was conscious, and even managed a feeble wave to the watching crowd, who cheered. His escort Ants helped him—gently this time—onto the waiting stretcher; and then, their faces blank, they stepped aside and stood at the pit head as though waiting for something.

      Seeing their exhausted condition, an infirmarian attempted to convince them to follow the supervisor’s stretcher to an infirmary for treatment. Anna told him sorrowfully, “They’ll come later. We want to say goodbye to Fifty-eight.”

      All of the Ants were moving toward the mine’s entrance now, and the Foresters, suddenly comprehending the situation, drew aside to let them pass. Though Anna’s was the only markedly sorrowful face among them, the Foresters realized they all must be grieving. It even occurred to a few of them that the Ants’ grief was of a kind they themselves would never know. A fellow Ant represented not only a member of their community, but a part of themselves; his death was the death of a portion of their own collective brain.

      Below, Honor was urging the rescue Ants to dig faster, to hurry to bring their fellow back into the light and air.

      “What have you slowed down for?” he cried. “Are you tired?” Pushing aside the Ant digging nearest him, he said impatiently, “Let me take over. Give me the shovel.”

      While not appearing to resent the push, the Ant refused to surrender the tool. He clung tight to it; and when Honor, who was beginning to sense something more was going on than he understood, said, “All right, then. You do it, I guess,” the Ant went back to digging slowly, one eye on the roof above them that threatened to fall. A moment before, the Ant hadn’t regarded the roof at all, Honor realized. All his attention had been on the task of clearing away the rock from on top of his comrade.

      With surprising tenderness, using only their hands at the end, the other Ants uncovered Ant Fifty-eight. Honor saw at a glance that he was dead.

      With each successful rescue, Honor had allowed himself to become more hopeful that in the end, all the miners would be brought out safely. Now disappointed in this, an involuntary cry of regret escaped him, and he thrust out his hand and laid it against Fifty-eight’s dusty cheek, to confirm—as if he needed further confirmation than the Ant’s stark and ghastly face—that he was indeed dead.

      The Ants around him in the shaft, five in all, had also put out their hands and touched Fifty-eight. Now, at Honor’s cry, they moved their hands to him. Stroking their Forester supervisor’s arms and back, they emitted a noise from deep in their throats. Honor felt strangely comforted by the gesture.

      Then, at Honor’s command, the Ants bore the body of their lost comrade to the elevator; and, after laying him down, on their own initiative brushed away the dirt caking his clothes, particularly that which obscured the number “58” embroidered on his shirt. All the Ants, Honor recalled, were very proud to have individual numbers.

      He imagined, when the elevator brought them all up, that he’d have the always painful job of informing Fifty-eight’s family (who were, he supposed, all of the other Ants) that their brother was gone. His first glance at their faces, Anna’s among them, told him they already knew. Pushing aside—politely but firmly—all Forester attempts to assist them, Ant hands tenderly lifted Fifty-eight onto the waiting stretcher, and then in two orderly lines, spontaneously formed one on each side of where he lay, the Ants filed slowly past. Each Ant in turn lay a caressing hand on Fifty-eight’s still warm body, and by way of comfort, crooned to him—or to each other. Honor wasn’t certain which.

      Anna and Doe were last in the lines of Ants.

      Anna, forest raised, came prepared with a basin of water and a cloth to render the Forester’s last service to the dead. In front of the Ants, who watched her with puzzled interest, she washed Fifty-eight’s face, and closed his eyes. His hands she crossed on his breast; and when Doe, who had briefly left (doubtless at Anna’s silent instructions), returned with a handful of wildflowers from a nearby bower, in a gesture that was neither Ant nor Forester, but Man’s, Anna ringed his still face with them. She, too, laid her hand for a moment on his folded arms.

      And then, stepping back, she gestured to nearby Foresters that they might come and carry the stretcher away. The Ants saw Fifty-eight go with silent regret.

      But as soon as he was out of sight, they straightened themselves up and, looking about them with their customary blankness, began making their ways back to whatever they had been doing at the moment they sensed the cave in had occurred. The miners among them all glanced as one at the slant of the sunlight; and having apparently reached a consensus on the hour, the ones whose shift it presently was walked in a body toward the building adjacent to the pithead, where their helmets and tools were kept.

      “Don’t tell me they’re going down!” Honor gasped.

      Anna heard him.

      “Fifty-eight is dead,” she said sadly. “And the others who were hurt are being cared for by the ones who know how to do that. There’s nothing more we can do for any of them. Now we have to do our own work.”

      Honor sputtered, “But—have they already forgotten him, then? Is that how they can carry on so—so coldly?”

      The Ant miners were crowding the elevator platform, stepping without any apparent concern in the blood of the wounded—and the dead—who had so recently been brought up on it.

      “Oh, no, we don’t forget him,” Anna told Honor. “We are him, and he’s us: How could we forget? But we have to go on. That’s just the way it is.”

      She turned away herself, then, and started back toward the sewing room where she had earlier been working with Doe, wiping away tears as she went.
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      Once the cannon project was well underway, Deer was called home at last, but his joy was cut short by the discovery that his time in Evergreen would be brief.

      Ant raids were becoming frequent, and were now bloody, the master informed him; involving Ant raiders who were plainly soldiers rather than the most despised and desperate colony members. Ant War was obviously inevitable, and fast approaching. Since there was no body among Men’s nations comparable to the United Forest Councils, each king, town council, or local strongman needed to be visited individually and persuaded to commit soldiers and resources to an allied army. With his command of Men’s languages, Deer was the natural choice for the job—though it was one he hated.

      His escort on his travels was drawn from all the forests; seasoned veterans of the last war mixed with young ones who had never seen a Man before, much less an Ant. Swan was among the group. Deer found he experienced both pride and pain in being “protected” by a former student. He knew Swan best as a rather dreamy young one, inclined to be lazy. As an adolescent, he’d surprised everyone with his sudden interest in the library, the one kind of work to which he’d applied himself without prodding.

      Now he was fully mature and—to his erstwhile teacher’s eye, at least—heartbreakingly conscientious of his duty. Laughing one minute like the young one he’d been in the Evergreen schoolroom, at the least alarm Swan was on his feet, grim faced, alert, his hand at his sword.

      Three months and a dozen countries of Men later, Deer and his party rode into a small town near the border region, and after a night spent sleeping like stones scattered on the ground, they lined up in the morning at a public pump for a rare chance to wash. Deer ached, and was feeling twice his age— though he’d never have admitted it.

      On his way back to the corral where the horses grazed, a young voice behind him called out, “Hey, Forest-man!”

      The “Forest-man” was tempted to pretend he hadn’t heard. Foresters were frequently accosted in Men’s towns by people wanting a closer look, and to ask a hundred questions about their style of life. This time, Deer thought wearily, let someone else be the one stared at and interrogated.

      But then he turned after all, and asked with resigned politeness, “Do you want me?”

      The boy who’d called to him approached and held out a piece of paper.

      “This is for you,” he said, openly looking the Forester up and down.

      On the paper was a telegraph message, transcribed in the form of the Forester language Men used, which employed the Men’s alphabet to spell Forester words. Only the salutation, “to all forest mail parties,” was in Valley speech—for the benefit of the telegraphers who received it, Deer supposed.

      It was signed “John Seaborn.”

      “What’s that picture on your shirt of?” the boy asked eagerly as Deer read. “All the birds and the snowflake and stuff… Is it a story?”

      Deer didn’t hear him. The young Man forgotten, he stared fixedly at the telegraph message.

      Then he started at a run toward the corral, loudly whistling the call of a circling hawk to its mate.

      Within moments, the Foresters had gathered, Swan still wet from his interrupted bath, and pulling on his clothes as he came.

      Set-faced, Deer informed them, “There’s a large party of Ants—two hundred, perhaps—heading toward a Man town near here. If we ride hard, we might be able to get there in time to help.”

      He expected at least a few protests. It wasn’t the Forest Way to intervene in Men’s battles, even battles with Ants.

      But not a single Forester demurred, and in fact once they were mounted, some of the younger pickets had to be restrained from pushing their horses too hard. Only when the Man village could be seen in the distance did Deer permit them to use their spurs. Then, with the traditional cry of, “Evergreen!” the pickets drew swords and charged.

      As the others raced in, Deer drew rein and turned aside, assessing the situation.

      The town was the kind of target Ants preferred, isolated and weak; from the signs he guessed they had begun their attack with a stealthy predawn infiltration, followed by a full assault when the alarm was raised. The same strategy had resulted in the slaughter of every inhabitant of Anna’s childhood home but Anna herself.

      Yet somehow, as he looked Deer saw in his mind’s eye—not the scene before him—but her Ants as they had stood at the border of Evergreen, bawling out “How Fair Is Our Forest” and then coming to thank him—humbly—for their lives.

      He was therefore relieved to see that the Men needed no help from him. Unusually, many of the town’s fighters were mounted and armored; and from all appearances, they had overwhelmed their enemies so swiftly and completely that many Ants had been cut down not fighting, but simply standing amazed. They had not even had time to reach consensus as to the direction in which to flee. Except for skirmishing at one edge of the field, the battle was already over.

      He had already killed his share of Ants, Deer told himself grimly, and resheathed his sword.

      As he watched, Swan circled back and rode toward him, grinning. “Look there!” he shouted, pointing.

      The mounted fighters weren’t Men at all. The breastplates of their armor were marked with the crest of Oak Forest, a few day’s ride away.

      Overhearing Swan, a soldier turned in his saddle. “Is that Deer?” he cried, pulling off his helmet. “Thank the gods! Deer, come talk to these people. Tell them to go home.”

      It was Worth, a comrade of Deer’s in the last Ant War, and presently (so Deer had understood) the Keeper of Oak Forest’s bees.

      “What about them?” he called back, indicating the skirmishers.

      “Them? Oh, don’t bother about them,” Worth replied impatiently. “They’re mine. Come and get these cursed Men off the field. They’re in the way.”

      Resisting an urge to point out that the Men were protecting their homes, Deer obliged. The Men’s blood was up, and he had some difficulty persuading them to go back to their village, but eventually they left, carrying their wounded. Deer, meanwhile, couldn’t help but notice from the corners of his eyes that the activities of some of Worth’s command had a furtive appearance. Several had dismounted and seemed intent to conceal something they were carrying behind their horses.

      As Deer watched, one stepped aside to call to his captain, holding up two fingers, and nodding reassuringly.

      “They’re—a little damaged,” he shouted; adding, with a wary glance toward Deer, “They’ve still got some fight in them, though.” As he spoke, the young fighter indicated his sleeve, where a cut to his jacket suggested he’d taken a sword thrust.

      Worth brightened. “Excellent! Get them into a tent.”

      Deer’s suspicions were now thoroughly aroused. Joining Worth, he pointed out coldly, “If you’re carrying mail for Oak Forest, you’re miles out of your way.”

      “Oh, we have mail,” Worth assured him vaguely. “We always have lots of mail. We just also had some…other business. Anyway,” he went on quickly, “what are you doing here? Don’t try to tell me it’s by chance!”

      Deer replied stiffly that his assistance had been requested, and explained about the telegram from John Seaborn.

      “Meddler!” was the muttered reply.

      “What possible business could you have here?” Deer asked. “And what did you just get two of? Not Ants, surely.”

      Worth hesitated. “All right,” he said then, shrugging. “Since you asked. Yes, Ants. Don’t blame me, though. I’m just obeying orders.”

      “Who could possibly have issued orders like that?”

      Worth said they had come from none other than the master of Broadleaf Forest.

      “A few months ago,” he explained, “all mail parties were ordered to take any opportunity they saw for action against Ant raiders—provided the odds favored our side, of course—with the aim of capturing two of them. Not one and not three, by the way,” he clarified. “Specifically, two. Anyway, a few days ago, we came upon the trail of this bunch, followed them, and rode in when the fighting began. Naturally the Ants weren’t expecting us, and it was a rout from the first. We’d been out here for a month waiting for our chance, and your meddler nearly spoiled it.”

      Deer was aghast. “But what are you supposed to do with a couple of Ants?” he demanded.

      “Take them to Broadleaf,” Worth replied. “For someone there to interrogate, supposedly. That’s the story I was told. I admit it doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

      Sheer relief made Deer laugh out loud. “That’s exactly what is going to happen,” he assured Worth. “And I want to see it. Do you mind if I ride along?”

      The telegraph made it easy for him to secure his master’s permission for the journey, and Worth’s mail party, now including Deer, started next morning for Broadleaf. Deer’s companions, meanwhile, turned with relief toward home.

      One of the Ants, Deer saw at once, was failing. His wounds had turned out to be more serious than first thought, and hour by hour he was weakening, and at times in pain. His companion, one arm in a sling, sat beside him in the bed of a borrowed Man-wagon, staring fixedly at his friend’s pale face and apparently suffering along with him. Realizing this was, in fact, the case, Deer finally understood the real reason why, having no narcotics with which to blunt their casualties’ (and therefore, their own) pain, Ants were so quick, after a battle, to finish them off. For the sake of both captives he saw to it the wounded Ant was dosed regularly with the poppy syrup the mail party carried.

      By the second day, the badly injured Ant was refusing food; and on the third, he would take no water, either. Despite the medicine he was given, the creature’s sufferings were by now so pitiable that Deer was glad when the Ant slipped finally into unconsciousness.

      “We need to travel more quickly,” he told the others. “That Ant is going to die, and when he does, the other Ant may die, too. An Ant can’t live alone.”

      Worth pointed out that the faster they traveled, the more they jostled the dying Ant.

      “The important thing is to save the life of the other one,” Deer replied. “Once his friend is dead, he’ll be in grave danger until he can reach the Ant minds in Broadleaf.”

      The next afternoon, an animal cry from his comrade announced the sufferer’s death. As Deer turned in his saddle to look, the living Ant clutched forlornly at his dead friend’s arm and shook it, as though to rouse him to life.

      With no second mind to link to, Deer doubted the surviving Ant would survive long. It was therefore imperative they get to Broadleaf quickly if Anna was to have her chance to “interrogate” him. Signaling to Worth that the party should keep moving, he tucked his knife into his saddlebag and jumped unarmed from his horse’s back into the rolling wagon. The living Ant, he saw with concern, hardly noticed that someone was now beside him.

      After thinking for a moment, Deer stroked the surviving Ant’s arm and imitated, as best he could, an Ant’s croon. Though he sensed the other Foresters were watching with astonishment, the information Anna might be able to extract from the creature’s brain, he felt, was well worth appearing foolish to get.

      That night, the Foresters buried the dead Ant. The second Ant showed no interest in the proceedings, but sat motionless and stared without expression at the ground. Afterward, he refused to eat, and only after some hesitation accepted water.

      Worth drew Deer aside.

      “Do we have enough poppy juice to put him to sleep until we arrive in Broadleaf?” he asked worriedly. “I mean, if he’s not going to eat anyway…”

      Deer shook his head. “That won’t help. Ants don’t only think together, they dream together, too. Let’s leave the wagon behind. We’ll make better time horseback. I’ll ride double with the Ant.”

      The beekeeper thought this a risky plan. “What’s to stop him from strangling you? Put him on one of the carthorses instead. He can have my saddle.”

      But by morning the remaining Ant had become too listless even to sit alone, and Deer had to take him up on his own horse after all—and not behind him, as he’d planned, but, like a child, before him.

      This was at least a convenient position from which to rub the Ant’s arms and practice his crooning, Deer thought wryly—practice which he continued intermittently all day. Without the necessary mental component to the crooning, however, Deer thought the grieving Ant was only faintly comforted by the gesture.

      Three days later, when the cordon of Broadleaf was still only a verdant strip glimpsed at a distance, the Ant—weak and apathetic, but alive—suddenly leaned forward from where he rested feebly against Deer’s chest, and blinked with surprise.

      A moment later, he looked around, blinking owlishly. He had taken no apparent notice of anything since the day the crucial second piece of his mind had gone silent; but now he studied the Foresters riding to all sides of him, and then, with visible interest, the horse and saddle on which he himself was carried.

      Finally, he craned his neck to look back at Deer himself, after which he slightly nodded before settling back into his posture of the previous three days. When Deer produced a piece of food from his pocket and offered it, the Ant snatched it eagerly, and, when he had devoured it, looked for more. He wanted water, too.

      Dismounted at the cordon a few hours later, the Ant proved too weak to walk far. Despite this, as the Foresters waited for a litter to be brought for him, the creature grew more and more animated until finally, he yipped aloud with excitement. Had Deer let him, he would have crawled on all fours to the path through the trees from which Doe and Anna emerged a moment later.

      Leaving Doe to greet the Ant, Anna rushed to throw her arms around her uncle.

      “Oh, you’re here, you’re here,” she cried happily. “I thought it must be you he was looking at!”

      “Yes, it’s me.” Deer hugged his niece in return. “And I’m delighted to see you again, too. But how is our captive, Anna? Is he going to live long enough for you to find out what he knows?”

      “Him? Oh, he’ll be fine,” Anna said rather scornfully, turning to watch as the Ant was carried away. “He’s already obsessing about meat, meat, meat, so how hurt can he be? Doe thinks he’s very stupid, too, so I doubt he’ll give us any trouble. But tell me about how things are in Evergreen. How is Heron?”

      Deer was finding it hard to grasp the concept of one Ant denominating another as “stupid.” “Heron’s fine,” he said. “Everyone’s fine. How did your Papa know about the Ant raiders?”

      “Tall and Bird are with him,” she explained. “Papa’s looking for half-Ants to help me, and by chance they got near enough to sense the raiders’ plans.” She added proudly, “Papa telegraphed everyone in the area to warn them.”

      Deer thought it best not to mention that John Seaborn’s telegraph messages had been at inadvertent cross purposes to a forest plan.

      Anna took her uncle’s arm and the two strolled along the path.

      “Who’s this ‘Bird’ you mentioned?” Deer asked. “And ‘Tall’? I don’t think I’ve met them.”

      “Yes, you have,” Anna said, smiling. “We used to call them ‘Thirty-one,’ and ‘Eighteen.’ Papa wanted Doe, but she wouldn’t leave me, so I gave him Bird and Tall instead.”

      “Has he found any half-Ants?” Deer asked.

      “Seven,” Anna told him. “All young, like me. The older ones all had families they didn’t want to leave. You’ll meet them later. Master Silverbirch is waiting for us now.”

      Greetings were exchanged, and then the master of Broadleaf Forest said abruptly, “Posthumous telegraphs me that he thinks the Ant War we’ve been expecting has, in a sense, already begun. A hundred well-armed Ants constitutes more than a raiding party, he says. What do you think?”

      “I agree with him,” Deer said instantly.

      Silverbirch looked at Anna. “And what does our captive say, Ant Master?”

      Anna stopped to think before answering. Deer realized she must be “reading” Doe, who had followed the litter to an infirmary.

      After a moment, she replied, “He says they were scouting the new lands.”

      “What new lands?” Deer and Silverbirch demanded together.

      “The land just east of Evergreen,” Anna said, going pale. “They plan to gather at the Antland border, and after the spring rains, when the ground is firm again, they’re going to march on it.”

      “How many?” asked Silverbirch.

      Deer had to repeat the question before Anna heard. “How many Ants will march, Anna?” he asked.

      “All of them,” she whispered.
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      In the grove outside Broadleaf, Foresters and Men from the nearby Southern Fortresstown worked together to build a temporary council chamber. A large table ringed with chairs was placed inside, to accommodate the leaders of Men and those Foresters who had already been, or (like Deer) were expected to be elected generals of troops, with benches around the perimeter for others who would take a less active role in deliberations. Spectators would have to stand.

      A chair at the table was reserved for Anna—to her surprise.

      “Why should I have a place?” she asked her uncle nervously. “I’m nobody.”

      “You should be at the table, Anna, because you’re the Ant master,” Deer reminded her. “The strategies we employ against the Ants will be largely chosen based on what you tell us. Not that you’ll be allowed to hear what those strategies are, of course.”

      “Oh, no,” Anna agreed quickly. “And I don’t want to know, either. But I wish everybody wasn’t depending so much on me. I’m afraid I’ll let them down.”

      Deer understood this. Everyone seemed to be depending too much on him, too, he thought. No one in any forest—not even in great Broadleaf—had traveled as much or as recently in Men’s lands as Deer, or spoke so many of Men’s dialects; and nearly every forest representative, and many Men, sought his advice.
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        * * *

      

      All the forest lands now had the telegraph, and River and Dan had returned home at last. Deer was disappointed—and annoyed—to discover this at second hand, and to learn that River was presently at the Farmer house rather than back in Evergreen. But he was glad to know that both young men were safe, at least; and when River sent a message asking to meet with him, Deer stifled his irritation and replied warmly.

      His first thought when he glimpsed his former student was that some stranger was coming toward him, hands outstretched. River had matured almost beyond recognition. He even appeared taller—though that might only have been the effect of the Man-clothes he wore.

      “How was your journey?” Deer asked.

      The sunburned River laughed. “Long,” he said, warmly pressing his former teacher’s cheek. “Too long. But how are you? You look exhausted.”

      “No, no; I’m well,” Deer said quickly. He studied River (and River smilingly bore the scrutiny) before leading the younger Forester to a bench in a place where a stand of three pines, unusual for the area, faintly recalled Evergreen.

      They discussed River’s travels first.

      River spoke with brotherly warmth of Dan and lovingly of Muriel, as well—though he clearly found inexplicable her fondness for the two Ants with whom she and John Seaborn had traveled in their search for half-Ants. Muriel and John were now back in Fortresstown, so that John could attend the War Council, River said. He wryly advised Deer to spread the word that, in consequence, a lot of shouting could be expected there. Through his work, the young Forester had become acquainted with the masters of all the forests, and he relayed greetings and friendly messages from them to Deer; as well as kind regards from many Men. Over the past few years—and without realizing it—Deer had developed an extensive acquaintanceship among Men.

      Sarah Farmer’s name did not come up.

      This omission made Deer uneasy. Sarah, as he already knew, had taken on the job of training telegraphers in the towns along the route of the telegraph, making a temporary home for herself in each. River and Dan must certainly have visited these homes.

      When the first eager conversation flagged, Deer asked, “When are you going home? Your mother must have written to you to inquire. She’s certainly written to me.”

      River rose abruptly and walked several steps off. From this position, his back to Deer, he said tightly, “I want to go, Teacher. I promise I will go. But first I have to—think over some things.”

      Deer’s forebodings increased. “What things?”

      River said nothing for some time.

      “No,” he answered finally. “I’ve already decided, really. I just—I just have to tell you what I’ve decided. Then I can go to Evergreen. That’s why I came to talk to you. To tell you. And make you understand.”

      “Tell me, then. Sit down and tell me.”

      River turned. “It’s not what you think.”

      “I don’t think anything,” Deer lied. “Tell me.” Though feeling in his heart he knew what was coming, Deer patted the place beside him and tried to keep his expression disinterested.

      River sat down, avoiding his former teacher’s steady gaze. “You—I mean, we—Foresters like to learn new things, but we don’t like to do new things. –Do you think that’s true? It seems that way to me.”

      Though Deer did not entirely agree with the statement, something in River’s manner made it plain no purpose would be served by arguing the point.

      “We’re conservative, I suppose,” he said instead. “We’re not interested in change purely for the sake of the novelty it makes.”

      “No, I’m not interested in novelty, either,” said River positively. “In my own way, I’m conservative, too. But I like to try new ways of doing things more than Foresters do—other Foresters, I mean—because I think if you don’t try something, you don’t know whether it’s good or not.”

      “That’s valid.”

      “Take Dan and me.” River nervously drummed his fingers. “We kept trying different things, and now we’ve found something that could change everything. If we’re right about it.”

      “Not a weapon?” Deer asked quickly.

      River smiled. “No. Not a plan for a flying wagon either—although I still think one of those would be great to have. This is something else. Something you’ll like. You know those thin, flat things Men sometimes find where ancient cities used to be? They’re about this big”—he measured with his hands— “and are covered on one side with dark glass.”

      After a moment’s thought, Deer ventured, “The tiles?”

      “They’re like tiles, yeah. Fisher has lots of them.”

      “Yes, I know them. We’ve found pieces of them in Evergreen. No whole ones, as far as I know. No one’s ever figured out any use for them, except to salvage the plastic and metal from.”

      River’s eyes had begun to shine. “Dan and me—we think we know what use they have. Or rather, what use they had, long ago. We took one apart—one that was in good shape. Inside, there were all these little plastic pieces that had metal parts connected to them, and metal lines running between the plastic pieces.”

      Deer said again that he had seen tiles of the kind River meant, and had looked inside of them.

      “It looked to us,” River continued eagerly, “like the metal lines might have been meant for electricity to travel along. Metal conducts electricity, and we couldn’t see what else flat lines of metal could be for. There were wires, too, and we used our telegraph equipment to feed electricity to different combinations of the wires.”

      “What happened?”

      “Well, the first few times we tried—nothing. But we kept trying, and finally, the glass lit up.”

      Deer frowned.

      “It lit up,” River repeated. “The glass part lit up and glowed like the moon.”

      “They’re lights, then?”

      “I don’t think so.” River shook his head. “A light would be simpler. No, they’re much more than a light, Teacher. We couldn’t keep the tile lit long, but just for a minute, we saw letters on the glass!”

      Deer sat up straighter. “You say letters. Do you mean words?”

      “Yes. At least—we think so. They were gone too fast to read. Dan and I think those tile things might be the reason that after a certain point, ancient Texts on paper got so rare. The tiles replaced paper.”

      Deer considered this then said, doubtfully, “As I said, I’ve seen those tiles myself. How many words would fit on one glass plate? Not enough to replace a book, I think.”

      “One of those glass pieces wouldn’t replace a book,” River agreed. “But maybe the words for a whole book are written inside the tile somehow. Maybe there was some way to bring the words out of the tiles little by little.”

      “One inset glass pane-full at a time,” Deer suggested.

      “Exactly. If we could figure out how to get at the words, and keep them on the glass long enough for us to read, maybe we could recover all that history we’ve lost. All those things we’ve never known about… Dan and I think they’re there, in those tiles!”

      For a moment, Deer allowed himself to hope the present conversation could end happily for all concerned.

      “That should be your work, then,” he urged. “Speak to Master Posthumous. I’m sure he would agree to it.”

      River leaned back and looked away again.

      “Teacher,” he said; and then repeated, sighing, “Teacher…”

      He seemed unable to go further, and a long, troubled silence followed.

      “You’re leaving the forest,” said Deer finally. It was not a question.

      His face still averted, River nodded.

      “Have you told your mother?”

      “No. Only Master Posthumous. And now you.”

      Another silence stretched on until Deer said, “This has something to do with Sarah Farmer, I think.”

      He struggled to speak the name as gently as possible—with warmth, even. If the case was as he suspected, to be cold or dismissive of River’s choice would ultimately serve no one’s interests. In fact, Deer conceded, in every regard but her race, River had picked well. Sarah was not only an intelligent, but a particularly sensible young woman; well suited to the imaginative but somewhat rudderless young Forester.

      In response to Deer’s kindly tone, River perceptibly relaxed. He let out a long breath and, knitting his hands behind his head, leaned back to look up at the sky, where the first stars were beginning to appear.

      “Well—it does and it doesn’t,” River said. “It does, in that I’m crazy in love with Sarah; but it doesn’t, in that I’d be leaving Evergreen even if I wasn’t. Forest life isn’t for me, Teacher. I’m like Fisher. I admire real Foresters—people like you—more than I can say. But I’m not one myself. I can’t be.”

      At the mention of Fisher, once his aide and now an Exile, the bitterness Deer felt showed itself. “Don’t admire me,” he said shortly. “This is my fault. I let you down.”

      To Deer’s astonishment, River laughed.

      “That’s exactly what the master wrote me you’d say. He wrote me that when you knew I was leaving, you’d think everything was your fault. You know what he said? He said, ‘remind your teacher he’s not important enough to be to blame for everything.’

      “You didn’t let me down. This is a decision I made for myself. I’m going into exile and I’m going to dedicate myself to doing lots and lots of new things.” He sighed and looked again at the stars. “I’m also going to marry Sarah Farmer; but that’s just because I love her. It’s not why I’m leaving the forest.”

      For Calluna’s sake, Deer had to beg. “Consider how serious this is. You left Evergreen a boy. Go back for a few months and try forest life as a fully adult citizen before you make a final decision.”

      River shook his head. “Even if I wanted to—and I don’t—there’s no time. War is coming any minute. I’m going back to Evergreen to see Anna and Heron married, and when we meet there, it’ll be to say goodbye.”

      Laying a hand on his teacher’s arm, River added, sadly, “The only thing I’m sorry about is that I won’t have a chance to serve under you, like my father and brother did. But Dan is going to be my brother, and we’re going to fight together like brothers. We joined the Southern Army yesterday.”
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        * * *

      

      As Deer left the council house for the last time, John Seaborn hurried after him.

      “Are you going to Silverbirch?” John called; adding, when Deer nodded, “Will you take a message to him for me?”

      “Certainly,” Deer replied. “Is it some counsel?”

      “No,” said John shortly. “No, it’s not counsel. It’s not really a message, either, now that I think about it. I want you to ask him some questions for me. About the Ants.” Then he added quickly, “I don’t mean about the Ant army, of course. I think I know what an Ant soldier is like, and what he deserves, damn him! —I mean about Anne’s Ants. What’s Master Silverbirch planning to do with them when the war breaks out? They can’t stay here.”

      The eventual fate of Anna’s Ants was a subject that had recently begun costing Deer sleep. The earlier decision, so casually arrived at, to simply kill them when they had outlived their usefulness on second thought became much less justifiable.

      Deer replied gravely to the effect that “something” would indeed have to be done.

      “What, though?” Seaborn persisted. “You’ll excuse me for being so pressing, I hope, but this is a matter in which I have a very keen interest!”

      “Of course. Well, the captive Ants are a troubling matter, I suppose,” Deer said cautiously. “Clearly, as long as they live, they’re a possible conduit to the rest of the Ants for information helpful to their army and damaging to our own interests. On the other hand, it seems somehow wrong to slaughter even enemies who are unarmed and unresisting. I’m sorry not to have a better answer to offer you, John. I don’t know that any firm plan has been made yet in regard to them. I’ll talk to Master Silverbirch and see what he says.”

      “And what do you think he’ll say?” growled John. “I doubt he knows any better than you do what should be done!”

      Deer pressed his lips tightly together. “I’m afraid you may be right about that,” he said.

      “Then what I want you to say to Master Silverbirch for me is that whatever other discussion you and your people have on the subject, you must begin it by putting the idea of killing those Ants clean out of your minds. Doe and Bird and the rest—you can’t kill them. You must let them live.”

      “We realize there’s the difficulty that Anna will feel those Ants’ deaths just as she felt Fifty-eight’s, John. I was hoping that in your travels with Bird and Tall you had reckoned exactly what the necessary distance would be to put between your daughter and the others before—”

      “Distance, distance,” John interrupted impatiently. “By all means, put distance between my daughter and the Ant army, damn them! Otherwise she’ll feel every sword thrust and cannon shot of the war. I’m talking about her Ants! Anne’s. The ones who cut your cordon and who mine your coal and who staff the Broadleaf workshops with hardly a thought for themselves. You can’t kill those Ants! They aren’t enemies. They’re in no sense enemies!”

      “No, of course not, but—”

      “Do you remember those raiders I sent the telegraph message about?” Seaborn demanded. “Do you know what Tall and Bird told me when they felt them break out of the Antlands? They were afraid. They said, ‘We want to go home to Broadleaf.’ Broadleaf is their home now, not the Antlands. Broadleaf is their colony, for which they work, and for which no doubt they’d happily die!”

      Deer had no answer to this.

      Seaborn continued agitatedly, “We made those creatures, Deer. Not us personally, of course, but our kind. We made them, and we gave them the instinct for self-preservation without also giving them intellect enough to distinguish between a real threat and a perceived one.”

      “It seems we did that, yes.”

      “Then how can we kill them for only being as we made them?” the old man cried. “I accept that any potentially lethal attack on us can legitimately be answered with lethal force. But Doe and Bird and Tall and the others aren’t threatening anybody!”

      Deer tried to soothe the old Man. “I’ll restate your arguments to Master Silverbirch exactly as you’ve presented them to me, John. I believe they’ll prove persuasive.”

      Seaborn was not mollified by his tone. “Well, when you do,” he said, straightening himself up painfully to full height, “ask Silverbirch where, when you’ve killed Doe and Bird, the killing will finally stop. Will you kill Anne and the other half-Ants working with her? They’re all potential conduits of information to the Ant army, too. And unquestionably there are other half-Ants out there we don’t even know about. They’ll provide information to the Ant-mind without even being aware they’re doing it. You Foresters have no such children—or so you think. When you’ve killed the half-Ants you can identify, will you kill all Men, just to be certain you’re safe?”

      Deer’s face must have told John he’d gone too far with this last remark. “I’m sorry,” he said repentantly. “I didn’t mean to lose my temper. I actually have a plan that may resolve the problem, if you’re not too angry with me to hear it.”

      Swallowing his rage, Deer asked warily, “What plan?”

      “I’ll need help to carry it off, of course,” said Seaborn quickly.

      Strictly speaking, Deer had an obligation to first ask his forest master’s permission before making any promises on his own behalf, but he said, “I’ll help.”

      “If I could ensure sufficient distance between the troops coming out of the Antlands and Anne’s Ants—and Anne herself, of course—to preclude communication between them, would the Foresters let them live?” John asked.

      “You understand there’s never been any question that Anna would be allowed to live.”

      “Yes, yes. But the others? If the others could be permanently located far enough away that the Ant army could never reach them, either physically, or with their minds, could they live?”

      Deer thought briefly. “The mountains…?” he suggested hesitantly. Oak Forest was remote, and the citizens there might even welcome such a labor force, once they’d overcome their initial repugnance.

      “No, not the mountains,” replied John irritably. “A safer place. A place no one beyond a few of us need ever even know they’ve gone.”

      “It’s—possible we could agree to that,” Deer said cautiously. “Tell me more.”

      Cagily at first, and then with growing assurance, John outlined his plan.

      “There’s an island,” he said, “a few day’s sailing from my old home. It has everything a small population would need to live—arable land, water, game… I could take the Ants there, and Anne and the other half-Ants with them, until the war was over. Then after the war, Anne and the other humans could come back, while the Ants would stay behind. By that time, we could have established them in a new life, as farmers.”

      “‘We’?” Deer echoed, his voice rising.

      “I thought I’d go too,” Seaborn said. “I’ve spoken to Muriel. She wants to come. During our travels she grew fond of Tall and Bird, and they of her. And I’m sure Heron will want to come with Anne if he can. You could arrange that, couldn’t you?”

      “But—what will keep the Ants on the island? If they love Broadleaf, what’s to stop them trying to return there?”

      “Stupidity,” John answered flatly. “Stupidity, and the surrounding ocean. They’d need a boat to leave, and Ants know nothing about boat building. They’ll be marooned, in a sense—though I think in fact they’ll like being marooned, so I feel no hesitation in suggesting it.”

      Deer scratched his chin thoughtfully. “What will happen to the Ants when Men go to that island, as eventually they will?” he asked.

      John shrugged. “Men may voyage again someday; but not for a long time, perhaps. Meanwhile, Anne would be safe until it was time for her to return to you.”

      “How would you get the Ants to this island?”

      Without hesitation Seaborn said, “One of the half-Ants has a brother who’s captain of a small vessel that I think would meet our purposes. I spoke to him already. He’s promised me any help he could give.”

      Deer smiled. “You have it all worked out, then.”

      “Not all,” John replied, adding fiercely, “But I will.”
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        * * *

      

      Silverbirch’s first question of Deer was, “What do you think of Scholar Seaborn’s plan?”

      The two were sitting in the larger of the two rooms that comprised the master’s home with his wife, a cluttered space, with an assortment of chairs and tables, and walls covered in pictures of forest scenes and faces. It was so different in every regard from Posthumous’s bare chamber in the western quarter of Evergreen that Deer felt alien and uncomfortable in it.

      “I— I’m not sure,” Deer replied carefully. “It has merit, I think.”

      “Merit, yes: But do you like the idea of saving Anna’s Ants? I think an island might be a good place for the Ant master, so that, as Mr. Seaborn says, she’s spared experiencing thousands of war deaths. But her Ants? Personally, I was counting on seeing the death of every last Ant in this land.”

      “It might be argued that the islands aren’t a part of this land,” Deer suggested. “We already assume there are Ants over the water. Anna’s Ants would only add a few to that number.”

      Silverbirch dismissed this argument as mere semantics. “Still,” he admitted, “it’s perfectly true that Anna’s Ants don’t fall quite into the category of ‘enemies.’ They’re apparently more afraid of their brothers in the Antlands than we are.”

      “They’ve done a great deal of work for us.”

      “Yes. They’ve been useful.”

      “And perfectly trustworthy. Your nephew trusts Doe with Lively, even.”

      Silverbirch laughed—a familiar, full-throated sound that made Deer feel for a moment as though it were Roar who was sitting opposite him. Silverbirch shook his head. “Can you imagine even an Ant daring to abuse my nephew’s trust? We can’t be softheaded about this, though, Scholar. However useful the tool has been, when the time comes that it’s lost its purpose, it should be thrown into the fire with the rest of the rubbish.”

      Deer was about to reply to this when a hesitant knock at the door made him start.

      Silverbirch put up his hand. “Hold your thought. I’ll see who it is. I’m not often bothered by visitors when I’m at home, so I’m inclined to think this might be something important.”

      Honor, the mine master, was at the door. “Excuse me, sir. I know you’re busy. May I just speak for a moment with you? I can’t stay away from the mine long, or I’d have come at better time.”

      Invited in, Honor said (after a slight, embarrassed hesitation), “It’s about the Ants, sir. Not the Ants in the Antlands, you understand, but the ones in Broadleaf.”

      “We’re all concerned about them,” Silverbirch said blandly. “What did you want to tell me?”

      “Sir—they’re human,” Honor said bluntly. He rested his hands on a chair’s back, but remained standing, shifting his weight uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “I’m a miner, sir, not a scholar, and I don’t know any better way to put to you what I want to say. Ants are human. I’ve worked with them in the mines, and when the roof gives way, their only thought is to save the miners buried under it. They don’t distinguish between Ant miners and Foresters; they risk themselves equally for all.”

      Honor paused, and when the master said nothing, continued soberly, “I fought in the last Ant War, sir, and I expect to fight in this one, and I’ll kill any Ant who raises a weapon against any one of us, or even any Man. But the Ants of Broadleaf are humans, and unless they threaten us—and they never have —”

      Honor gestured helplessly and seemed not to know how to go on. After a moment, he added, not much to the point, “Did you know they sing while they work? They sing, ‘How fair is our forest.’ They learned it from us.”

      Silverbirch turned back to look at Deer. “Tool, or human?”

      “Human tool, sir,” Deer said promptly. “As they were made to be. And one I don’t think has lost its purpose. They may, in fact, be just the tool we want to keep at hand.”

      Eyes narrowing, the master asked, “You have a plan?”

      “I may. I’m not sure yet.”

      Turning back to Honor, Master Silverbirch said, “Thank you for your counsel, Mine Master. As a matter of fact, Scholar Deer and I were just discussing what ought to be done about our Ants. This is private information, so don’t share it; but as a matter of fact, Scholar Seaborn of the Men has made an interesting proposal, and you heard what Deer just said. I don’t think you need to worry about your Ants anymore.”

      Gratefully, Honor replied, “Thank you, sir.”
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      The Great Plan for fighting the Ants was finally complete. This time, the Ants would not be allowed either to attack first, or to direct, by their actions, the subsequent course of the war. From the first move the Ants made to break out of the Antlands, the Allied Armies intended to seize the initiative, and by means of alternating threats and allurements, to draw the Ants gradually toward a broad, bowl-shaped valley. If all went as planned, the Ants would discover when they arrived there that the valley was a well-prepared killing ground from which none of them would ever depart.

      The details of Deer’s plan for Anna’s Ants had been settled upon, too. But where the Men were full partners in the Great Plan, Deer’s was a secret from all but a few.

      John asked worriedly, when the gist of the plan was revealed to him, “Will you be able to protect Anne throughout, though? Suppose the Ant army makes a run for her, damn them! What then?”

      “Don’t you think we’ve calculated this very carefully?” Deer chided gently. “We believe that Anna’s party can do its work without ever being brought within range of any Ant troops, or out of range of our own.”

      “Yes, yes. All right. I see that,” John conceded. “But what about those Ants she’ll have with her, then? Not Doe and Bird, I don’t mean, but some of the others? Number Nine? He’s a pushy bastard, damn him! And Fifty-nine? Fifty-nine’s a virtual stranger to us.”

      Ant Fifty-nine, of course, was the surviving Ant of the two who’d been captured at the village where Men and Foresters had fought together. He’d recovered from his wounds, and, at Anna’s impassioned urging, had afterward been put to work in the mines.

      When he learned Anna was asking Silverbirch to spare him, Deer had protested. “Anna, don’t you see we must kill him?” he demanded. “He’s not a gentle childminder like Doe. He’s a soldier!”

      “Not with us, he’s not,” the young woman pleaded. “Don’t take him away, please, Uncle. For all any of us know, Fifty-nine could be my brother!”

      “That’s an entirely specious argument, Anna,” Deer said, angry at this attempt to play on his emotions.

      “I know. I’m sorry,” Anna said penitently. “But—we need miners, you know,” she wheedled. “There are never enough miners.”

      In fact, Fifty-nine made a good miner, and as Deer now reminded Seaborn, had never yet given any trouble.

      “The half-Ants, then?” John countered. “We don’t know them well enough to be sure of them. Suppose, under the influence of all those other Ant minds out there, some of them were turned? Suppose they attacked Anna?”

      “They’re unarmed. And Anna will have ten pickets with her, including Heron,” Deer assured him. “Heron’s certainly not going to let anything happen to her.”

      “Well, but—but if they all attacked at once! All those Ants and half-Ants!”

      “Anna would sense it before it happened.”

      “But what if she didn’t, eh?” the old Man demanded. “What if Ants are capable of deceit?”

      Deer replied quietly, “War’s an uncertain business, John.”

      “I’d feel better if I were with her,” Seaborn grumbled.

      “I know,” Deer said. “But you can’t be. You and Muriel have to be at the coast, arranging for the ship to take you all to the island.”
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        * * *

      

      Deer and Anna traveled back to Evergreen with what was to be the last mail party to make the circuit of the forests until the coming war was over. At Deer’s invitation, Doe and Bird traveled with them—a privilege Anna regarded as a personal indulgence. In fact, though Deer couldn’t tell her so, the Ants were wanted in the forest. They were scheduled to play an unwitting part in the Great Plan to exterminate their race.

      River had already returned to Evergreen, traveling Man-style, in his own time, and alone. He planned when he got there to rig one last telegraph line between the forest and a picket point newly established near the Antlands border. At the first move the Ants made, the pickets would telegraph Evergreen, giving the forest two or three days to prepare for them.

      Though all war councils were officially over, two days after Deer’s return, Master Posthumous called for one last general meeting of Evergreen’s councilors, as well as any interested citizens.

      “Are you coming?” Deer asked Snow, with whom he happened to be speaking when the meeting was announced.

      Snow, of course, was no longer a member of a forest council.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” she sighed. “I suppose it’ll be something to do with the Great Plan, and I can’t imagine what new thing Master Posthumous could possibly have to say about it. I think the whole subject’s been discussed to death already.”

      Her tone surprised Deer. “You’re not satisfied with the Plan?” he asked.

      “How could I be?” answered Snow sadly. “Oh, I’m satisfied it’s our best chance to be rid of the Ants forever. But I can’t be satisfied to know the forest will be full of pain and death again. And Men’s lands, too, of course.”

      To introduce a cheerier topic, Deer said, “All ready for the wedding? It’s just a few days to go, now.”

      Immediately, Snow’s expression lightened. “Almost!” she exclaimed happily. “There’s so much to do, you know! But everyone’s pitching in to help. We’ll manage.”

      Technically, a couple who had asked for and received their forest master’s permission to marry had nothing more to do than to approach the master’s table in the Hall any evening that he was present for dinner, and formally request that he ask the recorder to note in the Forest Annals that the two of them should henceforth be regarded as a family unit. But in the face of this officially sanctioned simplicity, a great many unofficial wedding customs had gradually evolved that complicated the marrying process considerably.

      Though their consents were neither asked nor required in the matter, the immediate families of the bride and groom usually approached the master’s table with them, to signify their approval of the match; and everyone wore his best clothes—now usually new, and made especially for the occasion. The bride and groom themselves often appeared in shirts they had made for each other, with embroidered designs abounding in love tokens. Friends would have seen to it that the Hall was decorated with flowers, either fresh or dried, according to the season; and the master, in his customary predinner address, would expatiate upon the subject of the marriage institution, with particular reference to the couple presently before him.

      In short, a Forester wedding was becoming much like a wedding in Men’s lands—joyous, of course; but full of organizational complexities.

      “And you’ll wear a garland,” Snow added. “Rumor’s weaving the garlands.”

      Deer had always loathed the custom of wearing garlands, which, he maintained, caused a rash on his neck. But for Anna’s sake he replied, “Naturally. There’ll be wine?”

      “The master said there would be,” Snow said. “I forget what justification for it he’s offering. Something to do with war coming, I think.”

      The authorization of wine solely for the purpose of celebrating a wedding would not have been in keeping with the simplicity and restraint with which they were supposed to be celebrated, of course.

      Snow continued relating details concerning the upcoming nuptials until, to Deer’s relief, May arrived, and he was able to escape.

      The Hall was crowded when Master Posthumous stood up to speak, but not entirely packed full. All the councilors were there, but many of the rest of the citizenry had concluded with Snow that the topic of the meeting was likely to be the Great Plan, and Snow was not the only one to feel she had heard quite as much as she wanted to know about the Great Plan already. Deer himself was frankly daydreaming when the master rose, and, holding up his hand for silence, began, “My dear friends: Thank you all for coming on short notice. I have recently made a decision of some weight—”

      The master got just so far, and his voice cracked.

      The assembled councilors looked at each other in surprise, and a murmur of concern ran through the audience at the length of time it took Posthumous to regain his composure.

      Finally, making an effort to smile, Posthumous said bluntly, “Citizens of Evergreen Forest, I have decided to retire.”

      Shocked gasps and cries resounded on all sides. No one, it appeared, had anticipated this. Determinedly, the master continued, “It’s been my privilege to serve as your forest master, and I hope I’ve done my duty to you always. But I’ve recently concluded I’m no longer the right citizen for the position, and it’s time for us to pick another to take my place.”

      The kitchen master of another quarter from Deer’s said immediately, “Sir—why? Nothing’s changed. We’re more than willing for you to continue in your position.”

      Other voices chimed in.

      “Who better than you, Master Posthumous, to see us through what are sure to be trying times ahead?”

      “Yes, let’s deal with the Ants first, and then with a change of leadership.”

      “Stay on, sir. It’s too dangerous for you to travel to Beechlands now, anyway.”

      Everyone in the room assumed that when Posthumous was no longer forest master, he would go to Beechlands to be near his daughter. He had often said he would.

      Deer leaned over to ask Roar quietly whether the master could possibly be ill? Posthumous was the kind who would keep something like that private.

      But Roar, though he admitted he couldn’t know for certain, seemed doubtful of this. “He certainly looks as hale as ever,” he replied in a whisper.

      The master, meanwhile, smilingly resisted all entreaties.

      “War is coming,” he pointed out, “perhaps within a matter of weeks. Evergreen needs a leader of energy, able to take quick action. Age prevents me from being that leader. Furthermore, the world that will be made on the battlefield will be different from the present one. This is the case after every war, of course, but this time more than ever. After this war, there will either be no more Ants in our world—in which case we can expect, I think, to have to deal with an explosion in the population of Men—or Foresters and Men will be reduced again to scattered handfuls of embattled beings, ever imperiled. In either eventuality, the citizens of this forest will require a different sort of leadership than I can provide.”

      Though most saw the good sense in what the master was saying, it took Posthumous many minutes to get the citizens who were present to agree that a referendum on a new master should take place. Most were old enough to remember at least one other forest master; but Posthumous had led Evergreen for many years, had ruled wisely, and was personally popular. It was hard for his people voluntarily to agree to relinquish his sober good sense in favor of some new, unknown quantity. Many in the crowd wept openly at the thought of it.

      But eventually, in the face of Posthumous’s resolve, the protests in the room died away, and acceptance of the inevitable took their place, until finally young Osmunda (her eyes wet) rose to ask, “Sir, will we vote by ballot, or acclamation?”

      Posthumous himself (and Forest Master Wren before him) had been elected by acclamation—in Wren’s case, on the spot when the news of her predecessor’s death was announced.

      But Posthumous said, “By ballot, please,” adding, with sudden, smiling warmth, “not because I don’t think my successor will be an obvious choice, who, no sooner than the name was proposed, would be certain to be acclaimed on all sides. I ask that the election be by ballot because it will take a day to vote by ballot, and then another to count the votes. I’m determined, you see, to retain my office long enough to be the one to speak to our recorder on Anna and Heron’s behalf!”

      This remark made everyone laugh, of course; and before the laughter had died away, Posthumous hastily adjourned the meeting and hurried to the door.

      From that position, he embraced every citizen and councilor passing through, and as he took the hands of each, recounted a happy moment the two of them had shared—in some cases, years before. His memory, Deer thought, was phenomenal, and the kindness of his heart unparalleled. He didn’t envy whoever succeeded him the job of filling Posthumous’s shoes.

      As the master continued his ceremony of leave-taking to a crowd ever swelling as the unexpected word of his imminent retirement raced through the woods, knots of citizens formed outside the Hall to discuss the matter. Seeing Cade, May, Lark and Leaf all standing together, Deer approached them.

      As he walked up, he was startled to hear Leaf saying, in a matter of fact tone, “Well, it’s Deer for me, of course.”

      “Oh, of course,” Lark agreed calmly. “He’s the ‘obvious choice’ the master referred to, I think.”

      Cade and May, to Deer’s horror, nodded agreement with this.

      Leaf, seeing that Deer had stopped, stunned, in his tracks, called to him impatiently.

      “Well, come on,” she urged. “We’d rather talk to you than about you.”

      “I don’t want to come,” Deer replied, feeling foolish. “I don’t think I like what you’re saying.”

      A booming voice behind him asked cheerfully, “Why? Are they begging favors already?” It was Roar, with Lively in his arms. “I had to drag her away from Doe,” he confided aside to his wife. “I think she prefers that Ant to me, if you want the truth.”

      “We were just discussing who we’d vote for Forest master, darling,” Leaf told him calmly.

      “Oh, Deer, of course,” Roar replied. “Who else?”

      Deer, edging warily closer, offered several names.

      “Too old, too young, and too hot headed,” Leaf pronounced, ticking them off on her fingers. “No, you’re it, Deer. You know war, and we’ll soon be at war. You know Ants, and—well, we all know why a Forest master needs to know Ants. And you’re the only one in Evergreen who knows—and this is the part you can’t argue with, so don’t try—Men. Their languages, the way their tiny minds work… The master’s right: Wiping out the Ants will strengthen the Men enormously, and being defeated by them will probably send Men scurrying to our forests to hide. Either way, in future we’re going to have to deal much more than we used to with the Men. Don’t you think so, Snow?”

      Snow, looking troubled, was just hurrying up.

      “Is it true?” she begged. “Is Master Posthumous resigning?”

      “It’s true,” Leaf assured her. “Retiring, and going to Beechlands, presumably. Deer’s going to be our next Forest master. It’s a pity, in a way. I was counting on him to be teaching at the school again by the time Lively was old enough to go.”

      “Lively’s going to the school?” May asked. “I thought—”

      “Of course she is,” Leaf said airily, as though she’d always been an ardent supporter of the institution. “But when Deer’s Forest master, I suppose he won’t have time to be a schoolmaster, too.”

      “Don’t even joke about such a thing,” Deer gasped.

      “Who’s joking?”

      “Of course it should be Deer,” Snow agreed. “Gods, how can we let him go? Master Posthumous, I mean. It’s sad enough he won’t be Forest master anymore, but to have him leave Evergreen…!”

      “He wants to be with his daughter,” Roar said consolingly. “That’s reasonable.”

      Anna limped up on Heron’s arm then, breathless. “We just heard! Oh, I’m so glad Master Posthumous will still be master at our wedding! I want Uncle Deer to be with us at our table, not sitting up in front!”

      “Anna,” Deer said, “I’m not going to be master!”

      “Oh, hush, You,” replied Leaf crossly. “You’ll be master if we say so. Anna darling, you don’t mind if we bring Lively to the Hall to see you married, do you? I admit I can’t promise she won’t fuss, but—”

      “Of course she can come!” Anna exclaimed, taking Lively from her father and kissing her cheek soundly. “Ooooh! Do you think once Heron and I are married, Master Posthumous will announce right then who’s to take his place?”

      “Everyone keep in mind, please, that my father was the first to predict this, years and years ago,” Heron announced proudly. “He told me my uncle would be Forest master one day—if he wasn’t asked to leave first.”

      Deer turned abruptly and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Once Deer’s own ballot had been marked and submitted (in favor of the candidate Leaf had characterized—not entirely unfairly, Deer was forced to admit—as “hot headed”), he thought no more of being master himself. Having long before asked, and been granted, permission to leave the forest as a soldier of Evergreen, his days were entirely taken up with preparations for war.

      Except for the time he devoted to activities related to the wedding of his niece and nephew, of course.

      The day appointed for the marriage was a bright, fair one, perfect for gathering flowers and weaving garlands—as Deer discovered when his cousin May ordered him to spend the morning doing so. He and Rumor went out early to gather roses while the dew was still on them, Rumor commenting along the way that it was fortunate spring had been so warm and dry.

      “Usually we don’t get many roses until summer,” the boy innocently remarked.

      Deer, who knew the Ants intended to march “when the ground was firm,” was much less pleased to see the bushes were, indeed, already loaded with blossoms.

      When they had gathered all they could hold, Deer and Rumor carried the flowers to a shady spot, where they sat and made garlands (full of small, sharp thorns, Deer noted, sure to irritate the neck of any who wore one), then laid them away in a cool spot to await the evening’s celebration.

      One rose, more perfect than the others, Deer set aside.

      “What’s that for?” Rumor asked. “Is that for Anna?”

      “No. Anna has flowers enough, I think.” He’d picked an armload of them personally, in fact. “This is for someone else.”

      He carried the flower to a small dwelling near the border between the western quarter and the southern. He had passed the house many times in his life, but never before stopped there—as Bellflower pointed out when she answered his knock.

      “I saw you coming up the path, but I assumed you’d go on by. Oh, what a lovely rose! Is that for the bride?”

      “It’s for you, in fact,” Deer said, offering it. “You’re coming to the wedding, I hope? I thought you might like to wear it.”

      Bellflower hesitated.

      “It’s the wrong species, I realize,” Deer joked quickly; and Bellflower laughed.

      “I’m not fond of bellflowers, really,” she said, taking the flower at last and putting it to her nose to enjoy its fragrance. “Roses are much prettier. I wasn’t—I didn’t plan on coming to the Hall tonight, in fact.” Glancing up rather shyly, she asked, “Should I?”

      “Unquestionably. Leaf will sing, there’ll be wine… After we’ve all drunk wine, it’s possible we’ll even dance. You’ll enjoy it.”

      “Oh, it takes a lot of wine to make a Forester dance,” Bellflower said dryly. “Will you dance?”

      “Yes, but only with you. You, and the bride, of course.”

      “Oh, of course.” Bellflower looked several times between Deer and the rose before agreeing, “All right: You’ve convinced me. I’ll come.”

      “With the flower in your hair?”

      Bellflower demurred at this. “I’m not young enough for that. I’ll wear it on my shoulder, I think.”

      “On the contrary,” Deer replied firmly. “You’re young enough for any beautiful thing. But wear the flower as you like, only come to the wedding. Anna and I would both like to see you there.”

      At their parting, Deer sought, not Bellflower’s cheek to kiss, but her lips. Bellflower did not object.

      As Deer walked in with the rest of Anna’s family that evening, he caught a glimpse of Bellflower at the councilors’ table, seated next to the master’s still-empty chair, and wearing the rose in her hair. Cade, whose usual place she was occupying, wanted to be with his family on this occasion. Deer wondered whether the fact that Cade had picked Bellflower to take his seat was his way of letting her know he had recommended to the master that she not be allowed to go with the army to fight after all, but be named a picket captain of Evergreen in his place.

      “How blasé we’ve all become,” Deer remarked to May as he took his seat. “I see even the prospect of two of our mortal enemies sitting down to dine with us causes no special comment.”

      May seemed for a moment not to understand to whom he referred.

      “Doe and Bird, you mean?” she asked, catching on. “Oh, it’s all right. They’re Anna’s friends. And we got Master Posthumous’s permission to have them.”

      His cousin hardly remembered the two were Ants.

      In fact, Deer had to admit Doe and Bird were behaving well. They were clean, and groomed, and aside from their unabashed and appreciative sniffs of the air whenever the odor of venison wafted in from the kitchen, their manners were much like any Forester’s.

      When everyone was seated, a moment’s expectant hush fell over the Hall. Then Posthumous entered, and all rose in salute. Everyone was aware the ballots for his successor were being counted even as Leaf began her usual evening song; and when it proved to be one of Posthumous’s favorites, many eyes filled.

      After the song, at the master’s completely disingenuous, “Is there any important matter we should take care of before we begin?” Anna put a trembling hand on Heron’s arm and groped for her cane. The two young people started toward the master’s table, with Cade, May, Rumor, Snow and Deer, all garlanded, trailing after.

      Posthumous’s speech on this occasion was more somber than his usual wedding address. A marriage where the bride was still comparatively young (Anna was but newly turned twenty), and contracted in the shadow of war was necessarily a more serious matter than one entered into by two older people in a more carefree time. But the master spoke with loving emphasis of the longstanding, steady affection between the two; and the support the young couple could expect from their respective families. Only Deer and a few others present knew how little time those families would have to be supportive before they relinquished their young ones to the dangerous mission of luring the Ant army to its fate.

      As he always did on such occasions, Master Posthumous finished his speech with humorous stories about Heron and Anna in their young days. Only Doe and Bird, not understanding, failed to laugh at the things he said.

      The packed Hall went suddenly, breathlessly silent when the master inquired of the young couple whether they wished to register a change in their status? The young couple said they did, of course; and at Posthumous’s invitation, Anna stated her name, and Heron his, for entry into the Forest Annals. The recorder, the same one who had entered Anna’s adoption into the Evergreen annals years before, first put on a brief show of finding the proper page and carefully examining her pen, then made the appropriate notation and finished it off with a flourish.

      Turning the volume so the newlyweds could see the relevant memorandum for themselves, she then broke the solemn spell by announcing cheerfully, “There you are, young ones! You’re married. And a long and happy life to you both!”

      To ringing applause and congratulations, the bride and groom received formal salutes from their master.

      With war on the horizon and supplies hoarded against an uncertain future, the wedding dinner was sparse, though Duck (taking a break from her retirement) managed somehow to produce nut cake for everyone afterward, in thin slices. Wine was offered with it, and when all had been served, Posthumous proposed a toast to the young couple, who responded by returning one in his honor. This gesture was answered with lifted glasses and such a sudden and hearty roar of approval that the uncomprehending Ants huddled together and clutched fearfully at one another’s hands until Anna had reassured them.

      After the meal, the tables were pushed to the sides of the room to allow the diners and other well-wishers who crowded into the Hall to circulate, talking. From time to time, if she detected a lull in the noise, Leaf began a song, in which everyone then joined.

      After an hour of this, River produced his flute and began a dance tune.

      Suddenly remembering his promise to Bellflower, Deer looked for her, only to find she seemed to have gone. On a second look around, he noticed Cade, Roar, and Leaf were not among the celebrants, either. May was craning her neck to see over the heads of the crowd, and he guessed she was looking for Cade, too.

      Anna came to her uncle, threw her arms around his garlanded neck (causing him to wince painfully) and kissed his cheek.

      “Thank you for everything, Uncle Deer,” she exclaimed. “This is the best wedding anybody ever had, don’t you think?”

      “I do,” Deer replied. “And you’re the most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen. A hundred thousand good wishes to you and my nephew. By the way, you don’t happen to know where Bellflower is, do you? I wanted to—to tell her how well she looked sitting at the master’s table.”

      “I don’t know where she is now,” Anna answered, looking around, “but I saw her talking to Osmunda a little while ago. Maybe they went outside, where it’s quieter.”

      Swan ran up, and seizing Anna’s hand, cried, “Hey, married lady! Come dance with me!”

      Giggling, Anna limped away with him, telling her uncle over her shoulder as she went, “Here comes Osmunda now, Uncle Deer. I bet she’ll know where Bellflower is.”

      But Osmunda, on reaching him, inquired soberly before Deer could speak, “Will you come, please? There’s news you should hear.”

      “The Ants?” Deer asked urgently.

      Osmunda, threading her way through the crowd ahead of him, didn’t answer.

      In a quiet grove behind the kitchen, Posthumous and the members of the council of the western quarter of Evergreen, as well as Bellflower, were all waiting for Deer.

      “What’s happened?” he asked immediately. “Have the Ants broken out?”

      “No, that’s not the news,” Posthumous replied.

      He said nothing more, though he smiled. When Deer looked around, the other councilors (except for Calluna) were all smiling as well. But no one spoke or even moved.

      Deer stood speechless too, confused. The others continued to stare at him, expectant, and still both silent and motionless.

      Then, with the force of a blow, it struck Deer that it was always the forest master’s prerogative to offer his hands first.

      Hardly knowing what he did, Deer slightly raised both hands.

      Instantly, Posthumous leaped forward to grasp them and, laughing, pressed Deer’s cheek with his own.

      “I’d like to be the first to congratulate—not you, Master Deer—but the citizens of Evergreen Forest, for their very wise vote,” he exclaimed. “It was overwhelming—nearly unanimous, in fact. May your rule be as long and as prosperous as you deserve, sir.”

      The councilors—his councilors, Deer realized, feeling suddenly sick—all rushed then to add their own embraces and good wishes to those of Posthumous. All save Calluna, who stood aloof until Deer held out his hands directly to her, and then she touched them only briefly with her own, which were like ice.

      “A—wise and just rule, Master Deer,” she managed to say as Deer pressed his cheek to hers.

      Deer tried to get her to meet his eye, but Calluna turned away.

      “You’ll confirm my appointment of Bellflower to the post of picket captain, I hope?” Posthumous asked. “She’ll take office when Cade leaves us.”

      “Oh. Certainly. No one better,” Deer agreed dazedly. The scene had the quality of a dream to him. Had Posthumous suggested making little Lively a picket captain, Deer might well have found himself agreeing to it.

      “Do we announce your election now, Master?” Roar asked, grinning.

      Before the dumbstruck Deer could answer this question, Leaf objected.

      “Oh, let the night be Anna’s and Heron’s,” she said. “Anyway, we should make the announcement in all four quarters simultaneously, shouldn’t we? Morning will be soon enough.”

      Deer managed to agree to this, in a choking voice.

      Roar seemed to regard Deer’s difficulty in articulating as a medical emergency. Giving both his old and new masters simultaneous hearty thumps on their backs, Roar announced, “As infirmarian, I prescribe a second glass of wine for the sake of your throat, Master Deer. In fact, I prescribe a second glass to us all. Where dry throats are concerned, one can’t be too careful.”

      Under cover of the laughter this proposal elicited, Calluna slipped away, murmuring in a bitter undertone that she wanted to be with her son while she still might. Roar, meanwhile, produced both wine and drinking beakers with a speed that proved he had anticipated making his “diagnosis” well ahead of time.

      For an hour, the new forest master and his remaining council members drank each other’s healths and discussed the war. When all had—with wine’s easy confidence—concluded that the Ants would make their move in something between two weeks and three, they rejoined the other wedding guests in the Hall, where joyous singing and dancing continued until late into the night.
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      In the early dawn, Posthumous woke Deer in the silent way of pickets, with a hand on his shoulder. Bolting upright, Deer saw at once from his look that the Ants hadn’t delayed to meet the Foresters’ expectations. They were already marching.

      Posthumous told him quietly, “The telegrapher got a message from the forward outpost. The pickets there were abandoning their station. The Ants are moving straight this way.”

      Deer stopped a moment to consider.

      “Another large group? Or all of them this time?” He threw back the blanket that covered him.

      “All of them.”

      “Has Anna been told?”

      Posthumous shook his head. “Aside from the telegrapher, I’m the only one who’s been informed. He brought the message to me thinking I was still master here. Do you want to see it?”

      Deer was dressing by now.

      Without looking at the paper Posthumous offered, Deer asked, “Can we let Anna and Heron sleep on for a little while, do you think? When do they need to leave?”

      Posthumous seemed unwilling openly to offer an opinion on this, but his slight hesitation told Deer all he needed to know.

      “The sooner the better,” he answered his own question. “I’ll go to them, then. Gods, only one night alone together! What a shame. Who’s on duty now: Cade or Bellflower? Bellflower? Send her to wake the other pickets, please, and let them spread the news. And after that you may stand down yourself.”

      As he and Posthumous hurried away in their separate directions it occurred to Deer to be shocked at his own unconstraint in issuing orders to his former forest master, but he had no time to dwell long on the topic. Anna and Heron’s new house, a single room, was at a distance from any others, placed more to take advantage of a view of a pretty glade than for the convenience of anyone who wanted to reach it quickly.

      Though a pink glow to the east proved that dawn was breaking, overhead a few stars still shone, and the path beneath the trees where Deer walked was dark. As he reached Anna’s door, two scurrying, shadowy forms came up behind him that Deer couldn’t recognize as Doe and Bird until they were upon him. The Ants had been given the run of Evergreen—a trust they had never violated.

      “What are you doing here?” he whispered, stopping them.

      The Ants’ only reply was a wide-eyed stare.

      “Wait here,” he ordered. “Let me wake Anna first. You can go to her when she’s up and has her clothes on, and not before. Do you understand? Answer, please.”

      Both Ants had been trained that when an answer was requested of them, they were expected to speak aloud.

      “Not before clothes,” Doe repeated, nodding in unison with Bird.

      “Good,” Deer said approvingly.

      But when he went to the door, the Ants crowded right behind him.

      Deer sighed.

      Before he could raise his hand to knock, Heron—dressed and armed—opened the door.

      “Come on in,” he invited. “We’re almost ready.”

      Doe and Bird were already pushing past Deer, heading straight for Anna, who was (just as Deer had stipulated she must be before they approached her), already fully clothed. Nervously, the two Ants flanked her, stroking her arms as she struggled to fit a last item into the one skin bag she was permitted to take with her.

      “You already know the Ant army’s moving, I guess,” Deer said.

      “A couple of hours ago,” Anna confirmed. “How could we miss knowing? The soldiers are all so wound up they’re practically screaming.”

      Deer asked quickly, “They can’t hear you, can they?”

      “Oh, no,” Anna assured him. “But we’ve got to get out of here, just the same. We’re frightened. We’re trying not to be, but we are.”

      Deer looked at Heron. “You know what to do?”

      Heron nodded calmly. “Yes, Uncle.”

      Anna did not, naturally. She could be told no details of what was coming, and probably imagined Heron would take her and her Ant friends to safety in Broadleaf.

      But in fact, her new husband would instead drive Anna to where a party of pickets—alerted by telegraph—were bringing the rest of the Ants and half-Ants from Broadleaf to meet their wagon. Once they were all together, Heron was under orders to tell Anna they were headed for a new home in a beautiful valley, with rich land and clean (shallow!) waters. Informed by his uncle as to exactly what features made a country desirable to Ants, Heron would be able to paint a picture for Anna to imagine of a sort of Ant paradise, empty and free to claim. Through Anna, the whole party of Ants and half-Ants would be made to see this same picture; and, guided in their travels by means of frequent telegraphic communications on a path just out of range of the Ant army, they would deliberately “call” with all of their collected brains to the Ant soldiers, urging them to come, too.

      By this means (or so everyone hoped), the Ant army would be brought inexorably by degrees to the bowl-shaped valley and their doom.

      The way to that valley would be long, arduous, and dangerous for the young people and their attendant Ants. They could carry little with them, in the interest of traveling light; and if circumstances delayed them on the road between one food cache and the next, they could expect to go hungry until they had gained it. Though they’d be shadowed on their route by forest pickets, ready, if it became necessary, to snatch at least Anna, Heron, and the half-Ants out of danger, the pickets couldn’t follow the party closely lest Anna or any Ant become aware of their presence and inadvertently pass the information on to the Ant army.

      Heron was the only one who knew about the shadowing pickets, or that, in the few intervening hours between the time the Ants reached the valley and they drew their weapons to fight, Anna’s entire party would be hurried away to an unfrequented cove on the coast. There they would be met by John and Muriel Seaborn and subsequently transported by ship to an island a few days’ sail from Anna’s long-ago home. On that island, the humans would live until the war was won—and the Ants forever.

      “The votes counted yet?” Heron asked, obviously just remembering there’d been an election in the forest.

      “Ah—yes,” Deer admitted. He couldn’t bring himself to say more.

      Heron and Anna, however, had no doubt of what the outcome of the balloting had been.

      Anna crossed the room to hug Deer warmly (the Ants, of course, dogging her heels), while Heron asked, laughing, “So which do I call you now? ‘Uncle Master’? Or ‘Master Uncle’?”

      Deer shuddered. “Don’t you dare to call me either one,” he replied, kissing his niece. “I’m your uncle Deer, and that’s all. Go and get breakfast now, and say your goodbyes. I have a million things to do, but I’ll see you again before you go.” Then, remembering that, as master, his time was no longer his own, he added, “Or if I don’t, remember I love you both, and I’ll be counting the hours until we all meet here again.”

      Deer was aware that of them all, only he had any idea how many, many hours that might be.

      Doe and Bird, shivering with fear, insisted upon being hugged goodbye, too.

      “Goodbye, Uncle Deer,” they said in chorus. “Bad Ants come. Be good.”

      “We mean ‘be careful,’ really,” Anna explained, nudging the two Ants gently toward the door. To the Ants she said, “Come on, don’t dawdle. We’re in a hurry to get out of here, aren’t we?”

      “Hurry!” the two echoed fervently. “Goodbye, Uncle Deer. I love you!”

      “Good journey,” Deer answered. “I love you, too.”

      For the next few hours, Evergreen was in chaos, as the forest was put on a war footing. Deer ordered the pickets on the west side doubled, while at the same time formally cancelling all previously granted leaves from duty, of course. In times of peace, only a picket could wear a sword; and by custom even these carried their weapons, sheathed, in their right hands when they were not at their posts. Now, because Evergreen was under imminent threat of attack, pickets were instructed they must instead go about armed and ready for action at all times. As the last words received from the pickets at the forward outpost had been that the Ant army seemed intent upon pulling down the telegraph wire, Deer grimly requested the Evergreen telegrapher to send word to the other Forest masters that, in the coming conflict, their troops must expect that their enemies would be equipped with garrotes.

      The stable master came for final instructions as to how many of his animals he should send to the other forests immediately, to relieve Evergreen of the cost in resources of their maintenance; and how many could be held back to facilitate an emergency evacuation, should one become necessary; and the kitchen and garden masters likewise had questions about the future allotment of foodstuffs. Posthumous, to Deer’s relief, stayed unobtrusively near and available to give advice.

      After consulting with his picket captains, Deer then gave the order to the armorers for a general issue of weapons. Anyone who had at any time in his life qualified for a sword could now ask at the armorers’ for one.

      In her young days, Snow had been awarded a sword, though she had afterward relinquished it as being incompatible with her functions as an infirmarian. Now she told Deer, when she happened to encounter him, that she had decided her principles would not permit her to avail herself of the privilege of carrying any blade, even a knife; though most of the forest’s females, as well as boys of Rumor’s age wanted at least this protection.

      Roar was less scrupulous in this regard. When he came later that morning to offer his services as infirmarian to the Army of Evergreen, he was fully armed, having retrieved his Broadleaf-made weapon the moment it became possible for him to do so. Deer granted Roar’s request, his heart aching as he did so for Leaf and little Lively’s sakes.

      Until almost the hour that Anna and Heron were due to take their leave, Deer thought duty would preclude his seeing them off. But, suddenly, everything had been done that could be. All last-minute orders had been given; all the complications introduced by the Ants’ unexpectedly early breakout had been dealt with. The forest was ready for war.

      Posthumous, still at Deer’s elbow, asked, “Do you have time for one last walk with me? Or do you want to get something to eat instead?”

      Deer had eaten nothing to that point and it was now near noon, but he shook his head. “Let’s walk. River must have left by now. I don’t want to risk going to the Hall and meeting Calluna.”

      “You’re prepared to have her leave Evergreen, I suppose,” Posthumous remarked calmly.

      Deer glanced at him in surprise. He had, in fact, never considered this possibility. “Do you think she’ll go as an exile to be with River?”

      “That seems unlikely to me. Calluna’s set in her ways, and doesn’t care for Men. No, I suspect she’ll go to Broadleaf.”

      Though he hadn’t thought of it before, this seemed logical to Deer when he heard it. Calluna would be able to meet River in the grove at Broadleaf (and her daughter in law too, if she would), away from painful associations with the days when they had lived together in a forest.

      “Should I write to Silverbirch and tell him to expect her?” Deer asked.

      Posthumous said he thought this a good idea.

      Then he remarked casually, “I’m leaving today, too, by the way.”

      “Going so soon?” Deer sighed. “Now that I think of it, though, that makes sense. The pickets who are taking Anna and Heron out can see you most of the way to Beechlands.”

      “Yes.” Posthumous smiled conspiratorially. “And that’ll be our story—that I’ve gone to Beechlands. Only you and I will know the truth of the matter.”

      “What ‘truth’?” Deer repeated, his brow creasing with confusion. “You’re going to be with your daughter, aren’t you?”

      “I know I’ve always said I would. But in fact, my daughter doesn’t need me. Anna and Heron do, I think. There’s no reason for everyone to know this, Master, but I’m going to travel with Anna and Heron. I’ll be of some use, I think. I still know how to swing a sword.”

      Deer could not understand Posthumous’s smile. The whole conversation, in fact, bewildered him.

      “Sir, I can’t let you,” he pronounced. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “Don’t call me sir; and don’t force me into exile,” Posthumous replied, still smiling. “I’m going, I said. Let me go as a Forester.”

      “But,” Deer argued desperately, “how can I let you take such a risk? You’ve been a second father to me!”

      “And you were my son. But it’s in the nature of things for sons and fathers to be parted eventually, and it’s time for me to go. I can’t help you anymore, Master. I can’t help Evergreen. The problems you face are beyond me to solve. They’re matters for younger, nimbler minds.”

      Deer pleaded, “You’ve seen war before. By all accounts, no one could have led the forest better in the last one. Stay and advise me.”

      But Posthumous shook his head. “I’d have nothing useful to say to you.”

      “Of course you would!”

      “No. I don’t understand Men, Master. They’re different from forest folk. Why are they so wasteful and covetous, I wonder? Of course I wasn’t surprised when, after we fought together against the Ants last time, the Men took the Ants’ lands for themselves. I never expected them to do anything else. But what now? When they’ve wasted the wood and the fruitfulness of the lands they took from the Ants, whose lands will they covet next? When the Ants are gone and Men and Foresters no longer have a common enemy, will we discover we’ve only exchanged one foe for another?”

      “You think they’ll attack us.”

      Posthumous hesitated. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “I hope not. But I’m afraid if Men do one day resolve upon a dishonorable course of action, neither love of peace nor justice will restrain them. You understand Men better than anyone else in any forest, sir. You’ll know how to deal with them. As for me,” he added, smiling again, “I think island life will suit me very well.”

      “Do you mean you’re going with Anna all the way to— the island? By all gods, why? There’s nothing for you there!”

      Posthumous waved this assertion away. “On the contrary. Everything I’ve ever wanted is there. All the simple pleasures; people I love; members of a race in which I am very interested; and a scholar to teach me about them. It’s perfect. I’ve always wanted more time to study, and I never found it here. And though I can’t carry much with me, I know John Seaborn will bring at least a hundred books to the island with him!”

      At this, Deer had to laugh. “He’ll bring a thousand, if he can get them aboard the ship. But can you really mean what you’re saying? Even if we get every wish of our hearts and defeat the Ants in the valley, unless we manage to kill every one of them on the battlefield, the remnants of their army will scatter, and we’ll have to hunt them down individually. It may be two or three years—more, even—before we can get you home again.”

      “I’ll never come home,” Posthumous said flatly. “I have no intention of coming back. Why should I? John’s always made his island sound idyllic.”

      “John would live here, if he could!”

      “Because it resembles his island. Or his island as he always wanted it to be. Maybe the perfect society we tried to make here and John’s people tried to make on their islands can finally be brought about, now that the three races will be working together on it. Maybe that’s what was always required—reintegration of the three races.”

      After a moment’s anxious thought, Deer yielded. The life of a scholar was something Posthumous had always coveted. Let him have it, he said to himself. After all he’s done for Evergreen, it would be selfish to deny him anything he wanted.

      “May I ever tell anyone what happened to you?” he asked Posthumous then, thinking that while it might take some time (given the present circumstances), word would eventually get around that the former master of Evergreen had never arrived in Beechlands.

      Posthumous’s lips tightened. “My daughter knows,” he said gravely. “My last act as master of this forest was to send a private message to her. Please tell no one else. I don’t want anyone to seek me out.”

      A picket was approaching, holding out a telegraph message, and Posthumous fell silent.

      “It’s nothing,” Deer said, after a glance at it. “John and Muriel have left Broadleaf. So far, everything’s running to schedule.” Dismissing the picket, Deer glanced at the sun and said, “Then for Heron’s sake, and Anna’s, go. They need you more than I do. But if you’re going, you’d better pack your things now. I’m afraid you’re limited to one traveling bag.”

      “More than ample,” Posthumous assured him. “And it’s already packed, in fact. I’ll see you at the stables very soon.”

      The two embraced, like father and son, and Posthumous hurried away.

      Deer stood for a while in the woods, collecting his thoughts. The loss of Posthumous in a gentle and timely way was a balm to the raw wound of his father Fosse’s violent and premature end. He wanted to take a moment to appreciate it.
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        * * *

      

      Anna and Heron were standing beside their wagon when Deer arrived, with their arms linked and their families, Posthumous, and a few other close friends crowded close around them. The sun was now past the meridian, the horses harnessed and ready, and the baggage, including Posthumous’s, piled into the wagon bed. Doe and Bird, though they probably would have preferred to be nearer Anna, were sitting among the boxes and bundles, staring fixedly toward the west, from where the Ant army was steadily advancing.

      Seeing Deer approaching, Cade walked quickly to meet him.

      “What’s the news, Master?” he asked quietly. “Is everything proceeding as it’s supposed to?”

      It still embarrassed Deer to be addressed as “Master.”

      “So far, so good,” he answered. “The Broadleaf pickets are coming to meet ours, and, if things go well, all of them should be showing themselves to the Ants at the same time Anna’s group reaches the first telegraph station. By the time Anna’s gotten her instructions, the sight of so many pickets in their way should already be giving the Ant army second thoughts about continuing in a direct line to Evergreen. If Anna offers them what she suggests is a route to a better place, they may well be in a mood to try it.”

      “And then…?” Cade asked.

      “And then we go from there. Anna tells us what the Ants want to do, we tell Anna what we want the Ants to do instead, then Anna tells us again—all the way to the valley.”

      The two Foresters watched where Anna was standing tiptoe to kiss her “little” brother’s cheek.

      “She’s so young,” said Cade sadly.

      At the wagon, Deer found he had no comforts that were more than empty words to offer to his weeping cousin and sister in law. While Anna said her farewells to her father, May and Snow could do nothing but cling forlornly to one another, openly sobbing. Everyone understood that the goodbyes they were saying might well be final ones. Though Leaf was present, white-faced, no one even suggested a song.

      To Posthumous, Deer silently offered one hand, Man-style. He meant it as a renewal of his promise to keep his former master’s whereabouts on a Man’s island a secret, but whether Posthumous understood the gesture or whether he imagined it was intended as a joke, Deer had no way of knowing and could not ask. He allowed the tears and embraces to continue for a few more minutes, and then—not trusting his voice—signaled to Heron with a gesture that it was time for the journey to begin.

      Anna, of course, did not forget that by forest custom, a traveler’s last words were always with his Forest master. From the wagon seat, she turned one final time to her uncle.

      “Thank you for letting Posthumous come with us,” she said, trying, with trembling lips, to smile. “We’re all very grateful to have him.”

      “He wanted to be with you, Anna,” Deer replied.

      “I know. But you had to give him permission. Doe and Bird want me to tell you that our people will never forget what a good friend you’ve always been to us, and that we’ll remember you forever. They really wanted you to come, too; but we know that’s not possible.”

      Deer glanced toward the wagon bed, where he found the Ants studying him with a disconcerting intensity.

      Taken aback, he said vaguely, “Fine, fine. I was—happy to help.”

      May slipped past him to lay her head one last time in her daughter’s lap, while on Heron’s side of the wagon, the weeping Snow reached again for her son’s hands.

      Anna softly stroked her mother’s hair. “You know, Uncle, when an Ant promises to remember you forever, it’s not just a figure of speech. I have memories in my mind that I’ve gotten from Doe that have been passed down, Ant to Ant, for a thousand years. As long as even a single one of our descendants lives, you really will be remembered.”

      Cade gently detached his wife from his daughter’s knee and led her aside.

      “Then remember me—remember all of us—with the same love with which we’ll remember you,” Deer replied, husky-voiced. “Good journey, my dear ones. And a swift, safe return to Evergreen!”

      With a last chorus of goodbyes, the wagon began to roll.
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      In the bowl-shaped valley, Cade had seen his daughter for only a few moments before she had to be hurried away again. The Great Plan had worked too well, and the Ant army came crowding onto the battlefield on her heels. Anna still didn’t know her ultimate destination, but by now her father did. Speechless with grief and love, he held her tightly for a moment, and then relinquished her to Heron.

      “My regards to your papa,” he whispered in parting.

      Anna hadn’t known before that she was going to meet John Seaborn, and the image of her face as surprise turned to joy remained with Cade when she was gone, and was a comfort to him. What did it matter, Cade thought, if every Ant in the valley now knew that Anna was going to be reunited with her stepfather? Let them marvel at the happy anticipation that spilled from her brain into theirs!

      Roar wandered up, restless and impatient.

      “How long, do you think, General?” he asked, scanning the teeming mass of Ants before them.

      “An hour or less. Their movements aren’t so aimless now. They think they’ve read the terrain and the obstacles and have a plan.”

      Roar grinned. “Which we’ll soon smash to pieces.”

      “That’s the idea.”

      Roar stared for a moment toward the high ground at the west of the valley, where the Men’s cannon were ranged, manned as agreed by teams of Foresters with tools to spike them. Brush covered the cannon’s mouths for now, but they were primed to launch a volley the moment Cade, the senior Forester General on the field, gave the signal.

      Opposite the cannon, the valley sloped steadily down to the banks of a river—not a broad body of water, but a deep one, and made still deeper over the past three weeks by a concentrated program of dredging carried out by the local population under orders from their king. Ants hated and feared deep water. It was hoped that when the cannon fired, their first impulse—to run straight away—would be thwarted by this obstacle, throwing into chaos the whole left flank of the Ant army.

      Abruptly, Roar said, “You know some of the Men have hand cannons?”

      Cade nodded. “Master Deer warned me before we left that they would.”

      Roar’s eyebrows rose. “Did he?” he asked, admiration in his tone. “He seems to know everything, doesn’t he?”

      “He certainly knows Men,” Cade replied. “He said it was always his worst fear that Men would make small arms, and that now that they have good steel, there’d be nothing to stop them.”

      Roar shook his head gravely. Then he pointed. “Here’s River. I’ll be in the medical tent, if you want me.”

      There was almost nothing of the Forester about River any longer, aside from the three wavy parallel lines of blue—his name-sign—embroidered on his collar. He wore Men’s clothes and carried a Man-sword, since he’d never won a forest weapon. With a discreet glance, Cade reassured himself the sword was, at least, a good one.

      Pushing a lock of his short hair from his forehead, River said, smiling bravely, “We’re in position, General. The telegraph key and the power generator are all ready to go.”

      Those Ants who were frustrated by the river in their flight and so turned instead to the north to escape would then encounter Dan Farmer’s special obstacle. A fence, a mesh of stout wires, presently lay flat on the ground at the Ants’ rear, concealed in loose grass. The Ants had marched over it earlier without even noticing, their attention fixed on the small part of the army of Men and Foresters who were allowing themselves to be seen. The plan was that at the moment the first cannon fired, teams of Men, presently out of sight, would rush to raise the fence behind the Ant’s rearguard. This would be a dangerous operation, and all the Men who were to take part in it were volunteers. Once the fence was up, other Men (also hidden for now) would engage the gears of strange engines erected behind the line of cannon. Wires ran from the fence to these engines, which were powered by Men pushing a sort of capstan. The rotation of the capstan would (by some means Cade knew nothing about) cause the wires of the fence to emit tiny bolts of powerful lightning when touched, hurting and burning any Ant who tried to escape the field in that direction.

      Master Deer understood Men, and he understood Ants, too. So long as the Ants’ thoughts were scattered, Master Deer had said, they couldn’t reach consensus on how, or whom, to fight. The lightning fence was just one of many means that would be employed on the battlefield to confuse the Ants and keep them confused.

      “We don’t honestly know how long that fence can hold them back,” River explained to Cade.

      “We understand that,” said Cade briefly.

      It bothered Cade that he couldn’t speak to River as freely as he would have to one of his own troops; and wanting to make a personal connection, he added, “How’s your wife?”

      River answered this eagerly, flushing with pride. “She’s fine, thanks. She misses her mother and John. They went to the coast. But she and my sister in law are going to live together until all this is over, and Sarah’s having fun with our nieces and nephews.”

      Cade recalled hearing there were quite a few of these nieces and nephews. If the Ants were defeated, Men’s numbers would unquestionably increase quickly, as the master predicted.

      He and River talked together for another minute, and then River said regretfully he had to go. For the first time in his life, Cade extended one hand to a friend. River grasped it tightly.

      “Take care of yourself,” he said hoarsely, and hurried away.

      The Ants were forming lines, now, their weapons in their hands.

      Cade walked forward, ready to give the signal for the attack to begin. He was determined not to let the Ants seize the initiative and make the first move.

      Swan came up beside his general, looking pale but trying to smile. “This is my place, I think,” he said, with a clearly counterfeit assurance.

      “Your place, soldier, is well to the rear,” replied Cade severely.

      Swan made no move to go. “How much longer?”

      Cade drew his sword, and all eyes turned to him. The agreed-upon signal to the gun crews was for him to raise his sword high and then bring it down. “Not long,” he said.

      “Well, but—how much, do you think?” Swan pressed uneasily.

      Cade didn’t answer this. A strange thought had just come to him.

      Looking down at the sword in his hand, he remarked to Swan, “It occurs to me I’ll never sheath this weapon again. I’ll either fall on this field and die with it in my hand or I’ll see the Ants routed, and then I won’t need a sword anymore.”

      Swan kept his eyes on the lines of Ants. “Even if the Ants are all dead, what if Men attack the forest some day? Won’t you need it then?”

      “Men will come with guns, not swords. No, those of us left alive to walk away from this place might as well throw our swords naked into the baggage wagon, ready for the armorers to beat into gun barrels. The moment those cannon fire, the age of swords is over.”

      “Why are we here at all, then?” Swan cried despairingly. “If this battle only means we’ll have to fight with guns from now on, why fight it?”

      Cade tried to comfort him. “It’ll be all right. Men want guns so much they were bound to make them sooner or later. Even with guns, they’ll still be Men, with the seed of reason in them; but if the Ants get guns, then history may repeat itself. We must keep guns from the Ants. And the only way to do that is to kill them all.”

      “We’ll have to fight hard to kill them all,” said Swan soberly. “There are so many.”

      “We’ll have to fight very hard.”

      As he spoke, Cade was unbuckling his sword belt. What use to be encumbered with a belt and sheath now? They were nothing but relics. His belt, loosed, fell at his heels.

      Swan liked the gesture. Drawing his own sword, he unbuckled his belt, too; and, on an impulse, flung belt and sheath forcefully aside.

      The watching Forester troops behind them stirred. Soldier looked at soldier and many grimly smiled. Let the Ants tremble, the smiles said. Let them see the forest people have come to fight until either they or the Ants are all dead. In a spreading wave, every sword was drawn, every buckle loosed, every belt flung away.

      The flanking Men’s armies saw what was happening, and without entirely understanding it, they copied Cade, too. The sound of sword belts and sheaths falling was like the pelting to earth of heavy raindrops.

      Anna and Heron would be at the coast by now, Cade thought. Perhaps by now she would even be aboard the ship. He saw her in his mind, his smiling, lame daughter, urging “her” Ants below, while Heron, watchful, stood at her elbow.

      The Ants massed before Cade had grown suddenly still. From the moment they’d begun moving into the valley, the consensus they’d formed was that the valley was a strange and disquieting place. Now the troops opposing them, though vastly inferior to their own in number, had inexplicably divested themselves of a part of their customary fighting clothes. What could it mean? The tight, disciplined lines of Ant soldiers shifted and became ragged. The Ants were losing, Cade saw, their mental focus.

      “Get to the rear, young one!” he barked at Swan, raising his sword while at the same time giving Swan a push with his left hand. Then he counted slowly to five and let his arm drop.
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