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QuisWeb

Jeremiah's kidnappers et him watch the del egation that came to negotiate on hisbehaf. Thewadl in front
of him was one-way glassplex; he could see the people in the room beyond, but to them the wall
appeared opague.

He didn't recognize the man speaking, but the fellow wore the uniform of the Foreign Affairs Corpsfor
the Allied Worlds of Earth. Jeremiah knew the other two people in the delegation: Deborah Svenson,
Dean of the Graduate School of Artsand Sciences at Harvard, and Professor Jack Brenn, Jeremiah's
thesis advisor in the anthropology department.

One of Jeremiah's kidnappers also stood in the room: Chankah Dahl. As Manager of Dahl, she
governed one of the largest city-states in the human settlement on the planet Coba. A tall woman with
gray hair, sheranked high in the power hierarchy of the Twelve Estates.

Thevoice of the Foreign Affairs officer came over an audiocom set high inthewall. Y ou must
understand, Manager Dahl,” he continued. “ Jeremiah Coltman isacitizen of the Allied Worlds. Y our
decision to send him to another Estate againgt hiswill is considered abduction by our people.”

Manager Dahl remained unperturbed. “Y ou are well aware that before Jeremiah came here, he signed
an agreement to abide by our laws.” Shelooked around at them. “Y our government has no jurisdiction



here. Heisours now.”

Jack Brenn stiffened. A large man with broad shoulders and a shock of black hair, hisintensity almost
crackled in the room. “Y ou have no right to hijack him thisway! He signed that agreement with the
understanding that it meant you coulddeport himif you didn't likehim.”

“But wedo like him,” Chankah said mildly. “We have bestowed our highest honor on him.”

Dean Svenson spoke. “Now that Jeremiah's fildwork is complete, he wishesto return home. Manager
Dahl, he has his school, work, relaives.” Quietly shesaid, “Hislife”

The Manager said, amply, “Heis Cdani. Caani do not leave Coba.”

Jeremiah touched the engraved band that circled his biceps. He had one on each arm. Made from solid
gold, they symboalized his position. Caani. Dice player.

Heredly, redly didn't want the honor.
“I will relay your regardsto him,” Chankah finished.

Jeremiah recognized her tone. She was dismissing the delegation. He hit hisfist on the glassplex. “I'm
here!” he shouted. He knew it wouldn't carry through the soundproofed wall, but he had to try. “Don't

m!”

Only hissilent reflection answered. He regarded it, seeing aman more of Cobathan of Earth. Three
years ago, when he arrived in Dahl, he had been soft, out of shape, plump. Now lean muscles replaced
the flab, built by hisjob on the construction crew where he had worked until ten days ago. He would
never betall or husky, but he enjoyed afitness now he had never known before. He loved working in the
crisp air of the spectacular Teotec Mountains. During the day he labored with his muscles and at night he
labored with his mind, writing his dissertation. Hisonly *hardships” were the lack of computers and the
relaively low leve of technology here, where the culture had backdid. He had otherwise thoroughly
enjoyed hislife.

Until now.

Instead of comfortable work clothes, today he wore garb appropriate for a Calani: rich suede trousers, a
suede vest, and awhite shirt embroidered at the cuffs with threads made from gold. His armbands went
over the shirt deeves and heavy gold guards circled hiswrigts. Hishair spilled over hisears and down his
neck in touded brown curls,

Behind him, the lock mechanism on the door clicked. He turned to see awoman enter with an octet of
guards. Sheriveted attention. At six-foot-two, she stood six inchestaller than him. Her face showed the
classic beauty of Coba's highborn. She was dmost twenty years his senior, just past forty, but she had
the build and vibrant health of an athlete half her age. Her suede trousers clung to her long, muscular legs.
A trace of slver dusted the tendrils of hair that curled a her temples, and aheavy auburn braid fell down
her back to her waist. Her eyes, large and gray, had aluminous quality. Her smple clothes had no
adornment and needed none: her aura of authority drew notice far more than any jewelry or bright colors.

Jeremiah knew little more about her than her name. Kha Viasa. As Manager of Viasa, she governed a
smdl but wedthy city-state high in the mountains. During hisyears here, he had seen her only at a
distance when she visited Dahl. He hadn't thought much about it, though he had aways noticed her



striking appearance. No one would ever describe Khal Viasaas*“ pretty.” Elegant perhaps, mesmerizing,
stunning, regd. It had never occurred to him that so powerful aruler would notice asmple laborer. Nor
had he expected his reputation as agood Quis player to carry beyond Dahl.

Ten days ago Manager Dahl told him the news, Manager Viasa had bought his Cdani contract—a
contract he hadn't even known he owned. They seemed to find this a perfectly reasonable transaction,
despite hisincredul ous protests.

Be careful what you wish for. If ever asituation had earned that warning, thiswasit. He had wanted a
chance to observe the Cdanya, the elite group of dice playersthat lived on aManager's Estate. He
consdered hisinability to study that cloistered ingtitution awesk point in his dissertation. Caani played
the strategy game of Quis. They studied for years and had to pass rigorous exams before they could
aoply for postionswithin the Cdanyaof the Twelve Estates. Well, he hadn't gpplied for anything. If he
had known histaent would lead him into this Situation, he would never have et anyone find out how well
he took to the game.

Manager Viasacame over to him, moving with anatura grace. She spoke in the Teotecan language.
1] My grwl rgs.ﬂ

“They'releaving.” Jeremiah motioned to the room beyond the glass. “Without me.”

She put her hands on his shoulders, making him acutely aware of both her greater height and her
sensudlity. “ Surely you know better than to speak in front of your escort. Manager Dahl told me that you
spent the last tenday learning the ways of the Caanya.”

Learning? Isthat what they cdled it? He had spent the last ten daysin aguarded suite, albeit onefar
more luxurious than the apartment where he had lived before. Y es, Manager Dahl had given him the
Oath: never again read, write, or speak to anyone outside the Calanya. He couldn't live that way.
Scholarship was hislife. When he broke the Oath, however, they put him in solitary, which he hated. So
for now heremained slent.

His thoughts must have shown on hisface. Khal's voice gentled. “ Jeremiah, | redize you are unhappy
with this. | am sorry it ishard for you. | hope you will fed better when we reach Viasa. We leave
tonight.”

That only made it worse. In Viasa, his chances of escape went to nil.

* * k* %

Starlight silvered the towers of Viasaas the windrider descended in the night. The Estate rose out of the
darkness like an ancient castle. The old fortress now served as the headquarters and home of Manager
Viasaand her gtaff. A wall surrounded the Estate and city. Sharply danted roofs came into view, their
sark beauty accented by lights within arched windows. Mist wresthed Viasa, turning the lights a hazy
gold and curling around shadowed arches and spires. Beyond the city, jagged mountains stepped up into

the sky.

Viasastood near Grayrock Fals, high in the Teotec Mountains. Jeremiah knew that evenif he did
somehow escape his guards, no feasible way existed to leave here except by air. He had never flown a
rider, and the winds that ripped through these upper ranges wereinimical to al but the most seasoned
pilots. Even with equipment, supplies, and luck he doubted he could survive the months-long hike out of
the mountains and across the desert to the starport.



Hewondered if the deegation knew he had left Dahl. Would they go home without him? The Allied
authorities had warned him that if heinsisted on coming to Coba, he would lose their protection. The
human settlements that had spread across the stars were splintered into three political entities. The Allied
Worlds of Earth existed in the shadow of two giants, the Skolian Imperidate and the Trader empire. The
Skolians claimed Coba. Earth had no wish to strain its precarious relations with the powerful, warlike
Skolians, particularly not for a graduate student who, in the greater scheme of things, had little
consequence.

* * % %

The wings of the windrider spread in meta pinions. Painted to resemble an althawk, the craft rode the
gaeslikeagiant bird. It soared over the city rooftops and landed on an airfield lit by misty lights.

Jeremiah looked around the cabin. It seated ten: his guards, Khd Viasa, and himsdf. The pilot and
co-pilot sat up front. As he undid his safety harness, hisguardsroseto their feet. All eight women were
taller than him, as were most Cobans, both male and femae. These wore dusky purple uniformswith the
Viasasymbol on their shoulders, astylized image of Grayrock Fals. Stunners hung on their belts, guns
that fired needles with afast-acting sedative.

The captain opened the hatch. Accompanied by six guards, Jeremiah jumped down onto the tarmac. As
he pulled his fur-lined hood tighter against the tearing gales, Khal stepped down with the other guards.
Her hood framed her face, making her large eyes even moreintense. She smiled dightly at him, as
reserved as aways, but aso with discreet surprise, asif shetoo found it astonishing that he was her
Cdani.

Theicy wind at Viasamade even the gdes a Dahl seem like puffs of breeze. Leaning into the rushing air,
they ran across the tarmac to the Estate and entered the fortress through a graceful quartz arch inits
stone wall. Relief washed over him asthey reached the protection of avaulted hall.

Severd Edtate aides waited for them. Asthey bowed to Manager Viasa, they darted glancesto where
Jeremiah stood with his escort. He seemed to intrigue them just as much as hisrare glimpses of aCalani
in Dahl hed fascinated him.

A dark-haired woman spoke. “Welcome back, Manager Viasa.”
“l cameassoon as| received your message,” Khal said. “What isthe Stuation at the dam now?’

Her aide looked worn out, with dark circles under her eyes. “ The dectrical plant il isn't functioning.
The beacon that guides windridersin the mountains has dreedy failed. If this continues much longer,
neither Viasanor Tehnsawill have power.”

Jeremiah tensed. No wonder Khal had wanted to return so soon. The Viasa- Tehnsa Dam harnessed
energy from the Grayrock Falls. In this remote mountain region, it provided the only continuous source of
power for Viasa, and dso for Tehnsa, its dependent city-state.

Kha came over to him. She stood afraction closer than he expected, nothing that would have been
unusua in Cambridge on Earth, but abit off-kilter here, given the famous reserve of the Viasa people.
She spoke in her husky contrato. “1'm sorry, Jeremiah. It seems Viasa demands my attention. Y our
escort will show you to your rooms.”



He nodded, relieved. Tired and disheartened, he needed to withdraw into privacy.

Khal spoke to the captain of hisescort. “Take him into his suite by the private door. The others can wait
until later to meet him.” She amiled at Jeremiah—and it changed her entire face. Instead of classic
reserved perfection, she suddenly became warm and vibrant. “The other Calani are curious about you.
None have ever even seen an offworlder, let done met one.”

Hejust nodded again, glad he didn't have to think of aresponse. She brushed hisarm in an unexpected
touch of farewell. Then his guards escorted him out of the hal. They followed marble corridorswith high,
arched cellings. At firgt he thought the bronze claws on the walls held torches; then he realized they were
eectric lights. The lamps resembled flame, adding to the ancient atmosphere, areminder of Viasasage
and conservative nature,

The next wing they entered, however, had genuine torchesin the claws. They stopped at awall engraved
with arabesgue designs. When the captain pressed a series of ridgesin the design, clinks came from
within the wall. Sheleaned againgt the stone and a door swung inward. Moving to the side, she bowed to
Jeremiah. He looked back at her, puzzled. Then he redized she was waiting for him to enter.

Hewaked into a suite of stunning luxury. The darkwood furniture gleamed with red highlights. Pale
green cushionslay on divansand in piles on aplush gold rug. The wallswere painted dark amber near
the floor, then shaded upward through lighter golds and into ivory near the celling. Held by dender gold
chains, lamps hung from the celling, spheres of delicate frosted glass hand-painted with mountain scenes.
Blown glass vases graced the tables, each with a blue-green stalk topped by a spray of gold spheresthe
Sze of marbles, but airy and hollow.

The bathroom donewas as big as his old gpartment in Dahl. A pooal filled most of it, fed by fountains
and tiled in green, with frothy jewe ed inlays. The bedroom had a canopied bed made up in blue and
green velvet. Copper braziers kept the room warm. In the window seet, starlight streamed through tall
panels made from unbreakable glassplex. Looking through the windows, he redlized the outsde wall was
asheer diff face that plunged far down into the mountains.

When they returned to the living room, the captain indicated a horseshoe arch set across from the private
door. Gold mosaics bordered the arch and ivory drapes hung within it. “That leads to the main common
room for all the suites,” she said. Then she bowed to him. “Wewill leave you to rest. If you need
anything, wewill be Outsde”

He nodded, knowing full well the redl reason they were posted around his suite. Khal meant to ensure he
stayed put.

When Jeremiah was aone, he sunk onto adivan, too tired even to go to bed. After awhile, atap came
at the archway to the common room. He wanted to ignoreit, but the same inexhaustible curiogity that had
spurred him to become an anthropologist got the better of him now.

“Comein,” hesaid.

The hangings shifted to reved atal man with ahusky build and broad shoulders. He looked abouit forty,
with the classic features of the Coban highborn. Gray dusted his black curls. He stood with natural
confidence, asif hetook hishigh status for granted. His clothes resembled Jeremiah's, but darker in
color. Three bands circled each of hisarms, rather than one. Jeremiah wondered why he rated more,
thenfdt irked at himsdf for caring.



“My greetings,” theman said. “I am Kev.” Hetook in Jeremiah’'s douched posture. “I can return another
time, if you prefer.”

Although Jeremiah didn't fed like company, he had no wish to alienate the other dice players. He would
beliving with them for some time, maybe even therest of hislife, apossbility he was doing hisbest to
forget.

He sat up straighter. “Comein. Please” Heindicated an armchair set across atable from him. “Be
comfortable.”

Kev sttled into the chair and stretched hislong legs acrossthe carpet. “Being Outsideistiring. But you
need not worry. Y ou will not have to go there often.”

“Outsde?”

Kev gestured around them. “The Caanya, the place where welive, isInsde. All elseisOutside.”
Jeremiah stared at him. “We never leave these suites?’

“We have thiswing of the Estate. And the parks. They cover twenty square kilometers.” Kev looked
gpologetic. “Most Cdanyahave moreland. These mountains limit Viasas space. Sill, it isenough, |
think, for fourteen people.”

“Fourteen Cdani live here?’

“Counting yoursdf.”

Jeremiah rubbed his eyes. “Don't remind me.”

Kev consdered him. “The rumors are true, then? Y ou received your Oath against your will.”

“yes”

“Itishard to imagine. Many people would give much to be where you are now.”

Jeremiah shook hishead. “I had no idea Manager Viasawanted my contract.”

“Normally the Cdani decideswhat offer to accept,” Kev acknowledged. “When Khal initiated the
negotiationsfor your contract, news of your Quistaent spread. Several Estates entered the bidding

despite your lack of formal study.”

Jeremiah stared a him.Other Managers had aso bid for this clandestine dice contract of his?*“How do
you know?’

Kev's expression turned inscrutable. “Khal and | talk.”

Khd. Kev spoke asif it were naturd to call one of Coba's most powerful leaders by her first name.
Cdani were among the elite who might address aManager in such amanner. Jeremiah couldn't imagine
doing so, no more than he had ever felt comfortable using “Jack” for Professor Brenn, even after Brenn
ingsted. Maybe the ease came with experience.



“How long have you been aCdani?’ Jeremiah asked.
Arrogance touched Kev's voice. “ Twenty-three years. | took the Oath at sixteen.”

That boggled Jeremiah. Kev must have spent most of hislifein seclusion, playing dice. Then athought
cametohim:Isit really so different from the way I've studied all my life? He might aswell have been
in seclusion given how rarely he ventured out of the library or classroom.

Yes,hethought.It's different. He had chosen that life, rather than having it chosen for him.

* k *x %

Jeremiah dept through the morning, something he rarely did on Coba, given its thirty-two-hour days. He
didn't fed like getting out of bed. He spent the afternoon in hisrobe, Sitting in the window sest of his
bedroom, staring out at the chasm of air and the drifting clouds below.

Of course hetried to leave. He heaved open his private door and found guards Outside, al armed.
When the captain asked if they could do anything for him, he shook his head and closed the door. Then
he returned to the window seat and watched the sky.

In the evening, he roused himsalf enough to bathe in his swimming pool with its fountains. He shaved
using a pearl-handled razor he discovered laid out with atowel on a polished stone bench by the pool.
Back in his bedroom, he changed into clothes he found in the wardrobe, garb similar to what he had
worn yesterday. Then he sat by the window again.

Kev cameto ask if hewanted to join the other Caani for dinner in the common room, or would helike
hismedl here. Jeremiah shook his head to both suggestions.

Finaly night settled over the cliffs. Hewas il Stting by the window when the guards came for him.

* * % %

Blue and green mosaicstiled the hdls, with gold accents that gleamed in the torchlight. After following a
maze of corridors, the guardstook him up atower, climbing aspira staircase of black marble. No one
explained why or spoketo him.

At the top, they came to a horseshoe arch. The suite beyond was even more refined than his own. Soft
light diffused from panelsin the calling. Parchments on the walls glimmered with paintings of birdsand
branches. Dark urns astall as Jeremiah stood in the corners, enameled with clusters of gold
marble-flowers.

His escort showed him into aroom with blue-shaded walls and apale blue rug. It had no furnishings,
only avoluptuous pile of green, blue, and gold pillows hegped in one corner. The captain bowed to him
and then the guards withdrew. A moment later Jeremiah heard the door close, followed by the click of
thelock mechanism.

He rubbed his chin, baffled. What did they expect him to do here? For awhile he paced the rooms.
When he grew tired of looking for away out, he lay among the pillows, letting their softness envelop him.
With no other outlet, he sought the freedom of deep.

Sleep, however, evaded him. Instead, tears did down hisface. Damn. He hated to cry. The tears came



anyway, for theloss of hisfreedom and the people he loved. After awhile he did manage to drowse, but
he never fully dept.

“Jeremiah?’

He opened hiseyes. Kha Viasawas standing above him, dressed in aclinging robe of red velvet. She
had unbraided her hair, and it fell in glorious auburn wavesto her waist. He stared at her, bewildered,
aware of her long, lean curves under the robe.

She kndt next to him among the pillows. “Y our guards told me you haven't esten dl day.”

“I wasn't hungry.” He rubbed his palm across his cheek, trying to erase the sgns of histears.

“Al, Jeremiah,” she murmured. “1 am so sorry you are unhappy.”

Her compassion caught him off guard. He had expected her to be as cold as everyone else he had met
from Viasa. Maybe under that infamous reserve, they were human after al. “| don't understand what you
want fromme.”

“To eat. Youwill becomesick if you refusefood.”

He wanted to say no. His diet wastricky, though. He had none of the immunitiesthat protected Cobans
againgt the poisons and bacteria here. It limited the foods he could eat, and his water had to be treated.
One reason he had lost weight so fast when he first came to Coba was because he had been sick so
much, until he and his doctor worked out adiet he could tolerate. If he became careless now, herisked
upsetting the chemica baance his body needed to maintain.

After apause, hesad, “All right.”

Khd roseto her feet and went to an audiocom in the wall. When she touched itsfingertip pand, a
woman's voice floated into the air. “ Seva here.”

“Seva, thisisManager Viasa. Have the ingtructions for what Jeremiah can eat and drink been givento
the kitchens?’

“Yes, maam. Last night, right after you landed.”

“Good. Have dinner brought up for him and me. We missed the evening meal.”

“Right away, maam.”

Jeremiah wondered why she hadn't eaten. She looked exhausted. “ Areyou al right?’ he asked.

She came back and settled next to himin the pillows. “1 am fine. But it iskind of you to ask.”

“Isit the Viesa-Tehnsadam?’

Khal sighed. “It took al day to repair the eectrical plant. The beacon still doesn't work. Then | had to

explainto Manager Tehnsawhy it dl failed.” She gave him alook of apology. “But | shouldn't bore you
with mundane Estate detalls”



“It'sdl right.” He preferred mundane details to thinking about his Situation.
The audiocom buzzed. Then agirl said, “Y our medl is here, Manager Viasa.”

“Ah. Good.” Kha rose gracefully to her feet and left the room. She returned with two junior aides. The
boy carried agold platter with an ornate cover, and the girl had a blue lacquered stand trimmed with gold
and pearl inlays. They bowed to Jeremiah, set up the stand with the platter, and then withdrew from the
room. A moment later the door closed and locked.

Jeremiah blinked. “That wasfas.”

Khd smiled. When shelifted the cover off the platter, an aromaof spicesfilled the room. It made his
mouth water. Maybe he was hungry after al.

Dinner was set out on the platter. Kha filled two gold-rimmed crystd goblets with red wine and gave
him one. Then shetook a plate of spiced meatballs and settled next to him among the pillows. Using a
small gold fork, she speared a spice bal and offered it to him.

Jeremiah flushed. He would never have expected an Estate Manager to feed him. Self-conscious, he ate
the spice ball. It tasted even better than it smelled, and he suddenly realized he was famished.

She gave him another, then speared one for hersalf. They aternated esting spice ballswith drinking wine,
Kha feeding them both until they finished the plate.

Hetook alast swallow of wine. “ That was good.”
“I am glad you liked it.” Shefinished her drink, then took his empty goblet and set it with hers on the rug.

Jeremiah lay back in the pillows, relaxed now. Tipsy, in fact. Kha leaned on her elbow next to him, an
intimacy that made him even more aware of her presence. The collar of her robe dipped down her
shoulder, revedling smooth skin. He didn't think she noticed, but that only made the effect more erctic.
She nudged him onto his back and began to unlace the thongs that held his shirt closed.

Jeremiah caught her hand, still sober enough to read the implications under her seduction. “What are you
doing?’

Her eyes were glossy from wine. She disengaged her hand from his and tweaked open his shirt. Then
shedid her pam across hischest. “Y ou are very beautiful, Jeremiah.”

Beautiful ?Right. What was going on, with a private den, an intimate feeding, and now this? On Earth,
women had never noticed him. It hadn't surprised him, given how he saw himsdlf: afat, short, boring
nerd. His parents claimed his negative self-image was undeserved, that it came from taunts he had taken
asaboy, when in truth he was “a charming, intelligent young man.” Well, of coursethey said that. They
were his parents. They would think he was charming if he fell on hisfacein the mud.

It wastrue, though, that in Dahl his shyness had become an asset. Coban women valued thetrait in men.
But he had never risked having agirlfriend there. The Twelve Estates operated on a double standard that
could have come from the Dark Ages, except here it gpplied to men. A woman could do as she pleased,
but a man was expected to behave with decorum. Had he taken alover, Manager Dahl would probably
have asked him to leave. In aplace as conservative as Viasa, he could have been deported.



In someways, it had been fun. Women in Dahl considered him a challenge, an exatic treat they were
convinced wanted his honor compromised. After dl, he came from offworld. Surdly if asingle young man
traveled so fredly, without a chaperone, he must be free in other waystoo. But even the most aggressive
had never pushed thishard. Theimplied insult in Kha's behavior stunned him. It aso hurt, given his
attraction to her, but he didn't want her to know.

She touched his cheek. “Y our emotions flash across your face like abeacon. Why are you upset?’

He spoke coolly. “It's obvious why you had me brought here.”

“| should hope s0.” She amiled. “Thisisthe Akas suite.”

Akas? Oh, Lord.Oh, Lord.

Shewaswatching hisface. “Y ou didn't redize?’

“No.” Heflushed. “1 hardlyknow you.”

Khal looked at alossfor words. “ Chankah Dahl led meto believe that you knew of my proposal.”

He thought back. Y es, the Dahl Manager had said something about an Akas during his solitary
confinement. He had been so angry at thetime, he had refused to ligten. “I ... missed it.”

“Itisabigthingtomiss”

No kidding. Akas Cdani. How could he be married to this stranger? “When did we, uh, have the
ceremony?’

“We were wed as soon as you signed the Calanya contract.”
“I didn't Sgn anything. Manager Dahl wrote my name.”

“Well, yes, it did work out that way,” Khal admitted. She brushed her knuckles over hischeek. “I won't
hurt you, sweet Jeremiah.” Then she went back to unlacing his shirt.

Flustered, he caught her hand. “Now wait a minute, Manager Viasa.”
“Kha,” she murmured.
He reddened. “Um, okay. Khal.”

“Itisdl right,” she soothed. “Try to relax.” She dipped her hand free, then finished undoing the buttons
that closed the outer seams of his deeves. As she tugged his shirt away from his body, her robe dipped
more, reveding tantdizing hints of skin.

Thisal fet surred, like adream. Red or not, though, it was amarked improvement over the last few
days. With asigh, helet go of hisresistance and put hisarms around her waist. Drawing her close, he
inhaled her scent, afragrant blend of spices and incense.

Khal reached down to the outer seams of histrousers, which were held closed by flaps. As she undid
the flaps, she traced her fingertips over his skin. He findly understood why men'strousers here had such



an odd design. A woman who knew what she was doing could make taking them off intensely eratic.

Pushing up on her elbow, Kha gazed at him. “Y ou've such big eyes.” Sherolled alock of hishair
between her fingers. “Our poets write soliloquies about the wind god Khozaar. They say hisface hasa
beauty no mortal man can match. But they never saw yours, Jeremiah. Y ou shame even thewind.”

Good Lord. She was sweet-talking him. Before he could think of an appropriate responsg, if one even
existed to such outrageous statements, she added, “I can't believe the women on your Earth let you come
hereaone”

“Oh, well. You know. | had them all dazzled.” He had to laugh. “ They never even knew | existed. ”
“You aremodest. | likethat.” She brushed her lips across his cheek.

He pulled her closer, pressing his cheek againgt hersin agesture hisone and only girlfriend on Earth had
caled “too tender,” asif that somehow made it wrong. Khal seemed to likeit, though, which pleased
him.

Had her clothes been made with the same complicated flaps and fastenings as his, he doubted he could
have figured them out in hisinebriated state. But it was smpleto pull the braided cord of her robe and
dip the velvet off her body. She wore asilk shift undernesth that rippled over her toned curves. He
watched with appreciation when she sat up and pulled the shift over her head, her breastslifting as she
raised her arms. The silk trailed over her nipples. He wondered if al Coban women were so
well-formed, or if shetook unusualy good care of hersdlf.

She settled dongside him and touched her lipsto his, but she ressted when hetried to pull her into a
kiss. He hesitated, unsure if Cobans had the custom. He had never seen two Cobanskiss, and his
guestions had aways been met with embarrassed silence or smirks. If they did kiss here, they considered
it far more private than in the Wyoming culture on Earth that had produced him.

Uncertain what Khal wanted, he stopped trying to push. It seemed the right response; she relaxed and
brushed her mouth over hisagain, fegther light. She did down and touched her lipsto his chest, her
caressmaddening inits“amost there’ quality, asif shewould stop teasing any moment and truly kisshim.
Hetried to reach for her, but she nudged him back in the pillows. Then shetickled hisbelly button with
her tongue. Jeremiah laughed and stroked her hair, staring at the gold ceiling.

When she went lower dtill, he couldn't take any more. Grasping her arms, he tugged her back up and
rolled her over until helay on top of her. She made a deep-throated sound, ablend of surprise, protest,
and pleasure. Caressing her breasts, hetried to kiss her again. Thistime she turned her head.

“Comeon, Khal,” hesaid againgt her ear.

She pressed her hands againgt his shoulders, pushing him over onto his back again. Disconcerted, he
realized that with her muscled body and greater height, she was stronger than him. She didn't want to
fight, though. When he relaxed, she touched him dl over with both her mouth and hands, taking her time,
until he groaned. When hetried to return her caresses, she aways nudged him back into the pillows.

Findly he grasped her shoulders and dragged her up on top of him. * Quit teesing me,” he said in ahusky
voice. “You're making me crazy.”

Her eyes had glazed with desire. “1 dways wondered, when | saw you in Dahl, what passions lay under



that ice prince exterior of yours. Rumor said no woman could melt theice, but | knew they werewrong.”
Thewomen in Dahl had talked about him? Then again, what did it matter now? Hetried to kiss her
again—and thistime she responded, deep and full. As he stroked her, she moved her hands on him.
Then shelifted her hipsand did down, filling herself with him. They made love buried in the pillows, dow
and steady. When hefindly climaxed, shelet hersaf go aswdll.

Afterward they lay quiet, Sde by sde, their breath dowing to norma. Eventudly Kha pushed up on her
elbow. When he smiled, shetraced her finger over hislips. Then she reached for her robe.

He caught her around thewaist. “Where are you going?’

“I ... have, ah, Edtate business.”

His drowsy contentment began to fade. The histories he had read of the Twelve Estates treated love like
afinewineto savor. Theideaof aManager leaving her Akasi on their wedding night would have
appalled the poets. Of course, those were al romanticized folktales, but even so, he found it hard to
believe Khal's behavior was normd.

He drew her down next to him. “ Surely it can't be so important that you have to go now.”

At firgt shelay giff in hisarms. After several moments, though, she relaxed. “Perhaps not.”

“Khd, what'swrong?’

It was a moment before she answered. Finally she said, “Y ou are awonderful lover. But...” She touched
the gold guard on hiswrist. “1t isunusua for an Akas on hiswedding night to show your, ah—expertise”

Oh, Lord. She was upset because he wasn't avirgin. He shouldn't have been surprised. Even so, it
threw him. “Y ou knew | wasn't Coban.”

Disappointment washed over her face. “1 had hoped you would tell methat | erred. Y our behavior in
Dahl was said to be above reproach.”

After everything else that had happened in the past few days, he didn't think he could face argjection
now. He was tempted to tell her what she wanted to hear. But to hide the truth would be a tacit
agreement that he had done something wrong. He had never dated much, but the one woman who had
loved him had meant agreat dedl to him, despite everything, and he didn't intend to diminish that by lying.

“l wasaguest at Dahl,” hesaid. “I respected the customs of my hosts. But my lifewasformed by a
different culture. I'm not ashamed of that.”

“Inthis culture of yours—were you—" She spoke with difficulty. “ Free with yoursdf?’

Hethought of al the times he had sat around with hisfriend Wayland, a grad student in computer
science, the two of them grumbling about their lack of alovelife. Dryly hesaid, “No. Not at all.”

“Y ou bring such skill to your lovemaking.” A hint of mischief touched her smile. “1t must be natura
taent.”

Or loneliness, he thought. He understood the question behind her compliment, though. “1 was engaged



yearsago.”

“Engaged?

“It'san English word. It means spoken for. | suppose you could say betrothed, though that's more
formd.”

Shetensed. “A woman waitsfor you on Earth?’

“No.” Even after so long it hurt to remember. Miranda had ended the engagement months before he left
for Coba. She had no interest in following him to exctic places, and he had never fit in with the influentia
circles shetraveled. What had hurt most was knowing she believed he wasn't good enough for her
crowd. He wondered what she would think when she learned that instead of her, he had married one of
the most powerful women on an entireworld. Let her chew on that.

Kha waswatching him again. “Thiswoman who stole your virtue—she also broke your heart.”

Hewished hisface didn't show hisemotions so clearly. “ Something like that.”

Gently she said, “ Then let us make an agreement.”

“An agreement?”’

“I will try to accept your past.”

“Andinreturn?’

“Y ou will try to accept being my Cdani.”

Heexhded. “I can't.”

“Try, Jeremiah. | don't want you to be unhappy.”

After amoment hesad, “I'll see.” He could never stop trying to return home. But while he was here, he
could try to make the best of this. It was better than staring out the window &l day without eating.

That night he dept among Sk pillowsin the arms of hiswife—aworld leader, kidnapper, and enigma

* * % %

The main common room in the Calanyawas large and airy, with many arched windowsthat let in
sreaming sunlight. The furniture and floor were polished snowfir wood. Thewdls started asarich gold
near the bottom, blended into lighter hues higher up, and turned white at the top, with acelling asblue as
Coba's sky, a deeper shade than on Earth.

Severd men sat at atable playing Quis. Kev avoided them and led Jeremiah to an alcove. It had no
benches, but the plush rug provided plenty of comfort. When Jeremiah sat among a scatter of cushions,
histoessunk inthepile.

Kev sat across from him and untied the dice pouch on hisbelt. “We will start with asimple round.”



“All right.” Jeremiah couldn't figure out Kev. The man didn't gppear to enjoy hiscompany at al, yet he
had offered to introduce Jeremiah to the other Cadani. Now he wanted to play Quisinstead.

So play Quis, hethought. Until he understood the dynamics of the Cdanya, it seemed best to follow
Kev'slead.

He untied his own pouch and poured out a colorful set of balls, cubes, rods, cones, bars, polyhedrons,
disks, and other shapes. The older pieces were glass or painted wood. In contrast, the Calanyadice
Khd had given himwereal gems or precious metals, afull set and more, including unusua shapes he had
never seen Outside. He still kept the older dice, though. He had grown attached to them.

“What do we bet with?” he asked. Asfar as he had seen, Calani had no money.

Kev spoke coally. “We have no need of bets. It isadevice created by Outsidersto hold their attention.”

A boy of about fourteen came into the acove and dropped onto the carpet by Kev. He spoke to
Jeremiah in therich cadences of the Viasa highborn. “Why would you want to bet?’

Kev turned to him. “One should not interrupt ateaching sesson, Hevtar.” When the boy flushed, looking
for dl theworld like askittish colt, Kev smiled. “ Perhaps you might join us?’

Hevtar's embarrassment vanished. “1 would like that.”

Kev glanced a Jeremiah. “My son.”

Jeremiah nodded to the boy. Hevtar resembled hisfather, with the same dark hair and even features,
though his eyeswere gray instead of black. Apparently he aso shared Kev'staent for Quis. Jeremiah
hadn't redlized afather and son might end up in a Calanyatogether.

He wished he could write about the Calanya. After giving him their vow of illiteracy, the Cobans had
taken dl hisnotes and the final draft of his dissertation. When he realized they never meant to return any
of it, he had gone into one of the few rages he had ever experienced in hislife. To have labored for so
long, with such love for hiswork, and then have it taken away just when he finished—it had devastated
him.

Kev waswatching hisface. “If you object to Hevtar joining our session, he can observe.”

“I dontmind at al.” Jeremiah nodded to Hevtar. “ Join us, please.”

Hevtar took out his dice, then pushed his Cadanya bands higher up on his biceps. He wore one on each
arm. Hiswere thinner than Jeremiah’s, with less engraving. Kev wore both types, one like Jeremiah'son
each arm and two of the smpler style. Jeremiah wanted to ask them about it, but something stopped him.
Hevtar gave him an odd sense, asif he smmered with distrust.

Kev placed aruby ball on the carpet. “Let usmakeasmple start.” Hetapped thedie. “Viasa”

Hevtar set adarkwood arch besidethe ball. “Dahl.”

Jeremiah had never played Quisthisway. “We name our pieces?’

Hevtar answered with disdain. “ Of course not.”



Kev glanced at his son with ahint of rebuke. To Jeremiah, he said, “In asense you probably aready
have.” Heindicated Jeremiah's dice. “How long have you had these?”’

“Somefor years.” He picked up awooden rod. “Manager Dahl gave measet when | arrived in Dahl.”
He touched a sapphirering. “ Some are gifts from the crew | worked on, presentsto ... congratulate me.”
It had been hard to dedl with the admiration and joy hisfriends expressed for his* good fortune,” when
for himit was adisaster.

“They must have liked you very much,” Kev said. An undertone pulled at hisvoice, asif heressted
believing his own words. “Tell me about your dice. Do you associate them with people, places, objects?
Thoughts? Concepts?’

“Inaway.” Jeremiah's mind had aways given color, texture, even persondity traitsto everything from
smple mentd images to abstract math concepts. With Quis, his associations became so vivid, the dice
amog seemed dive.

Kev indicated the playing area. “L et yoursinteract with ours.”

Jeremiah set aslver octagon by Kev'sruby. “Manager Dahl.”

An amused voice sounded behind them. “Isthisbasic Quis?” A man with gray hair stepped past
Jeremiah and knelt on the rug. He balanced an opd disk on Hevtar's arch so it shadowed the other dice.

“Miniger Karn.”

A sandy-haired man afew years older than Jeremiah sat next to Hevtar. He placed a black sphere
outside the opd's shadow. “Manager Varz.”

Jeremiah wondered if they aways barged into agame thisway. Then it occurred to him that this might
be what Kev had meant by introducing him to the others. With Quis.

The older man was eegantly thin, with the tall stature common among Cobans. Meeting Jeremiah's
curious gaze, hesaid, “1 am Savan.” Although he too had the Viasareserve, he gave off none of the
didike the boy Hevtar emanated.

The younger man amiled. “I am Niev.” He actudly looked friendly. “Welcometo Viasa, Jeremiah.”
“Thanks” Jeremiah said.
“S0.” Savan surveyed the dice. “ Shdl we continue?’

Kev snorted. “Only one outcome exists.” He dropped an obsidian block on the structure and it

collapsed. “Varz”

It was an odd “move,” but Jeremiah understood what Kev meant. Karn and Varz, the two most
powerful Estates, had gone to war ten years ago. To say it had disrupted the Twelve Estates was an
understatement.

Intrigued, he considered the dice. Could they tell history with the game? He set a bridge into the toppled
sructure so it linked the Karn and Varz cubes. Then he said, “The Karn and Varz negotiations after the
war.”



Savan nodded to him. Then they dl resumed play. They soon stopped describing their dice, asthe
interactions among the pieces became more complex. Jeremiah had never played such Quis. They
weren't trying to beat one another with competing structures. Instead, they al worked on the same
pattern, using it to describe the war.

He dready knew most of the history. However, the Viasa dice players had a different view of thewar's
most famous casualty, a Calani named Sevtar. Jeremiah knew Sevtar had died in the final battle, when
Varz attacked Karn, but he had never realized the warbegan over Sevtar. Karn and Varz went to battle
for aCaani—and both ended up losing him.

Asthe Quis session ended, Jeremiah sat back, enjoying a satisfaction smilar to what he felt after heread
awdl-written history for hisresearch.

Savan gave him alook of gpprova. “You learn fast.”

“Thanks.” Jeremiah indicated the structures sprawled acrossthe floor. “ Can you describe dl history this
way?'

“Not only history,” Savan said. “We project futures, modd political Strategies, and design trends.”

Jeremiah rubbed his chin. *Y ou al seem to know everything that happens among the Twelve Edtates.
How?Y ou never leave the Calanya and you receive no Outside input.”

“| used to think they knew everything too,” Hevtar confided, warming to Jeremiah. “ But they don't,
redly. Even father, with threelevels, can't know everything.”

“Three Levels?’ Jeremiah glanced at Kev. “ That means how many places you've lived, doesnt it?’

“Not exactly,” Kev said. “It refers to the Estates where adice player has been in the Cdanya” He
touched the top band on hisarm. “1 did my First Leved at Ahkah.” His fingers brushed the second band.
“Then Varz for afew years.” Histouch lingered on the third band, the most elaborate. “ Then | came
here”

Jeremiah could see the advantage of having higher Levelsin a Caanya When adice player switched to
anew Estate, he would bring knowledge with him that no one else knew except his former Calanyaand
Manager. It gave the new Manager politica advantage over the previous. He had no doubt the price of
higher Level contracts went up exponentialy. The Oath aso began to make sense, at least the part about
no communication with Outsiders. It provided away to secure the knowledge contained within the
Cdanya

“You advise Manager Viasa, don't you?’ hesad.

Savan nodded. “ Advise. Shape power.”

“But the Oath makes you rely on second-hand knowledge gleaned from higher Levels,” Jeremiah
pointed out. “ Doesn't that weaken your effectiveness?’

Savan shook his head. * Quite the contrary. It isour greatest strength.”

“We are dmost aclosed system,” Kev said. “The Outside touches our Quis only through Khal. Any



other input—speech, reading, writing—contaminates our work. The only way to affect aCdanyais
through its Manager. She must be supreme at Quis, to counter Outside players—such as other
Managers—who seek to influence or infiltrate her Calanya”

New ideas were forming for Jeremiah. “Would you dl play another sesson with me? | want to try
something.”

Niev grinned. “Certainly.” The others nodded with gpprova. Apparently an urgeto play Quisand learn
from more senior Calani was more acceptable to them than Jeremiah staying by himsdlf al day. He
wasn't sure yet how hefelt about living in an arrangement as communad as a Caanya, but so far it was
tolerable. His suite dllowed him aretreat when he needed privacy.

Jeremiah set adlver disk with gold spirdsin the playing area. Asthe session evolved, hewove his
conceptsinto hismoves, at first puzzling the Caani, then intriguing them. He shaped an idea: the twelve
Caanya on Cobawere like secured, primary nodesin a culture-spanning network analogousto a
computer net. The players Outside acted as nodes and links in an ever-evolving web shaped by the
Managers and Caanya.

Everyonein the Twelve Estates played Quis, from the day they were old enough to hold the dice until
age |eft them too frail to lift the pieces. Quis conveyed news, data, stories, gossip, trends, and more.
Outsderslearned new moves and passed them dong in their own game, influencing their opponents. So
information spreed, not through eectronic, optica, or quantum machines, but in the mallegble, subjective
experience of Quis.

The other Caani picked up hisintent with askill far greater than anything he had known Outside. He had
thought himsalf good at Quis, parlaying hisknack for the gambling version into anotorious reputation.
Now hefelt like anovice. Even Hevtar surpassed his kill. Instead of playing against one another, though,
they al worked together, reshaping Jeremiah'sideas, challenging his moves. So he absorbed meaning
from the patterns.

He had known Cdani were dite dice geniuses who gave aManager prestige based on their reputation.
However, he hadn't realized they took such an active role in shaping their culture. With her Quis, Khal
input information into the Caanya: with their Quis, the Caani sudied problems and designed Strategies.
They output their resultsto Khal and she andyzed their work. She then played with sdlected aides, who
played with others, and so on, until Viasasinput into the general Outside web spread likeripplesin
water. The better aManager played Quis and the stronger her Calanya, the greater her influence.

Quis was power.
Exhilaration siwept over Jeremiah, the rush he ways experienced with an exciting discovery. Lord, he
wished he could write an article on this. He saw just how to open the paper, develop theideas, and

argue hisconclusons.

Then his excitement faded. Fine. So it would make agreat paper, maybe win him grants. Unless his
Stuation changed, he would never have a chance to do anything with this new knowledge.

His concentration on the session began to dip. Savan finally paused in the process of placing adie.
Hevtar yawned and severa other Calani shifted position, rubbing their eyes or looking around.

“Perhaps we should take a break,” Savan said.



Agreement rippled around the players. As people stretched and rubbed kinked muscles, Kev regarded
Jeremiah. With difficulty, he said, “I see now why so many Managers bid for your contract.”

To Jeremiah’s surprise, the others made quiet sounds of agreement. Savan said, “ An intriguing idea of
your people, to play Quiswith machines.”

Jeremiah smiled at the comparison. He supposed, from the Coban view, computer webs were a poor
imitation of Quis, dead rather than dive.

“I'll bet you could come up with great games on these computers of yours,” Hevtar said.

Jeremiah laughed. “ Y ou can indeed.” Moreideasfor articles cameto him: acomparison of top level
gamers on Earth with Quis playerslike Hevtar; an andlyss of Quisasameans of redirecting aggresson
from warfare to sirategy games, a study of the sensua link between Quis and Coban mae-female
dynamics.

It al would make a veritable gold mine of scholarship—except the same indtitution that o excited his
interest dso madeit impossible for him to pursue hiswork.

An Oath Unasked

Jeremiah glanced out his bedroom window at acrisp, clear morning. Pulling on a swester, he went into
the common room. Across the way, Hevtar was coming out of his own suite, rubbing deep from his eyes.

Theboy blinked & him. “Y ou're going again?’
“Every morning,” Jeremiah said.

A group of Calani was egting breskfast at atable. Niev looked up. “1 went with him yesterday,” hetold
Hevtar. “It wasterrible. Truly terrible. | thought | would die.” Then he flashed Jeremiah a conspiratorid

grin.

Jeremiah smiled, glad for Niev'sfriendly nature. In the fifteen days since he had cometo Viasa, only
Niev had shown any warmth. The other Caani maintained their reserve. When they played Quis, though,
he became one of them. He enjoyed Caanya Quis amost as much as hisresearch.

Hevtar held himself even more doof than the other Caani. Jeremiah liked him, though. The youth
reminded him of himsdlf at fourteen, fascinated with his studiesto the excluson of al ese. Hedidn't think
he had ever been skittish or moody like Hevtar, though; he tended more toward what hisfriend Wayland
described as* amiable stoicism with your head lost in the clouds.” That stoicism hadn't come easy; asa
child he had ached with the ridicule he endured in school because of his awkward gppearance, high
grades, ineptnessin sports, and lack of afighting ingtinct.

In contrast, Hevtar had a fresh innocence untouched by the Outside. He had spent hisyouth asa
prodigy sheltered from the world. Then at fourteen he entered the Cdanya. Jeremiah wouldn't have
traded hisyouth for Hevtar's, though. It was true the boy had never had to dedl with the spirit-crushing
experience of congtant derision, even physical violence from his peers. Hevtar had lived with great honor
gance birth. Although it might give him ahappier life, it dso left him less socidly mature. Jeremiah doubted



the high-strung, handsome genius could survive Outside, whereas Jeremiah had aways known he could
makeit on hisown.

Hevtar started to smile at him, then stopped. It wasn't the first time he had resisted an impulse to
friendship. Now he turned away and joined the group at the breakfast table asif no one elsewerein the
room.

Jeremiah stood for amoment, stung by the rebuff. Then he took hold of himself and went to the double
doors of the common room. Opening the ornate portals, he found his escort at around table Outside,

playing Quis.
The captain blinked at him, then looked at the others with bewilderment. “Hewantsto do it again.”
“Jeremiah, you should relax,” another guard urged. “Have breakfast. Enjoy yourself.”

With ahdf amile, heleaned againgt the doorframe and waited. Being an Akas had its advantages. Khal
gave him anything he wanted. Anything, that was, except hisfreedom.

“Manager Viasa says he can go when he pleases,” the captain said. Her expression suggested Manager
Viasahad lost afew Quisdice from her brain. She nodded to the guard who had tried to dissuade him.
“You go, Aza It makesmetired just watching him.”

Azasdghed, rising to her feet. She went with Jeremiah back Inside and through amaze of hallsthat let
them out into the parks. Then she paused, squinting asif she hoped he had changed his mind.

Hegrinned at her. Then he set off for hismorning run.

The mountain air exhilarated him. The parks were idedl for running. They started out as well-tended
gardens, then tangled into untamed forests that hid chill sapphire lakes. The ever-present wind rippled the
forest in waves, ethered initswild beauty.

Although linguists trand ated the Teotecan word for these trees assnowfir, they hardly looked likefirsto
Jeremiah. At thishigh dtitude they grew only about twenty feet tall. Their trunks conssted of dender
white stalks that spiraled around each other. Clusters of white or pale green fruits bobbed around them,
attached to the trunk every few inches, like snowy billiard balls but delicate and hollow. The pale green
needles on the trunks could jab a person like bee stings and | eft puncturesthat took daysto hedl.

The path he followed wound through the edges of the forest. He had started running three years ago
because his poor showing on the Dahl construction crew had embarrassed him. Overweight and
out-of-shape, he had struggled through his shifts. Now he enjoyed running for its own sake. Hewould
have liked a partner, but he had yet to convince anyone on Cobathat it provided a sane form of exercise.

Had his stay in Viasa been voluntary, he would have thrived. Calanya Quis not only fascinated him asa
research subject, it wasfun to play. The Caani took it far beyond what he had learned Outside. Savan's
gameincorporated the wisdom of an expert who had spent decades mastering the dice. Niev's yle
reflected his good-natured outlook on life. Hevtar played with anaivete that ssumbled at times and
soared at others.

None of them, however, could match Kev'sformidable gift. During one session the Third Level gave
every detal about the failure of a beacon that warned ridersin the mountains. It was powered by the
Viasa-Tehnsadam. Y et Jeremiah knew Kev and Kha had discussed it only with dice, never words. And



Kev's Quis brilliance only began in his ability to process huge amounts of information. With styleand flair,
he manipulated abstract portrayas of the palitica fluxes among the Twelve Estates, molding the very flow
of power on Coba, for Viasaand for Khal.

Jeremiah often found Khd in histhoughts. He had never known anyone like her. He couldn't imagine a
woman of her status on Earth paying him any attention. Even if she had, he would have been too flustered
to respond. Khal, however, liked hisreticence. It was, after all, aViasatrait, and expected to some
extent for men throughout the Twelve Estates.

A massivewall enclosed the parks, with sculpted holes and ridgesthat let it act asawindbreak. Ashe
ran dong thewall, heleft Azabehind. She waswalking on top of it, watching him, her gun at her hip, the
wind whipping her tawny hair around her shoulders. She made an impressive figure, towering and
muscled, lean under her violet uniform. He wondered if Coban women had always been thishig, or if
they had bred for those traits over the generations.

Jeremiah grinned. You can't solve everything with brawn, he thought to Aza. Then he grabbed a
handhold on the windbresk and started to climb.

“Hey!” Azaydlled.

Looking up, he saw her gtriding in hisdirection. As he neared the top of thewall, high above the ground,
the wind picked up, ripping & his hair. Azawas running now. He smiled, wondering if she thought he
would climb down the other side and vanish into the mountains. Maybe he should.

He changed his mind when he reached the top.

Even knowing the south and north sdes of Viasaended in cliffs, he wasn't prepared for the redity. The
builders had cut thiswindbreak out of the mountain. On the other side, the dliff plunged down in avertica
wall until it vanished into clouds. Far below that, mountains carpeted with mist rolled out to the horizon.
He stood braced against the wind, an intense blue sky arching around him, vibrant and dark, asif he
were on the pinnacle of the world.

Azacameto ahuffing stop next to him. “Areyoucrazy! ” she shouted, her voice amost lost in thewind.

Jeremiah grinned.

“If anything happensto you,” she puffed, “Manager Viasawill throw meinto prison and melt down the
key.”

With alaugh, he let himsalf down the inner sde of the wall and started back to the parks. Azafollowed,
grumbling. Asthey descended into quieter air, her mutters resolved into words. “Crazy. Runsin circles
and triesto fly. What ever happened to norma Cadani?’

“I never claimed | was norma,” he pointed ouit.
She froze, then looked down, her face red. “Heh, you! Are you going to talk and get meinto trouble?’

“How will you get into trouble?” He jumped down onto alawn of tiny snow-sphere clugters. “No oneis
hereto see.”

She jumped down next to him and peered through the snowfirs at the distant Estate. “ So. Maybe not.”



Turning back, she regarded him asif he were forbidden fruit. “| have to ask you something.”

vy es?

“It's about the Skolian Imperidate.”

“I'm no expert on Skolians.”

Shelowered her voice. “Isit true aman commands their military?’

“Wdl, yes, itis”

“No! Y ou make fun of me.”

Jeremiah laughed. “It'strue.”

She glowered at him. “Pah.”

“Where did you hear about it?’

“A whole dew of you Earth people came around herelast year,” she explained. “ They ingdled the
computers Manager Viasa bought from them. One of the men told me.” She grinned. “Nice-looking
fdlow. Likeyou.”

“I didn't know Khal bought an Allied computer system.”

Azadhrugged. “ They've had it awhile. No one here redlly knows how to useit, though.” She leaned
closer. “Soit'strue? Imperator Vadoriaisaman? ”

Mischief tugged at him. “Y ou bet. HE's bigger than you, tougher than a clawcat, and meaner than a
cheated dice player.”

“Oh, blow.”
“It'strue. Histitleis Imperator Skolia, though. Vadoriaishisfamily name.”

Azascowled. “Vadoriapootoria. Put dl you offworld men in a Cdanya and you wouldn't cause so
much trouble.” She pondered the thought. “ Of course, none of you can play Quisworth spit.”

“Spit, pah. | could Quisyou out of your home, job, and every gold thread you own.”

“A fledgling Cdani and dready he's conceited.” She put her hands on her hips. “You think | can't play
Quiis better than an offworlder? | can prove you're wrong.”

“I'm not supposed to play Quiswith you.”
“So now he'saperfect Caani.”
“I don't have money to bet.”

“You don't needit.” She gave him an gppraising look, her gaze traveling up his body with obvious



suggestion. “1 know something I'd rather win from you anyway.”

Jeremiah's smile vanished. Suggesting aman go to bed with a Quis opponent to pay off his debts
amounted to caling him a progtitute. It floored him that she would imply such to the husband of an Estate
Manager.

His reaction must have shown on hisface. She frowned. “Don't act so traumatized. Y ou're the one who
broke your Oath. What did you expect me to think?”

“Y ou thought wrong.”

“Rumor says you weren't a husband by choice.” Azaleaned against the windbreak. “Y ou're a hedthy
young fellow. Who could blame abody for thinking you'd want a change from awoman seventeen years
your senior?’

Jeremiah crossed hisarms. The age difference made little difference to him. Khal'sformidable reserve
bothered him far more. Even &fter fifteen days he had no ideaif shefdt anything for him beyond physica

desire.

“ S0 paradise has problems, heh?” Aza made a sympathetic noise. “Y ou can talk to me. I'm not just your
guard, you know. | can be your friend too.”

Friend? After she practically called him an adulterer?

A defensive note crept into her voice. “1 know I'm not high-level like you. But I'm no airbug either. Why,
| personaly saved Viasafrom collgpse.”

“From collapse?’ He raised his eyebrows. “So how come | never heard about it?’
“Wall,” she amended. “Maybe notfull collgpse. But Viasaand Bahvladon't get dong.”
“Y ou mean Bahvla Edtate?’

“That'sright. Manager Bahvla sent an agent here to spy on the Cdanya.” Shelooked smug. “1 caught
that scuttle-dug. Stomped her out. Put her in the Med House.”

Dryly he said, “Remind me not to spy on the Calanya.”

“How can you spy on what you are? Besides, no one hurts Calani. If | harmed one gorgeous hair on
your gorgeous salf, Manager Viasawould cork mein abottle and throw it over the cliff.” She grimaced.
“That would be as bad as the time she sent meto help out at Tehnsa Estate.”

“What'swrong with Tehnsa?”

“Everything.” Azawaved her hand. “Without Viasato help her, Manager Tehnsawould self-destruct.”

He gave her awicked look. “If Khal finds out you talked to me, shelll send you to Tehnsa.”

Shelooked darmed. “1'd rather fall off the dliff.”

“I hope not.” Jeremiah fdlt hislegs growing cold. “Aza, | haveto finish my run.”



She shook her head. “ Crazy offworlder.”

He laughed, then took off again.

* * * %

On amorning when frost traced patterns on the window, an octet of guards showed up at Jeremiah's
suite. He recognized none of them. Asthey escorted him through unfamiliar hdls, he grew uneasy. Had
something happened to Kha? Last night his escort had never taken him to her suite. Although he didn't
see her every night, they spent most together, and if work kept her away she sent amessage.

They left him donein an office panded with darkwood. Armchairs stood on bronze rugs, and adesk
across the room sat by afloor-to-ceiling window. Bookshelves lined the walls. A globe of Coba spun
lazily on agtand, its huge polar ice caps glinting.

The door opened behind him. He turned as Kha entered the room. It was odd to see her wearing dark
trousers and a shirt, with her braid hanging down her back. At night, she unwound her hair and relaxed in
arobe.

She closed the door and came over to him. Standing with her thisway made him even more aware of
her height. She also looked tired, asif she hadn't dept.

“Issomething wrong?’ he asked.

She wasted no time with formdlities. “1 redlize the damage you caused my Estate resulted from
ignorance. But understand me, Jeremiah—the sentence for anative Calani who committed such acrime
would be prison.”

He stared at her. “What are you talking about?’

“Your Oath. And Aza”

So. Someone had found out he had been talking to his guard these past few days, during hisruns. “I'm
sorry you're upset. But | never took the Oath of my free will. Besdes, Azaand | only shared afew

friendly exchanges”
Her voiceturned to ice. “ Friendly?’

He suddenly redlized at least part of the reason for her anger. Apparently Azawasn't the only onewho
had misread his desire to speak. “We only talked.”

She pushed back disarrayed tendrils that had escaped her braid and curled around her face. “Isthis
truth?’

“Of courseit is. Don't you know mewel| enough to seethat?”

Therdlief that broke through her reserve and washed over her face answered him more than would have
any words. In amore natural voice she said, “Kev and Savan suspected the two of you were talking
severd days ago. But they hesitated to speak. Such an accusation is a serious matter.” She shook her
head. “I had good reason to trust Aza. A few years ago she uncovered a Bahvlaplot to infiltrate my



Cadanya. Now it appears Bahvla arranged the episode so Aza could gain my trust.”

Hedidn't want to believe Azahad used him. Although he found her aorasive, he had thought she might
help him escape. And she enjoyed talking to him. Surrounded by the reserved Viasa Cdani, with hiseven
more reticent wife for company in the evening, he missed smple conversation.

Findly hesad, “ This CdanyaOath islondiness”
She watched hisface. “1 had thought ... you seemed happy.”

“Attimes| am.” Asmuch as he wanted to reach for her, to tell her how much he valued their nights
together, he held back, wary of her cool nature. “But the seclusion, the constraints—it will never be
natura to me.”

She exhded, gtirring alock of hair that curled around her cheek. “ Jeremiah, | understand. But if you
can't keep the Oath, you can't live in the Calanya or play Quiswith the others. Y ou would haveto stay in
asolitary suite. Input of any kind altersthe patterns you build. Asa Caani, you are amaster of thedice.
Everything that affects you goesinto your Quisand from thereinto Viasa”

He shook hishead. “1 just don't see how my talking to Aza could cause a problem.”

“Which iswhy shehomedin onyou.” Kha touched hisarm. Then her reserve did back into place and
shewithdrew her hand, putting theinvisible wall between them that always came up, except when they
made love.

“Azawould never have dared speak to anative Cdani,” Khd said. “ She went after the one person
vulnerableto her. She purposely mided you, aswith her lie about our inability to use the new computers.
That dl went from your diceinto the Caanya Quis, then into mine, and from there into the public net. Her
patterns were subtle, but repetition on the Outside magnified them. It made Viasalook incompetent.” She
paused. “ Aza a so encouraged you to give her information, such as your knowledge about Skolians. She
took dl that to Bahvla, giving Bahvlaadvantage over Viasa.”

Hejust shook hishead, feding asif he had taken a punch in the ssomach.

Kha spokein asubdued voice. 1 feared you had chosen to sabotage Viasa, to strike at me.”

The surprised him. “Why? It wouldn't have convinced you to let me go.”

“No. But it would have given you revenge.”

That she would even wonder if he might act out of malice bothered him. Helived by asmple principle:
don't hurt people. It didn't work al the time, nor were his decisons dways clear-cut, but he stuck to it as
best he could. “I would never harm my own wife that way. Or Viasa. The people here never did anything
to me. Hurting them would only make me like mysdlf less”

Some of her tension eased. “If only al of uswere as even-natured.”

Bitterly he said, “ Sometimes| wish | wasn't.”

“Eventudly you will adapt to our ways.”



“How?’ He heard the betraying lonelinessin hisvoice. “How can anyone adapt to the isolation? L ook at
Hevtar. I'm the Caani nearest to hisage, and I'm ten years older. What kind of lifeisthat for a
fourteen-year-old boy?’

Kha tensed. “Hevtar is unhappy?Y ou have seen this?’

“Wdl, no.” Her dismay gtartled him. “He seemsvery content.” Dryly Jeremiah added, “Aslong ashe
doesn't haveto see me.”

Khd sighed. “Don't judge him harshly. He hasloydty to hisfather. He will overcome his resentment
toward you.”

Jeremiah couldn't imagine why Hevtar would see him as athrest to hisfather. No one could touch Kev
a Quis, leasst of al him. “When | see Kev and Hevtar together, it reminds me of how much | missmy
ownfamily.”

Her face took on an odd expression, asif he wereforcing her to confront a decision she wanted to
avoid.

“What isit?’ he asked.
She pushed back her hair. Then she went to her desk and touched a panel. When adrawer did open,
sheremoved aslver disk. “Thiscamein at the starport eight days ago. Dahl serves as our contact, so a

robot drone delivered it there. Manager Dahl sent it to me.”

His pulse legpt. Without thinking through her probable reaction, he strode to the desk and reached for
the disk.

Khal drew back her arm. “Y our Oath.”

His need to hear the disk swept over him. Who sent it? His family? Maybe he could wrest it away from
her. She had height and musclesto her advantage, but he was faster.

Sow down, hetold himsdf. Even if he managed to take the disk, it wouldn't be long before his guards
showed up and knocked him out. Then what did he have? He preferred an option that neither
antagonized nor injured Khd.

“If you weren't going to play it,” he said, “why show it to me?’

Shehesitated. “It isdifficult to know what to do.”

“My hearing it won't change my Quis. My wish to go homeisdready in every gamel play.”

To hissurprise, shedidn't deny hiswords. “1 know. | try to muteit, but | can only do so much. The
people of the Twelve Estates know how you fed.”

“Doesn't that weaken your Estate”?”
“It does make Viasalook—nbarbaric,” she admitted. She spread her hands. “We livein amodern age,

with legal and socia restraints on how we court our men. Even Managers must operate within certain
socid bounds. I knew | would receive censurefor giving you no choice. And | have. | wanted you



enough to go through with it despite that.” Obvioudy self-conscious, she said, “But I've aso found—well,
| think many of our women would secretly like to return to the days when awarrior could carry off a
husband for hersalf. They see me as an ancient warrior queen and you as the captured prince. That
seemsto have enhanced my image. Peoplefind it rather, well—mythical.”

He stared at her, floored by such strange statements, especidly applied to him, Jeremiah Coltman, geek
of the anthropology department. Although he had lost his chubby build, he otherwise had aview of
himsdlf far different from how the Cobans saw him. Or not different, but rather, the same qudities that
had made him unsuccessful with women on Earth had the opposite effect here. Unfortunately, there was
such athing astoo much “ success.”

“Your worldisalot different than mine” he said.

“l imaginesn.”

“But Khd, given al that, you must see that my hearing the message won't change my Quis.”

She paused. “It is hard to judge the effect before the cause.”

Softly hesad, “Play it.”

Khd regarded him. Then she clicked the disk into a computer port on her desk.

Hisfather'svoice floated into the il air. “Hello, Jeremiah. If thisfindsitsway to you, | want you to
know we are doing everything possible to free you. Y our mother and | are dso working with the
authoritiesto obtain travel clearance for Coba. We won't give up.” Then his mother spoke, her voice
strained. “All our thoughts are with you. Y our brother and sister send their best. Welove you, Jeremiah.
Wewill seeyou again, I'm sure. Love dways, Mom and Dad.”

Thedisk hummed into slence.

His hands clenched the desk. He saw through their optimism. Visiting Coba shouldn't take that much red
tape—unless the authorities feared they would cause trouble. Even if his parents did make it here, the
Cobanswould never let them near him. He might never see hisfamily again.

“I am sorry,” Khd said. “1 shouldn't have told you.”

He fought back the tears that threatened his eyes. “Y ou would understand how they felt if you had
children.”

Shefroze. “What makesyou think | have no children?’

“How could you? Weve only been married afew tendays.” Belatedly he redized he might have just
made aterrible gaffe. She could have been married before. What if she had lost a husband? Or she might
haveillegitimate children. That seemed unlikely, though, given her conservative nature.

“How could you think | had no husband?’ Khal asked.

“Y ou never mentioned one.”

She leaned againg the desk. “Ah, no.”



Jeremiah tensed. “What does that mean?’

“How could you not know?’

“Knowwhat? "

“1 had another Akas. We stopped years ago.”
“Stopped?’ What did that mean?“Whereishe?’
“Inthe Cdanya”

“Stll?”

Shetilted her head. “He and | are no longer Manager and Akasi. | wouldn't be here with you otherwise,
But the Oath isfor life. | swore him support and protection. Our estrangement doesn't negate my

responghility.”

Dryly Jeremiah said, “Wecdl it dimony.”

“Hetold methat he visited you on your firg night here.”

“Key?"

“Yes” She pushed her hand through her hair. “Kev.”

“Hedidn't say aword.”

“Y ou must have seen his Viasaarmbands. They arelike yours.”

“I didn't understand.” He did now, though. No wonder Kev wished hewould fal off adliff. AndHewvtar.
How could he have missed it? Y es, the boy had many of Kev'straits. But his resemblance to Khal was

aso unmigtakable.

Kha spoke softly. “1 regret that you had to find out in thisway. | assumed you knew. Y ou have learned
so much about usthat | sometimes forget you don't know our culture aswell aswe do ourselves.”

Hewalked to the window and gazed out at the sky. “| need to think about al this.”
“Would you prefer to return to your suite?’
Rdlieved, he nodded.

He spent the rest of the day in hiswindow seet, thinking about Kev and Hevtar. He wished human
relationships were as easy to understand as Quis.

* k k %

Hevtar walked into the common room. “It'sher!” He cameto the table where Jeremiah and severd other
Cdani were playing Quis. “I saw her windrider from my window.”



“Pah.” Savan looked up from hisdice and glared at the boy. “Cam down. | can't concentrate.”

“lam cadm,” Hevtar said.

Niev smiled at Hevtar. “ Quite an occasion when Her comesto visit. Whoever Her is.”

“Manager Tehnsa,” Hevtar said.

Jeremiah was relieved for an excuseto leave the game. Since histak with Kha yesterday, he hadn't felt
much like playing Quis. “ Theinfamous Manager Tehnsa? This| haveto see”

“You better hurry,” Hevtar said. “Her rider dready landed.”
It surprised Jeremiah that Hevtar didn't rebuff him. Curious about what could convince the youth to

forget hisresentment, he followed the boy into his suite. Hevtar took him to awindow that overlooked
the airfield. Gazing down and out, Jeremiah saw Kha walking across the distant tarmac with a group of

people.
“Which oneis Manager Tehnsa?’ he asked.
“The woman with the black hair,” Hevtar said.

Jeremiah studied the graceful figure. “Woman” wasn't redly the right word. Manager Tehnsacouldn't be
more than sixteen. A waterfdl of black hair fell down her willowy back, glossy in the sunlight. “ She's
beautiful.”

“Yes,” Hevtar agreed, with great emphasis. In ashy voice, he added, “ She's nice too.”

Jeremiah smiled, wondering if Kha knew how her son felt about the Tehnsa Manager. It seemed an gpt
pairing, the son of one Manager with another Manager.

Hevtar suddenly seemed to redlize who he had invited into hisroom. He stopped smiling. “1 didn't mean
to disrupt your Quisgame.”

“You didn't. | wanted to quit.”

“Oh.” The boy looked out a the airfield.

“Hevtar.” Jeremiah hesitated. “| wanted to say...”

Hevtar looked at him. “Yes?’

“I'm sorry if I've caused you any difficulty by being here”
Hevtar shifted hisfeet. “1t isn't redly my business.”

Jeremiah searched for words. How did one discuss these things? “| didn't redlize before. About your
parents. | hopel didn't seem insengtive.”

“I just cant...” Hevtar glanced toward the common room. | have a Quis session.”



“Of course.” Jeremiah let it go. When he was fourteen, he doubted he would have wanted to discuss
such aconvoluted Situation ether.

They gtarted out of the suite. Just before they entered the common room, though, Hevtar paused and
gave him ashy smile. “ Sometime, would you like to come over and listen to Niev and me practice? He
playsthelyder. | Sng.”

“Thank you,” Jeremiah said. “I'd like that.”

In the common room, after Hevtar went to his Quis game, Jeremiah headed to his suite. Before he
reached it, though, he ran into Kev coming out of another common room. They both stopped, awkward
with their dmost-collison. Jeremiah wished he could teleport somewhere. Anywhere.

After apause, Kev said, “Do you have amoment?’

Jeremiah shifted hisfeet. “ Sure”

Sofor thefirgt time, he went to Kev's suite. It had aliving room far more luxurious than anything else he
had seen, even in the Calanya. The fixtures, trim, and braziers were gold. Standing lamps had silk shades
with gold ribbing. The rugs, divans, windows, tables, and walls gleamed with the understated elegance of
immense wedlth. Apparently Kha's“aimony” came high. Jeremiah tried not to beirked, but he didn't
succeed.

“Would you carefor some liqueur?’ Kev asked.

“Thank you, but no.” He wondered why Kev asked. Out of hospitality? Or some other motive? He had
no ideaif Kev knew he couldn't drink Coban liqueurs, only certain wines, teas, and boiled water.

Sop it,hetold himsdf. If hetried to andyze every word Kev spoke, he would go nuts.

The Third Levd motioned him to an armchair. As Jeremiah sat down, Kev settled into achair acrossthe
table. He spoke quietly. “Khal told me what happened.”

Jeremiah shifted hisweight. “I shouldn't have been so dense.”
“I owe you an gpology. | have been ... less than courteous.”
“It'sdl right.” Jeremiah didn't know what elseto say.

So they sat, trying not to look at each other. Then Kev went to stand at a floor-to-ceiling window that
overlooked the arfidd. “They're moving Manager Tehnsasrider to ahangar. She must be staying for a
vigt”

Relieved to change the subject, Jeremiah joined him. A crew was whedling the rider across the blacktop.
The craft looked like a giant bird with abright red head, green plumage edged in black, talons black as
lava, and gold eyes. “It's hard to believe Manager Tehnsaiis asinept at Managing as everyone says.”

“Sheian't.” Kev continued to watch the crew. “ Caryi had an entire Estate rolled into her lap when she
was only thirteen, after her predecessor died in arock fal. Since then she has been trying to cope. Khd
helps. Tehnsais aso hampered because its Cdanyais smdl, only six Firstisand no higher Levels”



Jeremiah glanced at Kev'sthree arm bands, wondering if he had ever considered leaving Viasa. It would
solve the problem of having to see his ex-wife and her new husband every day. “How would she go
about getting ahigher Level?”’

Kev looked a him. “ The Estate that wants him makes an offer. If heisinterested, the Managers
negotiate. Counter-offers are made. Other Estates may enter the bidding. The higher the Leve, the
steeper the price of his contract. The practical limit for most Estatesis Third Level.”

So. Maybe no one could afford Kev's contract. “Why trade at dl?’ He thought of Aza. “If one of us
went to Bahvla, wouldn't that give Bahvla power over Viasa?’

Kev snorted. “Khal would never trade with Bahvla”
“But she does with other Estates.”

“Not often. High-Levd trades are rare.” Kev brushed his Viasa band in a gesture he often used, yet
didn't seem to notice on aconscious level. “ Savan came here from Tehnsatwo years ago. When he left
Tehnsa, Caryi lost her best Quis player. But the settlement that Viasapaid for his contract allowed Caryi
to clear many of her Estate's debts.”

Jeremiah could see why a player with Savan's talent would want a position at amore powerful Estate.
But going from Tehnsato Viasawas like switching from asmall to alarge room in the same house. Kev
had come from Varz, a powerhouse Estate having only atenuous aliance with Viasa

Another thought cameto him. “Y ou must have been a Varz during thewar.”

Kev nodded. “I knew the Cdani Sevtar for ashort time.”

“It'shard to imagine awar fought over one man.”

Kev smiled dightly. “Not if you knew Sevtar. He was bigger than life, Jeremiah, huge, powerful, strong,
wild, gentle when he wanted to be, affectionate. He looked like a god and he played Quis better than
anyone dive. In many ways, he wasthe antithesis of the Coban male, yet in others he offered everything

awoman could want. It al added to hismystique.”

“It certainly seemsto have affected Karn and Varz.” Jeremiah paused. “I don't really understand Coban
women.”

Kev gaveadry laugh. “I quit trying long ago.”

Jeremiah smiled. Then he spoke with care. “ Negotiations for your trade with Viasamust have been
going on then.”

Kev looked out the window. The airfield was clear now. “Fourteen years ago, Manager Varz wanted to
enlist Viasaasan dly. So she honored Viasawith Quis. She chose meto play dicewith Kha.” It wasa
moment before he continued. “Khal and | discovered we suited. She negotiated with Manager Varz. The
Settlement put Viasainto debt for years”

Jeremiah didn't want to know this, that Kha had indebted her entire Estate for another man. “Doean't it
bother you that they buy usthat way?’



“No.”

“Never?’

“The Cdanyaistheonly lifel have ever wanted.”

“Don't you want to go Outside? Climb amountain? See the world?’
Kev turned to him. “No.”

“Oh.” Jeremiah didn't know what to say to that.

“Y ou would have liked Sevtar.” Kev smiled. “He dso had this habit, running circlesin the Caanya
parks. He was an offworlder, too. A Skolian.”

Jeremiah gtared at him. “Y ou're joking.”
“Not at al. His ship crashed here aimost thirty years ago. Now the Managers are afraid.”
“Afrad? Why?’

“He came from a powerful Skolian family.” Kev regarded him. “ One that could cause Coba great harm
if they knew what happened here. The Managers changed his name and identity. The name Sevtar is
Coban, our god of the dawn. None of us knew Sevtar's real name. We don't make his story a secret,
becauseits discovery would draw even more attention. However, we say very little about him to
offworlders”

Jeremiah just looked at him, his unspoken words hanging between them like an intruder: You told me .
The ViasaCdani had dready accepted what Jeremiah continued to deny, that he would never leave
Coba.

Mountain Passage

The year on Cobalasted afew monthslonger than on Earth. It eased from winter into spring, warmed
into summer, and frosted into autumn. Viasasat so high in the mountains that when winter returned, its
storms often massed bel ow the Edtate, leaving Viasain sunshine, subzero temperatures, and ice.

Today light poured through the windows of the morning room in Khal's suite. She sat acrossthe
breakfast table from Jeremiah, lost in slence whilethey ate. The blue silk of her robe glowed againgt her
golden skin, and her hair fell over her body in red-gold waves. It wasn't only her striking appearance that
attracted him now, but aso qualities that made her unique: the dight curve of her lipsthat hinted at her
hidden stresk of mischief, the way shelooked up from her work in welcome when his escort brought him
to play Quisduring the day, the sultry invitation in her gaze a night. He knew he had falenin love with
her. But she remained a cipher. She never spoke of her fedings, and her face rarely reveaed her moods.

“You're quiet today,” he said.



Shelooked up, focusing on him. “My apologies. | must make poor company thismorning.”

“|s something wrong?’

She sighed. “One might say s0.” After considering him, she touched an audiocom set into the table.
Thevoice of her aidefloated into the air. “ Sevahere.”

“ThisisManager Viasa. Please have the Allied filesin my office sent up here”

“Right away, meam.”

Allied files? Jeremiah gave her aquestioning look, but she said nothing. From past experience, he knew
that trying to draw her out would do no good. So they continued to est.

After awhileagirl tapped at the open door arch. “ An aideis hereto see you, Manager Viasa.”

“Show herin,” Kha sad.

A woman with yellow hair entered, carrying abox about six inches on aside. When Jeremiah saw the
comp disksinit, his pulse jumped. He would recognize those anywhere. They held dl hisnotesfrom his
yearsof fiddwork in Dahl.

Khd waited until the aide left. Then she regarded Jeremiah. “ Y es. They areyours.”
“What about my dissertation?’ He didn't seethe labelsfor those disks. “Wasiit destroyed?’

“Winds, no,” Khal said. “We would never do such athing. We know the dedication you put into your
work.”

“Whereisit?’ He knew he shouldn't et it wrench him thisway. It didn't look asif he would be going
home any time soon. He had found no way to escape Viasaor convince Khal to let him go. If the Allied
authorities had made progressin negotiating his release, he knew nothing of it. He had begun to wonder if
they had given up. With Coba under Skolian protection, Earth preferred to avoid any fuss that might
attract military attention from the bellicose Skolians. Y et no matter how he ended up, he cared what had

happened to hiswork.

“When the Council of Managers agreed to let you livein Dahl,” Kha said, “we dl understood why.
Minister Karn knew you intended to write about us.”

Anger edged hisvoice. “Maybe it didn't matter because she never intended to let me leave.”

“We are not so devious, Jeremiah. Minister Karn would not lieto you.” Khal touched the box. “Because
of this, we owed you adebt. | paid it asbest | knew how. | sent your study to your mentor on Earth.”

Jeremiah stared at her. *'Y ou mean Professor Brenn? Y ou sent him my thesis?’

Khal took adisk out of the box. A holo of the Harvard sedl gleamed on its shimmering surface. “A
windrider delivered thiswhile you were fill adeep.”

Heswalowed. “Khd, play it.”



“Areyou sure? It won't change anything.”
“Yes.” His pulse raced.What had Brenn thought? “I'm sure.”

Asgheclicked the disk into ad ot on the table, Jeremiah tensed. What if Brenn didn't like the work?
What if he thought it incomplete or of poor quality? Even if Jeremiah could have presented histhesisto
his doctora committee, they might have found it wanting. Maybe Kha was right. Brenn's response might
only dishearten him.

But he had to know.

Brenn'svoiceroseinto theair. “ Jeremiah, hello. If you are listening to this, you probably know the
Cobans sent me your work.” He paused. “To say their action surprised us would be an understatement.
Inany case, | submitted it to your examination committee.”

Jeremiah blinked. Why bother giving it to the examiners when he wasn't there for them to examine him?

Brenn spoke asif anticipating hisreaction. “ A thesiswithout an author to defend it isunusud. However,
after reading your work and considering your circumstances, the committee decided to accept the
dissertation without your oral exam. In cases such asyours, the ord isonly aformdity anyway.” He
paused. “Y our committee, the department, and the Graduate School of Artsand Sciences concurred.

Y ou were granted your doctorate during the last graduation.”

They gave him aPh.D.without hisfind defense? How? He certainly hadn't considered the ora a
formality. He had feared he wouldn't pass.

Brenn continued. “Y our work has provoked moretalk around here than I've seen in years.” He cleared
histhroat. “Y ou raised quite atir with the section on the evolution of the Calanya from aharem of the
Managers husbandsinto agroup of elite dice playerswho aren't married to the Manager. Y our
arguments that polygamy for either sex destabilizes a society has debates going. Dean Baker clamsit's
hooey, MdissaAlli thinks you'e brilliant, and Wayland is somehow running computer Smulationsonit,
lord only knows how.” Awkwardly he added, “But perhaps you have had more chance to test your
hypotheses about the Calanya than you would have preferred.”

No kidding, Jeremiah thought.

“Y ou might like to know,” Brenn continued. “Y ou were awarded the Feldman Fellowshipin
Anthropology. | aso submitted your dissertation to the Academy of Planetary Studies.” He paused.
“Jeremiah, you won the Goldstone Prize.”

“What?” Jeremiah's hand tightened on the stem of the crystal goblet that held hiswater.

“I think thiswasthefirgt time a Goldstone winner couldn't attend the ceremony,” Brenn said. “Y our
award monieswill be held for you until—well, until you can clam them.”

After apause, Brenn said, “Y our family sendstheir love. We are dl proud of you.”
Then thedisk went silent.

The stem of Jeremiah's goblet suddenly snapped. He stared at the line of red that welled from the cut on



his hand. Then he dropped the glass, and it shattered across the mosaic tiles on the floor.
“Jeremiah?’ Khal started to reach toward him.

“No!” He pushed back his chair with ajerk, then rose to hisfeet and strode away from the table.
Beyond the horseshoe arch, he entered alofty corridor. Darkwood paneled one wall but the other was
glassplex. It looked out into pure sky.

Far below, the Teotec Mountains rolled away, wreathed in the mists and carpeted by richly growing
snowfirs, the Forest of the Clouds. L ake-of-Shadows made adark blue glimmer in the north and
Lake-of-Tears glinted silver-blue in the south. Far to the east, the snow-covered tip of Mount Shadows
Peak lifted into the sky. The panoramic view mocked him, areminder that he lived in agilded prison,
forbidden the freedom promised by that spectacular landscape.

The hall ended in around chamber with its back wall and floor carved from the cliff itself. The other
wallswere glassplex that polarized to mute the Sun's glare. The chamber wedged into the cliff likea
bubble on that great, sheer expanse of rock.

A bench jutted out from the back wall. Jeremiah dropped onto it, rested his elbows on his knees, and
put hishead in his hands.

Boots sounded in the entrance. He looked up to see the captain of his Cdanyaescort. Then Khal
appeared behind her.

“Y ou may wait in the morning room,” shetold the guard.

After the captain left, Khal sat on the bench near Jeremiah. She spoke with care. “ These honorsyou
received—they mean much, yes?’

“What does it matter?’ He stared into the sky that arched around the chamber. “I'll never be ableto
accept them.”

“It might hep to talk.”

That was aswitch. Usually he was the one who wanted her to open up. Now she sat quietly, neither
pushing nor withdrawing into her reserve.

After awhile, he spoke. “The doctorate iswhat | was working on al those yearsin Dahl. They don't
normaly grant it without fina processes| couldn't do here. But they gaveit to me anyway.” He
swalowed. “Thefellowship is aresearch grant awarded each year for work that led to adoctoratein

anthropology.”
“Given to only one person? Out of everyone?’
“Yes Butit'snobig ded.”

“No?" Sheregarded him. “| think this doctorate of yours and this prestigious Feldman Fellowship are far
greater honors than you admit.”

It had never occurred to Jeremiah that he would win the Feldman. Although he did well in research, the
fellowship usually went to someone who aso had atop record in academic courses. His grades were



nothing to boast about. Research was what he loved, usudly to the detriment of his classes.

What dazed him, though, was the Goldstone. He had no ideawhat possessed the Academy to giveit to
him. It dways went to a seasoned faculty member in amajor academic department. For agraduate
student to win for adoctora dissertation was unheard of . It assured him of agood shot at any academic
job hewanted. He stood on the verge of redlizing his dreams—and Coba had stolen them.

Kha waswatching him. “This Goldstone, what doesit mean?’

Jeremiah swallowed. “1t meansthat people | don't deserveto call my colleagues think my work isthe
best donein our field thislast year.” Heturned to her. “Don't you see? Thisis dl I've ever wanted.

Y ou've teaken my dreams.”

Quietly shesaid, “It wasamistaketo play the disk.”

“Let mego, Khd. Let me go home.”

“Evenif | could take away the Cdanya Oath, which | can't, we could never let you leave now. You
know too much.”

“Y ou don't want me to write about the Inside.”

“In part. Itisprivateto us.” She paused. “But your knowledge of Sevtar ismore serious. Hisfamily
wieldsimmense power among the Skolians. If they ever learned what happened to him here, they would

seek vengeance.”
He shook hishead. “I'll never mention him.”

“I have no right to risk the safety of my people.”

Jeremiah roseto his feet and crossed to the curving wall. A misty cloud drifted by below the chamber. “I
don't deserve the Goldstone anyway. My work was incomplete.”

Kha came to stand behind him, diding her arms around hiswaist. He saw her reflected in the glass,
looking out over his head &t the breathtaking view.

She spoke quietly. “I know you, Jeremiah. Y ou would never rest until you created perfection. Even then
you would be dissatisfied. | read thiswork of yours before | sent it to Earth. Y ou deserve every honor

they gaveyou.”
Heblinked. “Y ou read my thess?’

“Yes. It took sometime. My Englishisterrible” Shetilted her heed. “It is strange to see the Twelve
Edtates through the eyes of an offworlder. But your love of Coba camethroughin al you wrote.”

It meant agreat deal to him to know she had liked hiswork. Even so, he couldn't tell her what she
wanted to hear, that hislove of her world would make up for theloss of hisown. So they stood in
dlence, watching the sky.

After awhile she said, “I attend the Council of Managers at Karn Estate soon. | have been thinking that,
if you like, I will bring you withme.”



He knew she never traveled with Calani. Thiswas her way of trying to ease his unhappiness. “Yes. |
would likethat.”

Some of the tension in her embrace eased. She drew him around so they faced each other, her aams il
around hiswai <. “Before weleave for Council, Manager Tehnsaiis coming hereto visit. | would like you
to play Quiswith her.”

That surprised him. Although Kha often had her Cdani st a Quiswith Caryi, she usudly chose
experienced players. “Are you sure you want meto do it? Not Kev or Savan?’

Kha nodded. “1 hope an infusion of new ideas will strengthen her game. Y ou seethingsin adifferent
wey.”

“How about Hevtar?”’
“Hevtar?’ She gave him apuzzled amile. “Hesachild.”

“Not redlly.” Jeremiah thought back to their sessons. “He has afresh outlook and he understands
Tehnsa”

“He does have aremarkable style, doesn't he?” A mother's pride warmed her voice.
“He does. And something else, Khd.”
113 Y$?l

“Caryi needsahigher Level Cadani. And an Akad. Hevtar might consider it.” Given what Jeremiah had
seen, Hevtar would consider it paradise.

Khd dropped her arms. “Hevtar go to another Estate? As Akasi? Of course not. Heisfar too young.”
“Aren't most highborn boys here betrothed by fifteen?’

“Wdll, yes,” she admitted. “In more conservative Estates.”

Dryly hesad, “Viasais hardly ahotbed of radicaism.”

She amiled dightly. “No, | suppose not.”

“Y ou haveto let him grow up.”

She considered him, then walked over to gaze out at the sky. “I would miss him. So would hisfather.”
Jeremiah understood. The deep, abiding love Kev and Khal fdt for their son showed in their every word
and action toward him. For all that Khal resisted the idea of a betrothal, though, he suspected she
realized the match made good sense. Caryi and Hevtar were young by most standards, but the
conservative upper echelons of Coban society encouraged early marriages among the highborn, to
produce heirs. Tehnsa needed a Second Level, one with afresh outlook, and Hevtar needed someone

like Caryi who understood his moody, stratospheric intellect. The pairing would let him stay near Viasa,
yet a the same time give him independence. He and Caryi would aso have Viasato guidethemin



governing Tehnsa,

Jeremiah paused. “Khal—7
Sheturned to facehim. “Yes?’

“What happened? With Kev and you?’
“We ... had adisagreement.”
Hewaited. “Yes?’

It was severd moments before she spoke. But thistime she did answer. “He wanted more children. |
didn't.”

“Hevtar isawonderful young man.”

“Yes Heis” With difficulty shesad, “| have dwaysthought it important that | give my child my best
persond attention. But | am aso aManager. | didn't fedl | could do both with more than one child.” She
paused. “My refusal caused rancor. Kev stopped caring for ... for Viasa”

No, Jeremiah thought.He didn't stop caring for you. “He never left Viasa”

“| offered. Other Estates expressed interest, despite the immense cost of his contract. He didn't want to
go. Why should he? Viasaisagood Edate.”

Jeremiah shook his head. “ The Calanya trade—that's the only equivaent of divorce that existsfor an
Aked.”

“| don't understand thisword ‘ divorce.”
“I know. That's the problem.”

A long standing heartache showed behind her reserve. “I would never have brought you hereif Kev and
| il lived as Akas and Manager.”

“He's il your husband.”

“Y ou know my people no longer practice polygamy. Y ou wrote this yoursdf in your study of us.”

“But for Managersit's till legal. No matter how you evade the description, you have both Kev and me.
He made himsdf say the truth he had avoided. “Kev will dways comefirg for you.”

“Jeremiah, no.” She gtarted toward him, but stopped when he put up his hands asif to hold her off.
“Surely you know what you mean to me.”

“How can | know? Y ou never say.” Pain edged hisvoice. “Oh, | know, you're proud of your young
trophy husband. But I'm not aprize. What happens when you tire of your ‘exatic prince? When the
novelty wears off and you want aman who understands and va ues your way of life?’

“You'rewrong if you think you mean only that to—to Viasa”



He gave alaugh with more pain than humor init. “Y ou can't even say ‘tome. ™

She spread her hands, her body silhouetted against the sky. “ Perhaps you want more from methan |
know how to give.”

Softly he said, “ That works both ways, Khal.”

* * * %

A loud buzzing jarred Jeremiah awake. He opened his eyesinto the darkness of his suite. Fumbling on
the nightstand by the bed, he switched on the audiocom.

“What?" he mumbled.

“Jeremiah?’ Khdl's tense voice came out of the audiocom.

Her urgency pulled him awake. “What'swrong?’

“Can you read gtarship trgectory scans?’

Puzzled, he said, “1 took some astronomy in college. We covered the basics. But that was years ago.”

“That's more than any of us have.” Shetook a breath. “We need you in the observatory tower. Hurry.
Pesse”

He sat up, reaching for hisrobe. “What happened?’

“A gtarship.” Strain crackled in her voice. “It's out of control and headed for Viasa”

* * % %

Jeremiah ran through the Estate, surrounded by his escort. When they reached the observatory tower, he
raced up the spird stairstwo at atime. They strode into the observatory, a domed room with atelescope
run by antique gears. In sharp contrast, the gleaming consolesin the center of the room belonged to the
modern computer network Viasa had been incorporating over the past year.

Khal stood at the central console, still in her day clothes, with acluster of aides. They looked asif they
had worked straight through the night. Kev was leaning over the console, studying its screens, hishair
and clothestouded asif hetoo had just run here from the Caanya. It didn't surprise Jeremiah to see him;
Kev's mathematicd gifts went hand in hand with his Quis expertise. Holographic icons glowed above one
screen and data spilled across another. A third projected a holographic trg ectory map for aship dready
within Cobas atmosphere.

As Jeremiah came up to them, Khal indicated the trgectory holo. “ Can you interpret the map? Weve
never had reason to work with this aspect of the system.”

Jeremiah hegitated, aware of the Outsiders present.

Khal spoke quietly. “Break the Oath. Lives depend on what you know.”



He nodded, then concentrated on the map. Kev moved aside, giving him a better view.

“You'reright,” Jeremiah said. “The shipisheaded for Viasa. | don't think it isout of contral, though.” He
looked over the console. “Will this respond to my voice?’

“Tel it your name.” Kha spoke into acomm on the console. “ Sgje, give access to the next voice
identifier.” Then she nodded to Jeremiah.

He spoke in the comm. “ Jeremiah Coltman.”
Sgje, the computer, answered. “ Access granted.”

“Glve mewhat you have on the incoming ship,” Jeremiah said. “Use graphics as much asyou can.” He
had aways been better at interpreting images than numerica data.

Holos of graphs and blurred space vessels appeared above severa screens. Statistics flowed across
others. Thelonger he studied the jumble of data, the moreit baffled him. It waslike poorly trandated

text, but in images instead of words. Sgie couldn't even ID thetype of craft comingin, let donegive
details. It could be anything from awindrider to amilitary dreadnought.

Suddenly it hit him. “Sgje, you use Allied standards, don't you?’
“That iscorrect,” Sgesad.

“Can you give methe analysis using Skolian protocols?’
“Working.” The holos reformed—and thistime they made sense.

“It'saSkolian ship,” Jeremiah said. “Civilian, | think.” He glanced & Khd. “It looks like ascout.”

Relief washed across her face. She must have feared the same thing he hoped for, that the ship had
comefor him. If it were Skolian, though, that wouldn't be the case. More likely it was off-course for the

starport.
“Will it missViasa?' she asked.

“I'mnot sure.” He studied the displays. The datawas scrolling in Skolian glyphs now, which he couldn't
read, but he understood the holos. Sweat beaded on his temples despite the cool air. “If it doesn't alter

coursg, it will hit thecity.”

Kha exhded. “Can we contact it?’

“I think s0.” Helooked around. “Is your audiocom hooked into the computer's long-range sgnaer?’

“| don't know. What does that mean?”

“The signaler can contact the ship,” he said. “When the techs set up your system, they should have
linked your audiocom into the Signaler or e seingtdled along range comm. Did they discussit with you?’

“Not redly. We had no need for it. This computer system does Estate management, not starship
landing.” Sheregarded him. “Can you set it up?’



“1 don't know how. But the computer might.” He leaned over the console. “Sgje, can you talk to the
incoming ship?’

“At the moment, no,” it answered. “However, you areright that | may be ableto link the audiocom into
my sgnaer. | need details on the audiocom technology.”

Khal spoke. “Look in the files on the Estate e ectrical systems under “intranet connections.”
“Working,” Sgesad.

Jeremiah studied the holos rotating above the console. “ The ship has dowed some, but it's till comingin
too fast. If it hits Viasa, it could cause alot of damage.”

“We're dready evacuating, into the east canyon.” Khal turned to Kev. “Y ou better go too. My aides can
takeyou.”

He shook hishead. “I'm staying.”

She giffened, her dismay at hearing hisvoice obvious. “Y ou must go with them, Kev. Y ou might be hurt
if you stay.”

“I'm not going to leave you,” hetold her.

“Y ou mustn't endanger yourself.” Shelifted her arm and he started to move, asif to take her hand. Then
they stopped, obvioudy aware of the people watching them. Khal lowered her arm and Kev took a
breath.

Jeremiah stood at the console, awkward and sdlf-conscious. He fdt like an interloper. Seeing Khal and
Kev together, so aike in background, outlook, and power within their separate spheres of
accomplishment, he knew they were the two halves of Viasa They shared a closeness he would never
have with Khal, not if he spent hisentire life here and Kev |eft tomorrow.

Static suddenly erupted from the comm, accompanied by aman speaking Skolian Fag. “—read me?|
repest, I'm receiving your signdl. Please respond.”

For an ingtant Jeremiah’'s mind blanked. Although he understood some Skolian Flag, he spoke almost
none, and for the past four years he had heard only Teotecan.

Then bitsof his meager Skolian vocabulary came back. He leaned over the comm. “Know English you?
Spanish? French?’

The pilot switched into heavily accented Spanish. “ Thisis Dastern GH3, scout class . Viasa, | need
holomaps. These mountains are much trouble. The wind make problem also.”

“Canyou link your computersto our system here?’ Jeremiah asked in Spanish. “We will help guide you
down.”

“I try.” He paused. “Do you receive?’

Sgje spoke in Teotecan. “ His system uses | SC standard ninety-two. | can only process some of its



input.”
Khal looked at Jeremiah. “What does that mean?”’

Heraked his hand through his curls. *Y our system was never set up for this. It does have alot of what
we need, but most of it uses Allied standards. Sgeis having trouble with the form of the incoming data.”

“Canyoutdl it theright form?’ she asked.

He spread hishands. “It's like trying to trand ate one language to another, on the spur of the moment,
when | don't speak onethat well and can't say anything in the other.”

“What about the pilot's computers?’

Jeremiah spoke into comm. “Dagtern, can you send your datain an Allied protocol 7’
“Which one?’ the pilot asked.

“Sge hedp himfigureit out.”

“Working,” Sgesad.

The pilot paused. “Viasa, your dataisincomplete.”

“What'smissing?’ Jeremiah asked.

The pilot listed acronyms, none of which Jeremiah knew. When he paused, Jeremiah said, “ Sgje, do you
understand that?’

“Enough to know I'm missing someimportant files”

“Viasa,” the pilot said, “we are maybe close to what we need. Can you send the equations that
transform the coordinate system in your primary nav module to the system we use?’

Jeremiah hesitated. “Can you do that, Sgje?”’
“It requires software | don't have.”
“It can't be that hard to figure out.

“Whether itishard or easy isirrdevant,” Sge said. “I don't know what transform to apply. If | usethe
wrong one, it could do more harm than good.”

“Can't you run comparisons with the Dastern?’
“We aretrying. But we have incompatibilities. It hampers the procedure.”
Khd regarded Jeremiah, her face pde. “Can you tdl it theright transform?’

He shook his head. “1'm no astronavigator.”



“You sad you studied it in school.”
“I hardly even remember the Allied protocals, let done Skolian. And I've never been that great at math.”
Kev spoke. “Use Quis.”

Jeremiah jerked, as Sartled as everyone e se. It was one thing for an offworld First Level to bresk his
Oath; another to hear one of the leading Calani among the Twelve Estates do it, not once, but several
times.

“Y ou know more than you think,” Kev told him. “'Y ou wouldn't do so well a Quis otherwise. Use the
dice. Use the patternsin your mind.”

Jeremiah had no ideaif it would work, but he had nothing better to offer. Taking abregth, hetried to
cam hismind into the meditative Sate that often came when he played Quis. He let thefew formulashe
remembered risein hismind.

Make them dice, he thought.

He sat at the console and rolled out his dice on aflat screen. In the Calanya, they used Quisto study
politicd, culturd, historical, and socid relationships; now he used it to do mathematics. He chose different
piecesfor different symbols, then “wrote” equations by making Quis structures.

The comm crackled with the pilot's voice. “Viasa, whereis beacon to guide aircraft in these mountains?’
Jerked out of his concentration, Jeremiah knocked over astructure. Dice flew across the console.

“Ah, no.” Trying to relax, he gathered up the pieces and started again.

Kha spoke to the pilot in broken Spanish. “ Say again?’

“Thewarning beacon,” hesaid. “Whereisit?’

“Broken,” Kha told him. She glanced a Jeremiah, her question obvious.How does he know we have a
beacon?

“It's probably in a Skolian file on Coba,” Jeremiah said. “Or his scanners might have found something.”
When she indicated the comm, he spokeinto it. “ Dastern, we have holomaps for you, but we have a
mismatch in protocols. We are working on it. Please stand by.”

“Understood,” the pilot sad.

Concentrating on his dice, Jeremiah incorporated the rules of mathematicsinto the rules of Quis. Hewas

trying to derive equations with Quis. He discovered the math was easier when he thought in terms of dice
dructures.

Suddenly a concept snapped into place. Y es! He saw how the Skolian and Allied methods for
describing spatia and tempora behavior related.

As Jeremiah gave hisresultsto Sge, he glanced at the evolving holomap that showed the ship's
progress. He could only imagine what it must be like to hurtle through the jagged Teotecs with neither



maps nor a beacon. The ship obvioudy had sensing equipment or it wouldn't have madeit thisfar. But it
was designed for space rather than planetary maneuvers, and the savage winds in the upper Teotecs
would tear aless sturdy craft gpart. The ship had dowed more, but it was still coming in too fast.

“Viasa, | need maps,” the pilot said.

“I'm sending what | have.” Jeremiah prayed he had derived theright transform; otherwise, he could be
sending the pilot to his desth.

“Received,” thepilot said.
Khd spoke. “ Jeremiah, what can we do to help?’

“Guidance.” He studied the holomap. “He's about one span north and two spans above Grayrock Falls.
What's the clearest passage through there?’

“He mugt avoid the Heska Cliffs,” Khd said. “He should go higher, one span, and to the east one third.”
Jeremiah told Sgje. Then he asked, “Dalstern, did that come through?’

“Part of it,” the pilot answered. “I pull up.”

Watching the holomap, Jeremiah spoketo Khal. “He's up about half a span. Will he make it over the
diffs?’

“Hemust go higher,” she said. “If he can't, he should go east two spans. A smdl passisthere”
Jeremiah input the data and watched the holomap change. “ That |ooks good—ah,no! ”

The map fragmented. In that sameingtant, the pilot said, “Viasa, we have problem.”

“Weto0,” Jeremiah said. “ Sgje, what happened?’

“You only gave meapartid transform,” Sge sad.

Jeremiah swore under his breath. What had he missed? Struggling to focus his mind, he turned back to
hisdice. But hismind kept coming up with images of the ship hurtling toward them, bresking his

concentration.
“Viasa, | need set-down coordinates,” the pilot said.

“We'reworking onit.” Jeremiah glanced at Khd. “Where should he land?’

“West of Viasa. Away from the evacuation.”

Jeremiah Stared at her. “ Thewest is sheer cliff face” Hewas painfully aware of time passing. If he
couldn't solve the transform problem, the pilot would have little control over where he landed—or

crashed.

Kev spoke. “The Cdanyaparks. That will take him away from the city without sending him over the
diffs”



As soon as he saw Kha's dismay, he understood: to let a ship destroy the Caanyawould violate her
sense of decency at alevel so basic it was part of her. He could dmost fed her weighing the pilot's death
againg that destruction.

Then she blew out agust of air. To an aide, she said, “Double-check that the Calanya has been
evacuated.” Asthe aidetook off, Khal turned to Jeremiah. “ Send him to the parks.”

“Itsasmal areafor aship without amap,” Jeremiah warned. “1f he misses, he could hit the Estate.”
“We must protect the evacuees,” Khal said. “ The Estate can be rebuilt. People cannot.”

Khd's aide came striding back to them. “The Cdanyais empty. The only person till thereisaguard
cgptain.”

“Good.” Kha motioned to her aides. “ All of you, go with the evacuation. Let them know the Situation
and make sure they take cover in the lower end of the canyon. Even if the ship hitson that Side of Viasa,
it probably can't penetrate so narrow an area.”

Intent on hisdice, Jeremiah barely heard the aides|eave. Ashelifted a platinum cube, Kev said, “Wait.”
He reached forward and moved severd pieces. “ Try thisinstead.”

Jeremiah nodded, anew pattern evolving in hismind based on Kev's moves. He continued to play.
Every second that passed felt like the warning tick on an antique clock. The Observatory stood in the
path of theincoming ship. If thevesse hit it, theimpact could sheer off the dome and destroy everything
within—induding them.

Hetried to think faster, but it only made his Quis frantic. Kev made another move, then changed his
mind and tried adifferent one. Jeremiah picked up hisintent and rearranged severd structures. He il
couldn't find the missing part—couldn't make it—

“Viasa, | have no moretime,” the pilot said. “1 guess coordinates.”

Suddenly Jeremiah saw the pattern, beautiful and degant. “Dagern, | haveit!” He gave Sgethe new
equations as fast as he could trace alight stylus across the screen.

“Received.” Rdief washed the pilot's voice. “ Suggest you get out of there. Over and out.”

“Over and out,” Jeremiah said, jumping to hisfedt.

With Kha and Kev, he raced across the observatory. They sped down the stairs and out into emptied
halls. Then they ran out into the starlit Calanya parks. Wind pummeled them with fists of air, and thunder
roared above the keening wind.

No, not thunder. A starship engine.

Jeremiah picked up his pace, then redlized he had left Kha and Kev behind. As hewhirled around, Khal
stopped, staring at the sky. “No!” she shouted.

The ship hurtled out between two peaks high above Viasa, making agiant shadow in the sky. It wasn't
big for astarship, but compared to the Estate it loomed huge. Its enginesroared in the wind.



Khal took off with Kev at her side, her hand reaching out to Jeremiah asif she sought to protect both
him and Kev against these forces so far beyond her control. Asthey raced for the Estate, the ship
skimmed over the city, dropping at an darming rate. It snapped the spire off atower.

They dowed then, knowing they had no chance of making it to the canyon in time. Either the ship would
miss them or it wouldn't. Asthey stared upward, they backed toward the Estate, more by ingtinct than
becauseit would do any good.

The ship grazed aroof, smashing its crendlations. Then it cleared the Estate, dropping fast. It rammed
down into the Calanya parks, still skimming forward. In a scream of high-pressure composite on
bedrock, it tore up ground cover and blasted trees as it shot across the parks.

With an explosive crash, the ship dammed into the windbresk—and the gigantic wall shaitered like
glass. Crumpled but intact, the craft came to a shuddering stop, jutting over the cliff. In anightmare of
dow motion, it began to tip over the edge.

Without pausing to think, Jeremiah ran for the ship, pushed from behind by the wind as he dodged
scorched areas of the parks. By the time he reached the craft, he had far outdistanced Khal and Kev. He
pounded hisfists againgt the unyielding hull. “Y ou haveto get out!” he shouted.

A hand closed around his arm and someone swung him around. Even before he looked up—and
up—he knew it couldn't be Khd or Kev. Neither had such towering height. In the sarlight, he couldn't
see much more of the man than hismassvesize.

The Skolian released hisarm and spoke in Spanish. “1've come for aman caled Jeremiah Coltman.”

Jeremiah took abreath. “1I'm Coltman.”

The Skolian took his chin and turned hisface into the starlight, one way, then the other. Then helet go
and pulled up Jeremiah’'sarm to look at his armbands. “ So. Y ou are. We must hurry.” Before Jeremiah
could respond, the man grasped hisarm and took off, pulling Jeremiah with him.

Asthey reached the airlock, Jeremiah baked. What did the Skolians want with him? If he went with this
pilot, he could find himself in aworse Situation than if he stayed here.

A voice came through thewind. “ Jeremiah,” Khd cdled. “Wait!”

The Skolian spun around, his hand faling to his hip. With alurch of dismay, Jeremiah saw that the man
wore aJumbler, amilitary sdearm that could destroy Khal asfast as antimatter annihilated matter. Khal
and Kev stood a short distance away, Kev staring asif he were seeing asupernatural being.

Asthe Skolian drew hisweapon, Jeremiah caught hisarm, praying he didn't activate autométic reflexes
that made the man shoot him instead. “Please. Don't hurt them.”

Khd camecloser. “Don't go, Jeremiah.”

He swdlowed, suddenly knowing he was going to trust this stranger. It might be hisonly chanceto
return home,

Hisvoice caught. “| haveto.” After seeing Kha and Kev together tonight, he could no longer deny what



he had always known at asubconscious level. They completed each other. When Hevtar left hometo
wed Caryi, they would probably turn to each other tofill the void. Jeremiah couldn't bear to live with
Kha knowing another man would aways claim her heart.

She cameto him. “Don't go. Viasa has come to care—" Shetook a breath. “ Ihave cometo care. For
yw."

Her look was achingly familiar, the one that caressed him after they made love, that held promises of
affection she never spoke aloud, aways leaving him in doubt. Now she added the words he had needed
to hear, and even on the brink of escape he wanted to take her into his arms and promise he would stay.

He struggled with hiswords, aware of the Skolian stranger listening to them. “I'm sorry. I'm truly sorry.
But | can't bewhat I'm not. And | could never share you. It would kill me.” He swallowed. “Oh God,
Khal, don't let pride keep you gpart from the man you redlly love. Whatever you and Kev said to each
other dl thoseyearsago ... let it mend.”

“Jeremiah,” she murmured. The slver track of atear did down her face, catching starlight.
The pilot spoke with unexpected gentleness. “We must go.”

Softly Khal said, “ Good-bye, beautiful scholar.”

Jeremiah wiped atear off hisface. “Good-bye, Khal.”

The Skolian was dready opening the airlock. As he paused to let Jeremiah enter, helooked back at
Kev. “Dont tdl anyone,” he said in Teotecan. “Y ou know why.”

Then he closed the hatch, cutting them off from Viasa

* * k* %

Jeremiah sat in the co-pilot's seat while the Skolian took them away from Coba. On the holoscreen, he
watched Coba recede until she became ajeweled orb, a beautiful Quis die among stars and stardust.
Another tear rolled down his cheek. He wiped it away, not wanting the stranger to see.

The pilot remained intent on his controls, more so than the ship probably required. His concentration
gave Jeremiah aportion of privacy.

After atime, when Jeremiah had recovered some, he looked more closdly at hisrescuer. The man's skin,
hair, and eyes had agold cast. His skin flexed like tissue, but looked metallic. He had no doubt the man's
dterationsimproved him over anorma human. He gppeared hae and fit, with a powerful physique.
Jeremiah was no judge of appearancein men, but even he could see this Skolian had remarkable good
looks. Gray streaked hishair. He appeared about forty, but hisfacia expressions had amaturity that
came from many more years of life, which suggested he enjoyed the benefits of delayed aging. Taken
with the engineering on his body, it made Jeremiah suspect he came from awedthy, powerful segment of
the Skolian population.

The Jumbler gun a his hip was military issue. He also wore heavy military gauntlets embedded with
conduits, picotech controls, comm meshes, and awide gold strip around each wrist. Although the
gauntletslooked solid, they flexed with his movements like a second skin.



The man glanced a him. In Spanish, he asked, “Areyou al right?’
Jeremiah nodded. “ Y es. Thank you for your trouble.”

The man shrugged. “It isnot so much trouble.”

“Y ou could have been killed.”

“I have seen worse.” He paused. “| expect to have the beacon, though. It help that you know that
trangform.”

Jeremiah thought of his haf-panicked Quis. “I was guessing. Playing dice with your life.”
“Such a problem take more than guesses.”

“I waslucky.”

The man'sface gentled. “Y ou are not what | expect.”

“I'mnot?’

“The genius who make history when he win this famous prize at twenty-four? | expect you to havea
large opinion of yoursdf. But it seems not that way.”

“| didn't deserve the Goldstone. Besides, that is hardly reason for the Skolian military to rescue me.”

“They didn't. They know nothing about this.”” The man paused. “| take you to acivilian port. From there,
we find you passageto Earth.”

It made no sense. Why would this Skolian help him? Was he awesdlthy eccentric? Then how did he have
aJumbler? Jeremiah considered him. “At Viasa, you used some Teotecan. Y ou even knew how to read
my name from the Caanyabands. How?’

The man answered in perfect Teotecan, his accent heavy but easy to understand. “It doesn't seem to
bother you to speak.”

“Wel, no.” Jeremiah blinked, gtartled by hisfluency. “Should it?’
The man spoke quietly. “It was years before | could carry on anorma conversation with an Outsider.”

An awareness that had been tugging at Jeremiah's mind suddenly became clear. The gold bandsin the
man's gauntlets weren't high-tech equipment.

They were Cdanyaguards.
Jeremiah stared at him. “Y ou were aCalani? ”
The man reached into his pocket and took out an armband. “I thought this might answer your questions.”

Jeremiah took the band. He recognized both the insgniaof Karn Estate and the Akas symbol. The man
who wore this had been Akas to the ruler of aworld. The name saidSevtar Karn.



“You'rehim.” Jeremiah looked up. “ Sevtar. The one they went to war over.”

“Actudly, my nameisKdric. They cdled me Sevtar.”

“But you'redead. ”

Kéric smiled. “I guessno onetold me.”

Jeremiah flushed. “They think you burned to death.”

“I escaped during thefires. In dl the chaos, | managed to take awindrider and fly to the port.”

“Why do you let them think you died?’ Jeremiah paused. “Did you hate Coba so much?’

Kedric consdered. “ At times. But it became ahome | vaued. Eventudly, one | loved.” He extended his
hand for the armband. When Jeremiah gaveit to him, he ran histhumb over the Karn symbol. Then he
put the band in his pocket. “ Severa of my Oaths were like yours. Forced. But | gave the Oath fredy to
Ixpar Karn, Minister of the Twelve Estates. When | swore loyaty to her, | meant it.” He regarded
Jeremiah. “1 will protect Ixpar, her people, and her world aslong asit iswithin my power to do so.”

A chill ran up Jeremiah's spine. He hoped this man never saw him as an enemy. “Why comefor me?’

Kdric spoke dryly. “It was obvious no one else was going to do it. Y our people and mine, they've been
playing this dance of paliticsfor years. Y ou got chewed up init.” Hetouched thewrist guard in his
gauntlet. “1 spent eighteen years asa Calani. Everything in me went into the Quis. | wasaJagernaut. A
garfighter pilot. It so affected the dice web that the Cobans went to war. | had no intention of leaving you
in the Calanya, another cultural bomb ready to go off.”

Jeremiah remembered how hisfew talkswith Azahad harmed Viasa He could barely even imagine the
havoc a Jagernaut in the Calanya could cregte.

Then he thought of Kev's expression when he had seen Kdric. “Y ou knew Kev.”

Kdric nodded. “At Varz. Kevtar Jev Ahkah Varz. He caled himsalf Jev then, becauise people mixed up
our names.”

It sobered Jeremiah to redize he had never even known Kev's full name. “Why did you tell him not to
sgy anything?”

Kdric regarded him. “1 don't want my family seeking vengeance against Coba for what happened to me.
They think | wasaPOW dl thoseyears. | intend for it to stay that way.”

“Whoisyour family?’
“Vddoria”
Jeremiah swalowed. Even he knew of the Vadoria name. Powerful was an understatement.

“Maybe someday | can return to Ixpar on my own terms,” Kelric said. “But it isn't possible now. | don't
want her dragged into Skolian politics unless I'm secure enough in my own position to make sure neither



she nor Cobacomesto harm.” Wryly he added, “ And believe me, if Ixpar knew | was dive, she would
becomeinvolved.”

Jeremiah thought of Khal. “Coban women are—" He searched for the right word. “Well, they certainly
aren't tentetive.”

Kdric laughed. “No, they arent.”
“I thought | would never see home again.”

“Your rescue hasaprice” Fint showed in hisgaze. “If you renege, you will bear the wrath of my family.
And mysdf.”

He could guesswhat Kelric required. “I'll never reveal you were on Coba.”

“Good.”

“But how do | explain my escape?’

“It'sremarkable,” Kdric commented, with adight smile. “'Y ou managed to fly awindrider to the port on
your own.” He paused. “I've entered the necessary records and had the port send amessage about it
from you to Manager Viasa”

“So shewill tell the same story?’

“Ya”

Jeremiah knew Kha would welcome the chance to explain his escape without implicating Cobain
Kdric'scaptivity. Softly hesad, “I'll missher.”

“Coban women do have that effect,” Kdric admitted. The hint of asmile showed on hisface. “ Gods
only know why. They are surely exasperating.”

Jeremiah amiled. “Yes,” he said, dso agreeing with the unstated love beneath the words.
“Thereisafavor | would ask of you,” Kelric said.
Jeremiah wondered what he could possibly give such apowerful man. “ A favor?’

Kdric unfolded atray from his seat arm, extending it to Jeremiah's seat. Then hereached into his
pocket—and took out adice pouch. “1 should liketo play CdanyaQuisagan.”

“I would like that.”

So they rolled out their dice.
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