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HE ALIENSOF ALIEN-CHRONICLES

HEVMS .. areceot sven B8, beai o TRt s C':mwm s
inced the Vs that they are the most important, godlike creaturesin the universe. Thishasled to an

underground race of "uglies'— VUsthat were cast off as unacceptable, worthless spawn...

THE AAROUN the race of Ampris are powerful, golden-furred carnivores with sharp teeth. They
have long been kept by the Vis as daves, or asin the case of Ampris, pets.

THE KEITH...asubmissve, doglike race with stiff, bristly coats and Smian hands. Becausethey are
S0 easlly intimidated, Keith are considered unreliable to handle important tasks. They are not to be
trusted...

THE MYAI...renowned for their insgght and memories, Mya stand barely threefeet tal and are
usualy poets, musicians, and historians. They control the archives of the Vs empire.

THE ZHBEII they arefilthy, noisy, foul-smelling, and socid-ly repulsive creatures. Y et they are
unequaled at maintaining and repairing quantum hardware (the only reason to tolerate them).

TH1 SKEK lessthan two feet high, furry, multi-limbed, and quick, the Skek live likeratsin the ducts
and garbage of the VUs. It'sacommon dave bdlief that if you dropped one Skek in abarre, the barrel
would explode with Skek offspring within aday.

THE TQTHS...Big, supid, and Brutal, Toths roam the ghetto streets as thugs, but they are aso used
by their Vs masters as hired enforcers or brownshirts. Nearly astal asthe Vs, they have massive
heads covered with thick mats of dirty, curly brown hair. Hies usualy buzz around their long, flop-py
ears. Their faces are broad and flat, with wide nogtrils, and their eyes are small and cruel.

THE GORUCANS Merchants, shopkeepers, traders, the Gorlicans are a steady, hardworking,
nonviolent race dlied to the ViUs. A heavy shell encasestheir torsos, rendering their balance sometimes
percarious, and their arms and legs are covered with thick gray scalesingtead of skin. Their facesare
ugly, with a prominent horned beak for an upper lip, and they have orange or yellow eyes. They must
wear masksin public to avoid offending the VUs.

HAPTER ONE
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Vison cleared fird, bringing her shapesto associate with the confusing tangle of fragrancesfilling her
senses. Sibling shapes... four little wedge-shaped heads covered in tan and fawn fuzz, wobbling in
exploration. Mother shape. .. large and infinitely gentle, crooning sounds of love, pro-viding warmth and
nourishment as she stroked her babies and sang softly to them.

Her single femae child she held often, nestling her atop her somach and | etting the tiny one wobble
and explore. A golden child with soft, downy baby fur and no markings at dl save alight brown mask
across her eyesthat would probably darken with maturity. All the males were striped in brown and fawn,
amogt identicd, fractious when to-gether yet furious if separated. The golden femae, how-ever, was
placid and calm, content to interact with her mother yet adventurous enough to explore on her own.

"My golden one," the mother crooned to her, smoothing back the fur over sweet baby eyes. They all
lay together in the bed. A smdl lamp glowed, pushing back the surround-ing shadows. Many sounds
came from far away, muffled and unimportant.

"Brave and strong, my daughter will grow up to be. Look at you, bigger aready than your brothers.
Straight-shouldered, you are. An Aaroun, you are, my darling, adaughter of aproud line of the Heva
clan. All your history, | will teach you. Our songs, you will learn that you may teach them to your sons
and daughters. Through you, we will go on."

Gentle, steady words. The golden one blinked up a her mother'sloving face, drinking in the words
she did not as yet understand. But she could understand the love in those words, and the pride. Her own
heart opened in response, and she felt a sudden rush of feding so intenseit dmost frightened her.

She mewed, and her mother kissed her, laughing softly.
"Y es, my golden one," her mother said. "Y es, you are wonderful and precious. | love you so much.”

Love. The golden one blinked and rubbed her head against her mother's hand. It was her first lesson,
tolearn thisfeding.

Without warning, there came a perfunctory pounding on the door. Before the mother could move, the
door was dammed open, and a shaft of sunlight stabbed inside.

Startled, the golden one cried out. Her brothers awoke with screams. Their mother struggled up,
hastily scooping her babies behind her.

"Get out!" sheroared. "Thisisabirthing room! | have the right to privacy for thesefirst days.”

A pebble-skinned, blue Viis male in adust-colored coat that hung long enough to cover histail
stepped ingde. He wore avoluminous hood that masked hisrill and face ex-cept for hisvivid green eyes,
and concedled hisidentity. Two Toth thugs carrying stun-sticks followed him.

Fear filled the Aaroun mother.

Standing well above two meters, nearly astall asthe Vis, with massive heads and shoulders covered
in pelts of matted, curly hair, Toths were the worst kind of enforcers. Brutal, stupid, and dirty, they
entered with acloud of flies buzzing about their heads, chewing lazily, now and then flicking abig, pde
tongue up ingde their broad nodtrils. They gazed a her with small, cruel eyesthat danced with
anticipation. Toths enjoyed inflicting hurt. Mercy was un-known to them. For thefirst timein her life, the
mother felt the need to say the ancient Hevalamentations as a prayer rather than song-poetry. But her
mind went blank, unable to summon the words. In the name of the ancient gods, what were these
creatures doing here?

From outside her room, she could hear anguished screams down the row of cheap housing. Her fear
intens-fied, and she began to pant. Whatever they intended, she would fight them to the degth if
necessay.

Shewatched the three intruders fan out at the foot of the birthing bed, facing her. Again she shifted



her body to shield her crying babies.
"Get out. Get out!" she shouted, her voice thundering in thetiny room. ™Y ou have no business here.”

"Watch her," the Vs said to his men. He was speaking in the common patois of the abiru, or dave
races. "She'sweak from hirthing, but she's till dangerous.”

The mother's darm continued to grow. She panted with it, her rage mingling with her fear. Shewas
poor, agrade-two worker in the docks. Her mate was on shift duty even now. With all her heart and
soul shelonged for him to come, but she knew it wasimpossible. He did not know she needed help. He
thought her safe within the birthing room. Gods mercy, why were these brutes here?

One of the enforcers pulled out arope from his pocket and shook its coilsfree. The rope curled and
straightened as though dive, suspending itsalf above the ground. A loop formed in one end.
Dry-mouthed, the mother stared at it.

"No," she panted. "No!"

"Get back,” the Vs said harshly to her. He pointed at the wall near the door. " Stand over there and
bequiet.”

She knew what they wanted then. It flashed over her like heat. Growling, she flung hersaf acrossthe
bed to protect her cubs, but the Toth moved faster.

He tossed the loop at her, and the rope settled itself over her head and throat. At once shefelt a
sharp pulse of energy enclose her throat, then asizzle of pain.

Clutching the rope, she screamed.
"Hold her!" the Viis commanded as she struggled. "Take care, you fool! Don't hurt the cubs.”

Despite the tightening of the noose, she fought harder. Through the roaring in her ears, she could hear
her babies crying. Their helplessness and danger enraged her past dl caution, and she roared with fury as
shelunged for afloppy Toth ear, bit it hard, and tried to teer it off.

Oathsfilled the room, mingling with her shouts and the screams of the cubs.
"Now!" theVissad.

Another noose settled over her head, and the two en-forcers dragged her bodily off the bed. She hit
the floor hard enough to knock the wind from her weakened body. Lying there, she shook her head and
tried to raise hersdlf, but the Toths held her pinned, both of them sitting on her with crud disregard for her
condition or the pain they wereinflicting. The Toth with the bitten ear shook his head, dinging splatters of
blood, and huffed to himsdlf. The Aar-oun mother could still taste blood and hair in her mouth. She spat,
wishing her teeth had caught his shaggy throat instead.

Helpless and seething, she was forced to watch asthe V Uis grabbed each of her babiesin turn by its
scruff and carried them over to the light by the open door. He dumped them on the floor and examined
them one by one, checking fur qudity, conformation, and tiny milk teeth. Ingtinctive infant growling filled
the air, and the mother pressed her face against the dirty floor and wept in sheer frustration.

"Stripes,” the Vissad in disgust. "Ordinary stripes, just like dl the other cubsin thisbirthing row. Ah,
but what are you?'

The mother heard the change in histone, the keen inter-est, and her heart congtricted. She saw him lift
her golden child, her only daughter, high into the air to examine her thoroughly.

When he lowered the golden one to chest height and cradled her againgt him, the mother knew she
hed lost.

Grief consumed her. She howled until one of the Toths tightened the noose and choked off her cries.



"An extraordinary find," the Vs said. Although his voice was muffled by the hood, smug satisfaction
registered in histone. "Thisonewill do very well. Shelll bring agood price at market for Festival.”

Stroking the golden one, who was trying to growl and cry at the sametime, the V iis chuckled to
himself. Stepping over the other infants, still squirming helplesdy on the floor, he walked out into the
dreet.

"Let her up," he called over hisshoulder. "Stun her if shetriesto follow."

The mother felt as though she had been shattered inside. She held hersdlf ill, defested now, knowing
that she had no choice in thistheft, no recourse. But the Toths hurt her anyway as they stripped off the
charged restraint ropes. She didn't rise, didn't try to regain her feet, but they beat her and kicked her until
her pain was likefire, blazing around and through her body.

"Stupid Aaroun,” one of the Toths mumbled. Hiswide, long tongue flicked up into one of his broad
nodtrils. "Al-waysfight. Alwayslose"

The other one bellowed alaugh.

They stood over her asecond more, as though expecting one last show of defiance from her, then at
last lumbered toward the door. One of them clumsily kicked the infants asde, making them scream anew.

The mother tried to pick herself up, tried to crawl for-ward to the babies she had left. Although the
bonding was new, it was S0 strong she felt as though they had torn part of her body away and stolenit.

"My golden one," she said, moaning as she dragged hersdlf toward her tiny sons. They cameto her,
tottering and weak, seeking comfort.

But athough they were soon pacified and settled, there was no one to comfort the mother, |eft
bleeding and bereft on the floor, never to see her daughter again.

Carrying the golden onein the crook of hisarm, his coat concedling her, the V {is strode through the
squaid streets of the abiru ghetto, his hired enforcers lumbering behind him. A block away, histransport
hovered on park ahaf meter above the unpaved street. Three more Toths guarded it with Sdearms
illegd for civilians. The Vs, however, had little fear of encountering acity patroller down hereinthisend
of the ghetto.

Smiling to himsdlf, he pulled off hishood and tucked it in his belt. The warm afternoon breeze blew
across hisskin and ruffled hisrill, which itched after being confined in the hood.

"Hey, Pod," another trader called, walking up. "Any luck?'

Pod glanced around to see Tynmez, his chief competitor, hailing him. Stiffening, he checked
surreptitioudy to make sure the golden Aaroun was well-hidden benegth hisjacket, then turned to face
Tynmez with afase amile.

"Gregtings of Festivd," he said, using atone that made the formal words amockery. "May you
fertilize many eggs™

Tynmez bowed, but his purple eyes kept straying to the lump hidden beneath Pod's jacket. "Luck?"

Poal flicked out hislong, narrow tongue. "Not much.”

Tynmez smiled and gestured behind him at the two Toths carrying laden crates of young Aarouns,
Keiths, and Myals. All were crying with fear. Their cries, plusthose of their anguished parents, made a
din that echoed off the mud hov-els. Thiswasthe very poorest end of the abiru ghetto, with the worst
housing and most squalid conditions. Only the most desperate or greedy traders ventured into this area,
but Pod now knew it wasworth it. The Aaroun in his arms would fetch a handsome price. He had never
seen her equd indl hisyearsof trading.

"Your air sacsarefull,” Tynmez said. "Y ou must be happy with your catch.”



"l am."

Poa backed closer to hisenforcers, glancing at them to seeif they were dert. Two were gaping at
something in the distance, chewing cud and flipping their ears at flies, but at least one seemed aware and
on thejob. Pod might need them dl if Tynmez ordered histhugsto rob Pod's catch.

"You'll see my wares a the premarket selection,” Pod said. "Until then, | don't show what I've got.”
"Stupid," Tynmez said withiirritation. "I might pay you well for your stock.”
"I'll do better at premarket.”

'Y ou think those market vendorswill ded fairly or gen-eroudy with you?' Tynmez said with derision.
"They arethinking of their markup. Y ou and | are males of under-standing. Let us cometo terms.”

"Y ou would buy something you haven't seen?' Poa countered.

"If it hasvaue. | seethe smugnessin your eyes,” Tyn-mez said. "And | have looked at the stock on
your trans-port. Oh, don't raise your rill a me," he said sharply as Pod glared a him. "The crates aren't
opaque. | have eyes, do | not?'

Poal glanced at his guards, knowing now they were use-less. Tynmez had bribed the fools. Poal
would haveto fire them and hire more, providing he escaped this Situation with hishide intact.

More of Tynmez's enforcers appeared. They, like Pod's thugs, were armed with illegal weapons, dl
amed at Podl.

Gl poured through Pod, and he could fed hisneck rill quivering with defest.
"Will you forcemeto sdl?* he asked.

"Y ou have agood catch,” Tynmez said, and now it was histurn to smile. ' 'Y ou are an excellent judge
of confor-mation and pdt qudity. Y ou are much more sdlectivethan |."

"Yes," Pod said with asneer as he watched his crates being loaded onto Tynmez's already-laden
transport. ™Y ou would glean even Skeks from the sewer if you thought you could profit from them.”

Theinsult bounced off Tynmez without effect. His smile broadened, and he jerked his head.
His enforcers moved fast, surrounding Pod in an ingtant. Poa's own hirdings made no move at dl.

Seething with rage, Pod held the golden Aaroun tighter, hearing her faint sounds and knowing that he
would never see the fortune this small creature was worth. More gall soured his mouth. With al his soul
he damned Tynmez.

An enforcer stepped close and jammed the blunt snout of hiswegpon into Pod'sribs. "Don't move."
Pod obeyed, glaring at Tynmez with the blackest hatred.

Tynmez walked up to him and gently reached beneath the jacket. There was abump, and ayip of
rage drowned out by Tynmez's own hiss of breath.

He yanked back hishand and shook it.
Pod laughed. "Did she bite you?'

Tynmez backed up, glaring back. "Y ou fool. Y ou can't sell afighter anywhere but thering. And even
the Bizs Mo'ad won't take abiru thisyoung.”

As he congdered the famous gladiator school and the high pricesit sometimes paid for qudity trainee
stock, Pod's spiritslifted. "Ah, but when she's bigger, I'll have her to sdll, won't 17!

Tynmez was till shaking hishand and examining his bitten finger. Poa did not think the skin was even



broken.

His confidence came back. If he played thisright, he could get rid of Tynmez and salvagethis
gtugion.

"Still want to rob me?* he asked. "l didn't know you had stooped to stealing gladiator bait."

"Bait?' Tynmez's eyes dilated in suspicion. "Or fighter?'

"What do you think?' Pod said, trying to keep histonelight. "In thiswretched end of the ghetto, we
are competing for the dregs. If you expect to find something better then may | sell you acloud, or
perhaps part of the sea?'

"'Why cover thisone, if it isof such poor qudity?'

Pod flicked out histongue, pretending indifference. " She bites and scratches like a cornered Skek.
Asyou dis-covered.”

Tynmez scowled a him. ™Y ou're afool, wasting your eye and discernment on gladiator bait.
Especially now, just before Festival. It doesn't make sense that you've sunk to such alow. | suspect you
of trickery."

Hewas oneto talk, after bribing Pod's guards and trying to steal everything in sight. Pod held down

his anger, aware that he was gtill outnumbered and unprotected. Curl-ing histongue inside his mouth, he
met Tynmez's eyes, hesitated, then placed one digit between his nostrils and sniffed.

Tynmez's eyeswidened. "You?' hesaid in surprise. "'Y ou, caught by the dust?’

Pod flicked out histongue, even as he despised Tynmez for being so eager to believe the worst about
him. ' 'When amale has debts, he must do everything possible to cover them.”

"In debt for dust? A third time | say you areafool." Tynmez backed away from him and gestured at
his enforc-ers. "Finish unloading his stock. Quickly!" He swung back to Pod. "The two spotted Aarouns
| saw inyour crateswill recoup what I've spent in bribes. The rest are no better or worse than what |
found.”

"Then leave them,” Poal said. Hetried to speak lightly, but there was an edgein hisvoice.

Tynmez must have heard it. "'l will leave you your glad-iator bait and acurseto go with it. May it bite
you and turn on you. May your wounds go septic. May your brain grow riddied with abiru fever, that you
wander the streets forever, witless and gibbering to shadows only you can see.”

Pod drew in hisbreath to retaiate, and felt another warn-ing jab of the weapon pressed to hisside.
He hdd his breath instead, fuming too much to fed rdief a having tricked Tynmez. When histransport
was stripped of its cargo, Tyn-mez and his guards departed in awhoosh of jetted air and flying dust.

Pod stood in the street, coated with dust, his neck rill at full extension. When he could finaly
command himself enough to speak, he turned on hisenforcers with aglare, and flicked out histongue.

"You'refired, thelot of you."

The Toth whose ear had been bitten by the mother of the golden Aaroun glared back at him. "I got no
bribe. 1—"

"Then make your brothers share with you," Poa said vicioudy. He brushed by the brutes, who stared
a him with their mouths open, and climbed aboard his transport so fast he madeit tip and scrape one
edge on the ground.

Dropping the Aaroun on the seat beside him, Pod revved the engine and lifted it Straight up just asthe
Tothsfinaly figured out he was serious about firing them al. Heroared away over their massve heads,
leaving them bellowing in-sultsin hiswake.



Not until he flew under the curving arch of new dock construction bordering the side of the ghetto and
tucked himsdf into the general stream of traffic did Poal relax his death grip on the controls. Histemper
camed down, and he began to mentaly add up losses. They were plenty. He had lost the wages
sguandered on his enforcers, plustheir stun-sticks, restraint ropes, and sidearms. He had lost aday's
worth of stock, good stock, al of it, despite what held said to Tynmez. He had nearly lost hislife.

It was a heavy blow, especidly coming thisearly inthe year. If not for the prize till in his possession,
he would befacing ruin right now.

Pod glanced over at the Aaroun crouched fearfully in the seat beside him. Her dark eyeswere
enormous in the light mask across her face. Her paws clung to the cloth with instinctive desperation. He
could see her little Sdes heaving.

But, ah, that perfect fur. The broad shoulders, heavy with muscle and bone aready, the deek loins,
and the balance of exquisite proportions. She was a beauty, as Aarouns went. Had he not lost everything
else, shewould have meant hisfortune. Now she meant his salvation.

Asanewborn, however, she presented him with a prob-lem. She was too young, yet, to go long
without proper care. Aaroun cubs could be slow to get started. Poa was not prepared to keep her for a
few days, to hand-feed and pamper her.

Right now, freshly plucked from her mother, shelooked in prime condition. Her pelt was shiny and
soft, and her sdeswere plump. Inaday or two, she might collgpse from fright and grief. Often Aarouns
thisyoung failed to thrive away from their families.

Hewould lose money by sdlling her this early, but he wasn't going to be greedy now. He wasn't even
going to risk the auction at premarket. He could no longer afford to take chances.

Pod knew of adeder in the rare and costly, a Gorlican who specidized in supplying petsto affluent
households. Like dl hiskind, the Gorlican possessed repellent manners and avisage so ugly he kept it
hidden behind amask, yet Gorlicans were auseful race, hardworking aliesto the Viis empire. Most
were merchants and shopkeepers, like his ac-quaintance, eager to partake of the buying and sdlling so
repugnant to the middle and upper V Us classes. Poa de-cided to take a chance and go straight to the pet
deder. Tynmez would not hear about the golden Aaroun he had missed until it wastoo late to stedl her.

Inflating hisair sacs, Poa hissed to himsalf and gunned his transport even faster.
CHAPTER TWO

In the Chamber of Hatching, an ancient, rough-hewn place of stone and sand, antiquated torches
blazed with unsteady radiance. Female V Us attendants, al blue-skinned and wearing identical
saffron-colored robes, stood rowed around the perimeter of the sand, silently watching the im-peria

eggs.

Low drumbegts throbbed in a steady cadence that stirred primitive urges within Sehmrahd Kaa
Sighing with antic-ipation, he closed his brilliant blue eyes and let his senses submerge into the raw,
ancient sound. Other musical in-struments from antiquity joined in... the symsterawailing low and urgent;
the flyta piping in swift staccato counter-point. For afew bars, the music reprised the mating songs, then
it descended into the smple, pounding drumbesats once again. All the collective anticipation, the waiting
snce dawn, filled the Kaa.

With hiseyes till closed, the Kaaleaned forward on histhrone. Hiswill, his consciousness, surged
toward the eggs. Come forth, little ones, he thought. Come forth that we may rejoice over you.

The drums stilled abruptly, leaving a silence heavy and profound. The Kaa gasped and opened his
eyes. He peered over therailing and heard adigtinctive crack before he saw the split appear in one of the
eggs. Thefemae attendants raised their arms and sang in unison, the melody one of rejoicing and
encouragement.



Another egg rolled over. From the screened, secluded gallery above the Kaas throne, he heard a
collective gasp followed by afew muted giggles coming from his favorite wives, those whose eggs he had
fertilized thisyear. Their excitement and anticipation fell like a hot breath on the back of his neck.

The Chamber of Hatching vaulted high overheed, itsin-tricately carved ceiling lost among the
shadows. Theim-peria eggs—large, faintly iridescent orbs of life—lay atop, warmed sand. Attendantsin
cerise-hued robes appeared. With blankets folded over their arms, they hovered expec-tantly near the
eggs while the birthing song rose and ech-oed. Another egg opened, and another, spilling awkward
occupantsinto the world.

Now there were severd damp, struggling youngsters crawling amidst shell fragments, gawky in their
first move-ments as they rubbed off their opague membranesto reved their resplendent skin colors. The
warm ar grew fragrant with the birthing scent, and the Kaaiinhded deeply, fedling his own hatching
memories stir in the vaguest recesses of hismind.

Attendants siwvarmed about the hatchlings, blocking much of the Kaa's view. He glimpsed wobbly
heads, atiny crim-sonrill astender asasigh, aflaling tail, miniature fingers and toes gripping the hands of
the adults. Grinning to him-sdlf, the Kaarose to hisfeet in an effort to see better.

The Magter of the Imperid Hatchery moved dowly among the eggs, eyeing those not yet broken,
now and then laying his hand gently atop ashell. Fifty-two imperid eggsthisyear. But how many
hatchlings? The Kaawatched as the master frowned and gestured for two unhatched eggsto belifted
and taken away. The Kaa pretended not to see those failures. Reseating himsalf on histhrone, he
switched histail from sdeto sde and adlowed himsdf no thought of the stillborn.

He wasimpatient to seetheliving.

"Sre"

The Kaahdf turned on his crimson cushion, allowing the Master of the Imperial Hatchery to
approach him. This was a private moment for the Kaa, one of the few permitted to the Father of the
Empire, the Supreme Warrior, the Guardian of the Golden Sedls, the Lord of All Things. Heruled

countlessworlds. Hisword aonewaslaw. He could take life with asingle glance at the green-robed
guards standing dert behind histhrone.

Hecould givelifeaswell.

The Kaas brilliant blue eyes widened and softened. He returned his gaze to his progeny crawling on
the birthing sand.

Hisrill lifted above the jewed ed collar supporting it, preading in amagnificent degpening hue of
crimson. His blood thrummed with excitement.

"Sire, your imperid hatchlings have been sorted.”

Thistimethe Kaadid not look away from where the saffron-robed attendants were filing out, each
one carrying ahatchling swathed and concedled in ablanket.

The Kaafrowned, feding the pain of loss benesth his breastbone. Those offspring he would never
know. He would never see their faces. He would never hear their happy voices, or laugh at their chatter.
They were aslost to him as the eggs which had not hatched. Ugly, deformed, weak, or merely
plain—they had been deemed unworthy of hisnotice. They would live their lives outside the paace,
joining other Rgects, unaware of the heritage which had been denied them by fate.

While the saffron-robed attendants did their grim work, the cerise-robed attendants moved dowly
about, cuddling the acceptable hatchlingsin their arms, cooing to them and singing.

The Kaafinaly turned his gaze upon the master dtill waiting at hissde. "Master of the Birthing," the
Kaasad formally. "What news do you bring us? How many born?'



The master bowed deeply and cleared histhroat. Hisrill lay limp about his neck. "Good news, Sire.
The hatching was asplendid and most bountiful one.”

From the corner of his eye, the Kaa saw another group of Rejects swathed in blankets and carried
out. Hispain grew, and from the gallery he heard afew hushed criesfrom hiswives.

"How many?" the Kaa asked, dthough in hismind he was counting.

The master bowed again, careful to keep his gaze averted from the Kaa's face. "' Twenty-nine blessed
hatchlings are born to the Father and his gracious wives."

Twenty-nine acceptable hatchlings of thefifty born. Bet-ter than half. The Kaablinked. Twenty-nine
hatchlings and twenty-eight favorite wives. Tonight when the sunset marked the end of Festival, and the
closing bellsin the city's spires were rung, songs of joy would fill the wives court in the palace. There
were enough tiny, dewy-rilled hatchlings for every set of loving arms. And he would alow
Myneith—First Wife, and still most favored—to have two. She would be pleased by the gesture, and
perhaps she would forget that she was growing older, with less plump-ness stored in her tail asher
beauty became eclipsed by the newer wives.

"Congratulationsto the Imperid Father,” the master said.
"We are pleased,” the Kaareplied.
The master released an audible Sgh of rdief and bowed with asmile.

The Kaadso smiled, and the drums began to roll with flourishes. Triumphant music soared inarising
series of fanfares. Now word would flash through the palace, and the waiting courtiers would be agog
with the news.

Twenty-nine perfect, beautiful hatchlings... May the gods show mercy and let them dl live, the Kaa
prayed.

Satisfaction swelled within the Kaaw Rising from histhrone, he bounced alittle on histoes. At atime
when fewer and fewer V Us offspring were born every year, at atime when beauty and perfection seemed

harder to find, he at least need not fear that he waslosing his powers or hisvirility. Y es, he wasindeed
the Father of the Empire.

But there remained one officia question for him to ask.
He pinned the master with hisgaze. ' 'Do any of these newborns surpass the sri-Kaain beauty ?!

The magter tucked his hands together and tilted his head. "One maeis crimson, green, and gold. A
most striking combination.”

"Indeed, yes," the Kaasaid, surprised. Histhoughts flashed to Abiya, his newest wife from the
southern con-tinent. She was exotic and high-tempered. Perhaps she was the genetic mother of this son,
not that it mattered.

"Still," the master continued, "unusud coloring does not in and of itsalf surpass the sublime qualities of
the sri-Kaa. She remains supreme among the Imperia Father's progeny.”

Relieved, the Kaauncurled his tongue within his mouth and gave the master anod. ' 'Then it isdone.
We shall gaze upon them tomorrow when it is certain they will live. In-form our wives of the happy
news"

The master bowed yet again, so deeply thistimethefolds of hisrill shook free. "Yes, gre. It shdl be
done."

The Kaawaked away. By the time he reached the tal double doors of bronze carved with the
legends of the First Hatching, the guards had snapped to attention, and two of them swung the heavy
doors open for him.



Trumpets blared, and small Keith lits of matched fur color, with upright ears and narrow muzzles, ran
ahead through the passageway like smadl darmsin their red im-perid livery. "Heads up! Heads up!” they
criedin ghrill unison. "The Kaais coming!"

Surrounded by his guards, the Kaa strode along an an-cient passageway of worn stone lit by
old-fashioned torchesthat flickered and smoked with great inefficiency. House-keeping went to great
lengths to keep the soot scrubbed away, grumbling at the extrawork involved. But the touches of
antiquity pleased the Kaa, for he was an admirer of history and itsrelics. Many times his courtiers had
urged him to build anew Chamber of Hatching, one with modern sests, one with windows, onewith a
spectators gdlery so that the whole court might attend. They said the imperia Chamber of Hatching was
crude and too old, little better than a cave, and far too small.

The Kaa had no intention of changing this most vener-able and sacred part of the palace. While he
lived, there would never be room for spectators. To witness the emer-gence of the imperia hatchlings
wasthe sole privilege of himsdf and hisfavored wives, and so it would remain.

Ahead the Kaa could see ahandful of intrepid courtiers crowding into the passageway whereiit linked
to the main section of the palace. Guards held these fawning sycophants back, however, alowing none of
them near the Kaa'sim-peria person.

One courtier ignored protocol and called out his con-gratulations, but the Kaa pretended not to hear.
His servants opened the private door leading into his gpartments, and the Kaa alowed himsdf asmall
sghof relief.

Although the last day of Fegtival was dways the best because of the hatchings, he still regretted seeing
the week of pleasure and informality end.

Gaveid, chancdlor of state and the Kaa's chief adviser, stood waiting inside the sunlit rooms. Heavy
with much stored fat, hisjaw rills sagging from dissipation that had not yet completely marred his good
looks, Gaveld was lean-ing on his staff of office and yawning. He straightened hast-ily, however, a the
Kaas entrance and bowed deeply with an old-fashioned flourish both pleasing and graceful to the eye.

"Congratulations, sre" hesaid in hiscool, unhurried voice.
"Thank you, chancellor,” the Kaareplied.

The captain of the guard snapped asdute, and the Kaa flicked him aglance of dismissa. All the
guards saluted and filed out, leaving the Kaaand his chancellor done. Siaves moved unobtrusively about,
one pouring cups of im-ported meccan wine while otherslaid out brushes, oil jars, and additiona
preparations for the Kaa's bath. The Kaa accepted wine and offered some to Gaveid, who respect-fully
gestured refusal.

Gaveid wasthe only Vs in the empire with the privilege to come and go as he pleased in the Kaas
quarters. He also possessed the privileges of being ableto sit in the Kaa's presence and to spesk his
opinions as bluntly as he wished. Nearly astdl asthe Kaaand very old, the chancellor was descended
from one of the Twelve origind lineages. Al-though in the past century Gaveid's family had been
deci-mated by the Dancing Death, the noble bloodline had not yet been completely lost. Gaveld's golden,
cynica eyes had seen everything. Asthe saying went, he had lived twice. Rarely did anything surprise
him.

From thetall open windows of the rooms came the crash-ing sound of gun salutes being fired, one
savo for every accepted imperia hatchling. A distant crowd cheered in the city Streets beyond the palace
walls. The Kaapaid little attention, but the chancellor winced dightly and turned his back to the sunlight
streaming in through the windows.

"Wereyou out gambling dl night?' the Kaa asked him in amusement.
The chancdllor puffed out the air sacsin histhroat. Even as alun-adult—well past hisfertile



years—he preferred to gamble and drink wine with the zest of amuch younger male. No one at court
hed his stamina.or his hardheaded ability to function and reason early in the day following anight of
debauchery.

"Gambling?' herepeated. "Yes, Sre. Itis, after dl, Festiva, and | am not otal yet.”

"Y ou will lose your fortune someday,” the Kaasaid, and drained his cup with afeding of intense
satisfaction. Father of twenty-nine new hatchlings. He restrained the urge to laugh doud, and instead | et
the fedling bubblein-sde him like the effects of asuperb dinner wine,

"Risk giveslifeitszest," Gaveid sad.

The Kaafelt generous enough to tease the old one. "Gaveid, you will come to us one day aruined
male, la-menting and wearing the ashes of remorse on your head. Great Father, you will say, why did you
not prevail on meto use more reason?"

The chancellor snorted. "1 do not gamble my own money,” he said. "'l only risk the fortunes of others."

While the Kaa was laughing, amel odic chime sounded outside his dressing room. The Kaals good
mood vanished like aburst bubble. "Permit no entry,” he said sharply to the dave who hurried to the
door. ' 'Wewill keep our pri-vacy yet awhilelonger.”

The dave bowed nervoudy. "It isLord Telvrahd, sire.”
The Kaanarrowed hisgaze. ' 'Most especialy we do not wish to receive him. Deny him entry."
The dave obeyed, and Gaveid cocked his head to one side. "Isthat wise? Telvrahd will be offended.”

""Wetold our egg-brother we would not discuss his pe-titions until after Festival," the Kaasaid
shortly.

"The Progressionist Party isgaining popularity in the outlying areas, sire. Perhapsit is best to ded
early with the matter, before it becomes a problem.”

"The Progressonistsarefools. Telvrahd isafoal,” the Kaasaid.
"Diplomacy, sire," Gaveid counseled. "Not confronta-tion.”

"Y es, and next you would advise usto listen to the Re-formists aswell. Must we then give full rights
of citizenship to the abiru?’

"It isnot necessary to go to radica extremes to appease these factions.”
"Factions." The Kaaflicked out histonguein scorn.
"We are bored with factions and politica parties. They should be abolished.”

"Granted, they are anuisance, but they dlow citizens and noblesto vent their dissatisfaction without
violence"

"Do they?' the Kaaretorted sharply. "Or do they en-courage more grumbling againgt us?'
"Sre—"

"Enough,” the Kaa said, and held up his hand. "This discusson bores us."

"Politics remain anecessary evil in the duties of the Imperia Father.”

"But not today," the Kaasaid with agrin of mischief. Hewas still swollen with pride, and he wished to
savor the triumph of the Hatching aslong as possible. * "'The Imperia Father has executed his most
important duty. Twenty-nine new hatchlings,”" he boasted.

Gaveid bowed. "A splendid addition to your imperia progeny.”
The Kaacast him asharp glance. Sometimes it was dif-ficult to tell whether Gaveid was mocking him



or not. "And how many hatchlings did you father when you were able, chancdlor?”
Consdering thelow birthrate in Gaveid'sfamily, thisretaiation was not akind one.

Gaveid'sold eyes narrowed to dits. "A swift barb in-deed, sire. Y ou have reminded me of lost days,
of vigor | shdl never regain, of memories best |eft forgotten in the dust of time. | am honored by the
Imperid Father's atten-tion.”

Annoyance flared through the Kaa. "And now in turn you remind us of the old days, when the roya
hatching was double or triple this number.”

Gaveid bowed. "Time satsits footprints upon us. Our civilization has changed. Our genetics have
changed. We arein decay and decline as arace. The empire shrinks alittle more each year."

"Don't say such things!" the Kaasaid sharply, turning away from him. Reaching for hisrefreshed wine
cup, the Kaa drank deeply, too annoyed to savor its exquisite taste. ™Y ou speak asthough we are
finished."

"Theend comes" Gaveid said.

His gloomy tone made the Kaa shiver. Heloathed it when Gaveid wasin one of hisdepressions. This
should have been atime of rgjoicing, but the old chancellor sesemed to delight in drawing a curtain of
pessmism over themall.

"Our empirewill not end,” the Kaasaid decisively. "We shdl restoreit to itsformer glory. We shdl
spread our influence among the worlds until once again our su-premacy dazzlesthe lesser races. We shall
have our palaces restored, and our people will know prosperity.”

"S0 your majesty's speeches have assured us before,” Gaveld said in adry, unimpressed tone.

The Kaasrill reddened, and he glared at the old chan-cellor. Perhapsit wastime for Gaveid to retire.
He was becoming a nuisance. "We shdl not hear another lecture against the expenses of restoration.”

"No, sre." Gaveid bowed and placed his pebbly-skinned hand on the dispatch box atop asmall table
of polished blue jagpis stone. ' 'Thereis not time today to dis-cuss the depleted state of the imperial
tressury.”

The Kaa scowled. "Nor do we wish to receive the dis-patches. They can wait until Festival isover.”
"That time gpproaches.”

"Not until sunset,”" the Kaaretorted, athough he knew it was an infantile quibble.

" Some matters should not wait, Sre.”

The Kaa gestured, and the daves came forward to divest him of his ceremonia robes. Evenin
private, without his courtiersto attend him, there was a ceremony and ritua to be followed in undressing
the Father of the Empire.

Gaveid waited amoment, but the Kaaiignored him.

"Sire," the chancedllor said at last, stepping forward. He walked dowly these days. For an ingtant, the
Kaaamost thought he saw the old chancellor limp. But that was un-thinkable. Were the chancellor to
become otal—physically decrepit and infirm—he would have to be replaced at once, exiled from Vir,
and sent to the country to finish his daysfar from the demands of public service.

Regret and grief touched the Kaa. No matter how angry he sometimes became with Gaveld, he did
not truly wish to replace him. Gaveid had the wily shrewdness necessary to guide him through the tangles
of gaactic diplomacy, policy setting, and continued subjugation of the abiru races without inciting active
rebellion. Most important of all, Gaveid was clever enough to concoct ways of keeping the treasury filled,
which paid for the dl-important work of restoring the oldest sections of the palace. Let the gods



preserve this old one for a few years more, the Kaathought.

"Sire" Gaveid said persstently, "the dispatcheswill not take long. The situation on galactic border
nine—"
"Not that," the Kaainterrupted sharply, deflecting the matter entirely. "Not now. Send the dispatches
avay."

Without waiting for the chancdlor'sreply, he strode into his bathing chamber and walked down a

series of shdlow stepsinto apoal filled with warm, scented water. Pale moon blossoms floated on the
surface, along with the oils of kaf-fyrd and eloa

Saves bathed and dried him, then his clothes for the procession were brought. Normally his courtiers
would have entered for theritual Dressing of the Day while Gav-eid played the holograms of the
dispatches. But during Fes-tival many of the stultifying rituas of court were relaxed. There would be
many parades to celebrate the return of the maleswho had |eft on their mating migration to other
com-munities, and severa courtiers had requested |eave today to welcome home their sons.

Onthisfind day, there would be no dispatches and no courtiers casting jeal ous glances at each other
asthey vied for imperid favor.

Instead, the Kaa alowed his davesto dress him. When he had been assisted into along-skirted coat
of brilliant green cloth woven on the Ides of Vyria, and aheavy chain of gold studded with green Gaza
stones—the most precious and costly of jewels—had been hung across his shoulders, he selected atall
jeweded collar, and gentle hands reverently arranged thefolds of hisrill aboveit.

He emerged from the bathing chamber to find the chan-cdllor standing in the same spot. The dispatch
box, how-ever, was gone. The Kaa spread hisrill in satisfaction and gestured for hismirror to be
activated. The daves pressed one of the jewe -encrusted knobs adorning a paneled wall, and a portion of
thewall shimmered into areflective sur-face. Standing before it, the Kaawatched as his attendants
finished preparing him.

Hewasvery tdl, even for aVis maein the splendor of full maturity, and towered over most of his
subjects. Hued amagnificent deep bronze color, with dark green shadings benesth hisjaw and across his
hands, his skin showed patches of iridescence that shimmered multiple colorsin the sunshine. Poets had
lauded him for his splendid coloring, claming in one epic poem that he' ‘could blind hisenemiessmply
with the radiant magnificence of hisimperia per-son.”

The Kaadid not consder himsdf avain mae asarule, athough hetook greet pridein his
gppearance. Today he studied hisreflection as the davesfinished dipping gold tips onto the spines of his
neck and jaw rills. He had chosen to wear an elaborate collar of gold, embossed with his name and titles
in the ancient dphabet. It was quite heavy, es-pecialy in the back, where it supported hisrill to nearly full
extension. Narrowing his violet-blue eyes, as dark and vivid asthe sky where it meets the curve of space,
the Kaatwisted and turned his head to see the full effect.

Satisfied, he stepped back, and his reflection automati-cally vanished as the mirror became awall
again. Therdigious processon would not take long, and then he would have his outing with the sri-Kaa.
How pleasant that would be.

Conaulting histimepiece, Gaveid frowned.
The Kaaknew that look. "Are we late?
"Very lae, sre. It iscoming on midday."

"Dont fuss," the Kaa said without concern. "We are the father of twenty-nine new hatchlings. Our
wives are plump and happy. We are blessed.”

"Blessed indeed,” Gaveid said, inclining hishead. "But still very late. Thereisthe processiona of



thanksgiving to be made, theritud at the old temple, the banquet, and the meetings with important visiting
dignitaries. | think the Imperia Father should forgo hisvist to the marketplace.”

The Kaa had been picking through atray of rings and bracelets. Now he tossed down the trinkets
and siwung around.

"No," he said sharply. "We made a promise to the sri-Kaa. We shal not bresk it.”

""The sri-Kaais barely two years out of the egg. Shewill quickly forget her disgppointment. The
emissaries from Ul-one-two-four have been waiting several daysfor audience. Their disappointment may
be more difficult to repair.”

Displeasure swept through the Kaa, and histail stiffened beneath the long skirt of his coat. He faced
his chancdllor with aglare. "Thiswill bethefirst public appearance of our daughter,” hesaid. "Itis
important that al see she has become chune.”

"Yes, itiswell that the sri-Kaa has reached her second growth cycle, hedthy and strong,” Gaveid
sad. "But equaly important are the sivo crystals mined on Ul-one-two-four, and the money they pour
into theimperid coffers. Money which paysfor the restoration projects planned by the Imperid Father."

"Can you not put them off?" the Kaa asked.

"Unwise, dgre”

The Kaa's scowl degpened. He felt torn by these con-flicting obligations. He did not wish to make a
decison.

Gaveid watched him knowingly, as though he could read the Kaa's mind. " Perhaps—"

"Yes?' the Kaasaid eagerly.

"'Perhaps the sri-Kaa could accompany the Imperia Fa-ther in meeting with the emissaries” Gaveid
said persua-svely. ' 'Combine both events. Please the chune, introduce her to the world, grant these
dignitaries a double honor with both your presence and hers."”

Asdways Gaveld's suggestions made excellent sense. The Kaawas tempted, but he remembered a
pair of plead-ing eyes and the irresstible entwining of tender arms about his neck.

"We gave our promise to the chune,” he said. "We shdll take her to the marketplace as she has
requested.”

"Very well, sre" the chancdllor said, frowning. "But should the sri-Kaanot learn that the duties of
high office must take precedence over persona wishes?'

The Kaareturned hisfrown. For amoment he fdt the crushing weight of hisduties, his
respongibilities, the fact that he had yet to find the time or opportunity to visit the far-flung corners of his
empire, the downess of building projects that he might not live to see completed, the con-stant pressure
from his subjects and courtiers, each with dozens of requests, petitions, and intrigues. He lived
en-meshed in duties and obligations. No matter how early he rose or how late he retired, the work was
never done, the demands were never satisfied. Dispatches, reports, petitions, and audiences were pushed
asde, only to multiply like the repulsive little Skeksteeming in the city's sewers.

Thiswas Fegtival, atime of rgoicing and rebirth, atime of hope and renewa. The whole empire was
at play for these few short days. Here, in his own capitd, the Father of the Empire would dso have afew
moments of play with his daughter before Festival ended for another year of toil.

"L et the emissaries wait," the Kaasaid. "We shal please our daughter today."

"The Imperid Father indulges her greetly,” Gaveld re-plied. "Isit wise, | wonder, to spoil the
character of one so lovely and graceful in physical form?"



"lsra isperfect,” the Kaasaid to him, thinking hiswor-riesfoolish. "And perfection cannot be
spoiled.”

Gaveid'sydlow eyes betrayed rare congternation. " Surely an unwise—"

"L et there be nothing more said on this matter.”

At that sharp command, the chancellor closed his mouth tightly and bowed low. He stood in silence,
hisar sacsinflated, his old eyes disgpproving, while the Kaafinished his preparations.

The Kaaignored the disapproval and ordered the sri-Kaa brought to him. While his chancellor was
wily and shrewd, never making mistakes, never steering him toward unwise decisions, the Kaaadso
disagreed with Gaveld in three key areas. One had to do with his restoration work. Another concerned
certain policies regarding the outer worlds of the empire, especially the trouble spot of gaactic border
nine. The third revolved around the sri-Kaa, her training as afuture ruler and Sahmrahd's successor, and
the Kaals own indulgence of the chuneswhims and fancies.

L et the old one stand in sour judgment, the Kaa thought derisively. Gaveid did not quite know
everything.
"Father! Father!”

The exuberant shouting came as music to the Kaa's ears. Seconds later, the door burst open faster
than the attendants could move it and asmall figure came hurtling through. She barreled into the Kaals
legs, nearly knocking him off-balance, and gripped him tightly in ahug.

"Father!" she squedled. "I have been waiting forever .

Although the Kaa's heart swelled with love, he put on an expression of mock disapprova and glared
down at her. "Isthisthe way the sri-Kaa greets the Imperial Father?!

Israi's beaming amilefdtered. Her eyes widened for amoment as she recol lected etiquette. Swiftly
she backed up, nearly bumping into her attendants, who had just now caught up with her.

One of them gripped her shouldersto steady her and bent down to murmur encouragement into her
ear dimple. The sri-Kaa nodded and lifted her gaze to her father.

He stared down at her as though unmoved, athough in-side he was melting with adoration. Never
had he seen amore perfect chune. Her soft, pebbly skin glowed a pure golden hue without flaw or
blemish. Her eyeswere as bril-liant agreen as the Kaa's own Gaza stones. That green spread from the
outer corner of her eyesto curve up toward her ear dimplesin markings that were very striking now but
would, when she matured, make her beauty exotic in-deed. Her tiny neck rill, supported by aminiature
collar studded with glittering jewels, displayed variegated hues of gold, green, and blue. Although ill
very young, Israi d-ready moved with incredible grace. Her physical propor-tions were perfect. She
glowed with hedlth and vitality. Even her tail, concedled today beneath the hem of her in-digo-blue gown,
wasthick and aready growing plump with stored fat. Lovely, intelligent, graceful, vita, precocious—
Isral was his favorite daughter and chosen successor.

Just the Sght of her filled him with joy and restored his spirits. He longed to laugh with her, to scoop
her into his arms and breathe across her sweet face, to toss her into the air, to tickle her until she
squeded, and to et her ride on his shoulders.

But today wasto be her first public appearance. As sri-Kaa, she had to remember what was
expected of her and act according to her rank and position. The first, most im-portant lesson a sri-Kaa
had to learn was to respect the Kaa. Completely, unhesitantly, and without fail.

He stood firm, meeting a gaze which could have melted the foundation stones of the paace, hisstern
expression never dtering.



Israi's attendant whispered to her again, and Israi's green eyes lowered. Her rill blushed adark blue,
and with bowed head she walked dowly and respectfully up to him. She made her little obeisance
flawlesdy, and raised her gaze to his once more.

"Good morning, Imperiad Father," she said, her young voice grave and clear. ' 'May—may the
blessngs of Festi-va befal you."

The Kaabowed to her in return. ' "'Thank you, our daugh-ter."

Her eyes were getting bigger, and he decided the lesson had been reinforced sufficiently.

With asmile, hetook her hand. |sral squeezed hislong, dender fingers, grinning radiantly in return.
"Timefor the procession, sire," Gaveld said from be-hind him.

Israi gestured urgently for the Kaato bend down. When he did so, she whispered, "And the
marketplace. Y ou promised.”

"We promised,” the Kaa agreed. He gazed deep into his daughter's eyes, seeing hisfuturein therr fire
and courage. He amiled. "We shdl not forget, provided the sri-Kaa be-haves hersdf through al the
ceremonies that come before.”

Isral lifted her head high and imitated an imperious ges-ture made by court ladies. "The sri-Kaawill
behave her-sdf," she promised.

From the corner of his eye, the Kaa saw Gaveid frown with doubt and misgiving. The Kaasmiled at
him. "Y ou worry too much, old one. The sri-Kaa has given her word."

"The sri-Kaa'sword is her most excdlent bond,” Gav-eid said, bowing to Israi, who puffed up visibly
at the praise. "But will the Imperial Daughter remember it?"

"I will!" Isral said forcefully, ssamping her foot.

The Kaaswalowed hislaughter. "She will," he assured the chancdllor. ' 'Come, preciousone. It is
time to go among our people.”

CHAPTER THREE

The spring sunshine blazed down, unseasonably warm. Sur-rounded by guards, courtiers, attendants,
clowns, cupbear-ers, and musicians, the Kaastrolled along the dusty stalls of the abiru marketplace and
felt the heat radiate off stone pavement and stone walls. He regretted bringing his daugh-ter here. This
was no place for either of them. Despite at-tempts to brighten the surroundings with gaudy festoons of
ribbons and wilted flowers, the plazaremained drab, dreary, ordinary. The rounded daub architecture of
the buildings offended the Kaas eyes, especidly sinceit dated from aneomodern style that he
particularly despised.

Here and there, some shops or dleysleading away from the plaza had been closed off with walls of
colorful silk gauze, such places deemed inappropriate for the Kaato see. Y et the shops selected to
remain accessible proved to be vile, scarcely large enough to turn around in, with wares of mediocre
qudity and execrable taste. Outside in the ex-panse of the plazaitsdf, portable stallswere set up in
hap-hazard fashion. The hucksters running such places were mostly Keiths—cringing, fawning crestures
in brindled fur. Their upright earstwitched nervoudy at every sound. Their keen eyes watched the Kaa's
movements as though he would order them dain on the spot. Garbed plainly in colors of dust and muted
greens, they seemed too awed by the Kaa's august presence to even call out their wares. One mae
Keith, bolder than the rest, held out a cheap trinket as though expecting the Kaato purchase it. One of
the guards glared at him, and the Keith hastily withdrew with an awkward bow.

The crowd behind the patroller barricades consisted mostly of the mingled abiru races, with a
scattering of lower-class Viis among them. A few Rejects, cloaked and hooded, skulked on the fringes.



Gripping Israi's smd| hand tightly, the Kaa averted his gaze from these, his basest sub-jects.

Sighing, the Kaa paused hafway across the plaza, ready to retreat from thisill-considered expedition.
At once his clownsraced ahead of him to tumble and flip in adisplay of acrobatics that made the abiru
folk stare in astonishment. Israi laughed doud, defying etiquette, and the Kaa smiled a the smple
innocence of chunenhd.

Shetilted her head back to gaze up at him with sparkling green eyes. "lan't thisfun? | am fascinated.”

He sighed again, and had not the heart to drag her away just yet. Turning from the acrobatics of his
clowns, he strolled to the booth of ashort Mya. Of all the dave races, Myals were the mogt civilized.
The Kaa appreciated their intelligence and undertanding of art and history. This par-ticular Mya was old
and stunted, barely reaching to the Kaaswaist. His mane of reddish-gold hair was scraggly and sparse,
but hisdark liquid eyes held an expression of refinement. He dedlt in handcrafted lamps.

Pausing at the booth, the Kaa allowed a guard to select one of the lamps and hold it up for his
ingpection. The workmanship was surprisingly good; clearly the maker pos-sessed familiarity with
historicd artifacts. The Kaafound himsdaf dmost interested enough to forget how thirsty, hot, and
uncomfortable he was. Almost. He longed for the cool, scented shade of his garden, and turned away
fromthe

Mya without asking the question he had intended.

The guard put down the lamp, and thelittle Myal crafter curled his prehensiletall around oneleg and
sank down on his haunchesin visible disgppointment.

"What?" asked a cultured voice from behind the Kaa. "Isthe Imperia Father uninterested in these
humble wares?'

Recognizing that voice, the Kaa stiffened dightly, but masked hisreaction by turning around. "Lord
Telvrahd,” he said without enthusiasm.

Tevrahd bowed low with dramatic flourishes of his green-skinned hands, displaying wide, fashionable
cuffs sprinkled with pave jewelsthat glittered in the relentless sunshine. Hisbrow ridge and rill gleamed
with oil. "A bountiful Festiva to the Imperid Father,” hesaid formaly.

"A bountiful Festivad to you," the Kaareplied. Inwardly he was fuming. Which foal in his entourage
had alowed Telvrahd accessto him like this? Egg-brother or not, Tel-vrahd was a pest with ambitions
that outstripped hisim-portance. Y et because he had made himsdlf aleader of the Progressionist Party, it
was unwise to dismiss him publicly. After dl, there was the cheering crowd beyond the patroller
barricades to consider.

When the Kaa acknowledged him, Telvrahd smirked. His ruby-colored eyes gleamed with mischief
as he bowed somewhat less grandly to the sri-Kaa. " Greetings to the Imperia Daughter of Sahmrahd
Kaa"

Although she had been tugging impatiently at the Kaals hand, Israi now looked up at her uncle and
gave him the correct haf obeisance for someone of hisrank and standing at court. She failed to make a
verbal response as she was supposed to, but the Kaa did not bother to correct her omis-sion.

Catching thismogt subtle of insults, Telvrahd's grin be-came more forced. Hisrill pinkened and
extended itself dightly above the support of hiscollar. ' " There are matters between us, Sire, that need
discussion. My petition sup-porting the restoration of the jump gates between—"

Isral tugged at the Kaa's hand. Welcoming the interrup-tion, no matter how rude, the Kaallifted his
long fingersto silence Tevrahd and bent down so that |srai might whisper in hisear cand.

"Father," she said impatiently, "I want to look at the hatchlings.”



He hesitated, not understanding. "What?'

A courtier in attendance intervened with alanguid ges-ture toward a shop across the plaza. "No,
Imperia Father. No Vs have been hatched here. The sri-Kaarefers to young abiru, specialy selected
for presentation thisday."

The Kaa's frown deepened, and from the corner of his eye he saw Telvrahd'simpatient expression.
For that reason aone, the Kaa extended the interruption. "Y oung abiru?' he repeated. "What sort?"

Fazhmind the courtier blinked at the question as though he had not expected it. Garbed in aheavy sk
coat that clearly made him swelter, Fazhmind fanned himsalf with a ddlicate creation of lace-cut ivory,
jingling thetiny silver bellsthat dangled from hisrill spines, and consulted alower attendant for an answer.

"All kinds," Fazhmind findly replied, still fanning. He was afastidious, pompous toady, too
well-connected to be dismissed from court, but pushy and never popular with the Kaa.

"Yes, sre" he continued, the tiny bellstinkling beneath hiswords. "I understand thereis quitea
pleasing selection of pet-quaity animals. Keith, Aaroun, Mya, even aToth or two for those who find it
fashionable to own the un-fashionable—"

"Toths?' the Kaasaid in darm. "Certainly not. The Imperia Daughter may not go near such animals.
They aretoo dirty. They carry disease.”

"Father—," Israi whined.

"No," the Kaareplied brusquely.

He turned his back on both his daughter and the courtier, facing Telvrahd once more. "Forgive the
interruption. Y oung chunen do not aways remember their court man-ners.”

Telvrahd put on an indulgent expression. "It is Festivad. Informality is expected. Now, about my
proposal regarding the jump gates—"

"Thisisnot thetime or the place to discuss the matter.”
"The Imperid Father has put me off for months."

The Kaa curled histongue within his mouth, struggling to hold histemper. Hiesbuzzed around a
segment of gristly bone that an Aaroun child was gnawing. A horrified court-ier dispaiched someoneto
shoo the cub from sight. The Kaawished he might swat Telvrahd away aswell.

"We have our reasonsfor the delay, Lord Telvrahd," the Kaa said. "We are not unaware of the
problemsin-volved, problemswhich your proposa addresses. We are not unsympathetic—"

"Sirel" Tevrahd dared interrupt. " Sympathy is not what isrequired. The jJump gates are decaying,
fdling into disrepar—"

"Nonsense," the Kaa said sharply, conscious of too many spectators watching and listening. " Such
reports are fase, the work of darmists. Our jump gates are functiona across the empire, and they will
remain 0."

"Not without attention. When they stop working, noth-ing is done. Nothing!" Telvrahd said, leaning
closer. Helowered hisvoice, hisdark red eyeslocked on the Kaas. "This shrinks our empire's
boundaries more. We cannot afford—"

"We are assured that maintenance is done according to the correct schedule. While we appreciate
your interest, surely there are other matters more appropriate for your attention.”

Telvrahd extended hisrill fully, and it turned adark crimson. The Kaals persond guards stepped
closer. "I havejust returned from avisit to my estates in the colony worlds,” Telvrahd said. "The ship was
rerouted twice around failed jump gates, and | missed severa important gppointments—"



"Including your audience with us," the Kaasaid coldly. ' 'Now you have forced yoursdlf upon our
company, taken advantage of our time, and created a public spectacle around an insgnificant matter.”

"Inggnificant," the Kaa repeated with moreforce. He glared a Telvrahd with eyes cold and flat. As
hisrill ex-tended and raised, Telvrahd'slowered.

Bowing low, Telvrahd stepped back. "I ask the pardon of the Imperia Father. My heart ismuch
occupied with the safety and well-being of the empire. My zeal sometimes exceeds my prudence.”

Asan gpology, it left much to be desired. The Kaa heard no sincerity in Telvrahd'stone. He saw no
contrition in Telvrahd's red eyes. Telvrahd would persist, and make a great issue over something that was
both costly and un-important. Aslong as there were sufficient jump gates across the empire, why bother
with afew goneinactive? Even more foolishly, why make apublic issue of it and stir up the populace with
irrationd fears?

In the distance a squabble broke out among some Keith lits. One of them nipped another, and their
shrill yelping caught the Kaa's attention. He glanced around, and redlized the sri-Kaawas no longer
clinging to hishand.

Nor was shein sght. He stared at the small clusters of attendants, the wilting, bored courtiers, the
tirdess antics of the clowns. His musicians played light background melo-dies, but Israi was not with
them either.

His heart froze insde him. How could she be gone? In an ingtant, he thought of a thousand
possibilities, each one worse than the one beforeit. "Israi!” he said in darm.

Telvrahd stepped very closeto him. "I promise the Imperid Father that | shal not let this matter
drop,” hesaidinalow voice. " 'If | mugt, I will carry it to the public forum and—"

"Silencel" the Kaaroared, spinning around and turning his back to Telvrahd. Furioudy, the Kaa
gestured at his guards, and they pushed Telvrahd away.

"Whereis our daughter?’ the Kaa demanded. "What has become of her?’

The courtiers milled about in sudden consternation, mak-ing it impossible to determine what had
become of the chune or her lady in waiting.

The captain of the guard hurried to the Kaaand saluted. " Sire, a search will be conducted
immediatdly.”

"Find her!" the Kaa commanded. He could not bresthe. The air was gtifling, laden with too many
strange and un-pleasant smells. He could fed his heart pounding. Hisrill stood at complete extension, and
he redlized he waslashing histail back and forth benesth his coat with enough agi-tation to make it
visible. But at that moment he hardly cared if anyone noticed. If anyone had hurt her, abducted her,
dared touch the most precious treasure of hislife, he would have them torn into pieces and burned in the
forum of as-sembly. He would have every building, every shop, every residence searched until shewas
found. Hewould leve thisentire squaid section of Vir if necessary. Who had dared take his daughter,
the light of the empire, thejewe of hissoul?

"Sheisfound!" came ashout over the hubbub.

A guard came running, and behind him trotted Fazhmind in hissilk coat and filigreed rill collar, silver
bdlsjingling.

"Thereisno dam, sire," the guard said, hdting and saluting the Kaa. * 'The sri-Kaaisfound in that
shop acrosstheway. Sheis safe and unharmed. Lady Lenith attends her, asis proper.”

"What is proper,” the Kaa said around hisflicking tongue, incapable of relief yet, ' 'isthat the sri-Kaa
bein her place a our sde.”



Out of bresth from having been rushed across the plazain the heat, Fazhmind fanned himself and
bowed low. ""'All iswdll, Sre. The sri-Kaa dipped away while the Imperid

Father wastaking to Lord Telvrahd. | followed her into the shop. Asdid her lady in waiting."

Only now did the Kaaalow himsdlf to believe thair as-surances. He was flooded by a mixture of
overwhelming relief and exasperation. "Where is she?" he demanded sharply, not certain whether to be
angry a hisdaughter for dipping away from him or at thisfoal, for having let her do something so unwise,
"'Why did you not return her to us? Why have you left her insufficiently attended?”

Fazhmind bowed again, wilting beneath the Kaa's anger. "Forgive me, sire. | thought thisarea
well-guarded and safe for—"

"Bring her forth now," the Kaa commanded.
Fazhmind hestated, wringing his hands. " She will not come."
"What!"

"'Shewill not come. The Imperia Daughter is captivated by the newborn abiru she has found in the
shop. She cannot be enticed away."

"Do not entice her! Command her!"

Fazhmind's gaze lowered. He seemed unable to breathe, and a pulse jumped rapidly beneath his ear
dimple. ' 'For-giveme, sire," he said in aoft, frightened voice. "It isnot my place to command the
gi-Kaa"

Even before he'd spoken, the Kaa had redized the ab-surdity of hisorder. Israi knew she answered
to no one but him. As sweet and ddlightful as she was, she could aso be extremely stubborn when she
chose. The Kaa hoped this was not going to be such an occasion.

Drawing a deep bregth, he tried to restore hisinner cam before striding to the shop in question.
People parted before him, making way with deegp bows. Someone stopped the clowns from their antics,
and even the musicians ceased playing.

The Kaaredized his expresson was thunderous. The way blood was pounding through hisrill, he
knew it was dark crimson and at full extension. The Kaawas not sup-posed to expose his emotions so
openly, but at this moment he cared not. When they returned home to the palace, Israi would haveto be
punished. Shewould learn that correct public behavior did not involve coming and going where she
pleased. Especidly not when she wasin the abiru quar-ter of the city. Gods, what if he had truly lost her?
He needed wine for the shock, but he did not glance back for his cupbearer.

Instead, he quickened his pace. The two guards accom-panying him had to run in order to reach the
door of the shop before he did. The door stood gar, and the guards thrust it open with a crash against
theingdewall.

"Attention!" one of them thundered at the occupants. "The Kaais coming!”

By then the Kaawas ducking his head and stepping over the threshold. Theinterior of the shop was
low-ceilinged and dim, especially after the glaring sunshine outside. It took amoment for hisvison to
adjugt, and his nogtrils crinkled at the smell of damp litter, pungent cedar shavings, and tepid milk.

Repulsed, he twisted his head aside and closed his nostrils. Then he glimpsed his daughter sitting
happily on thefloor of this humble establishment, heedless of the dirt stresking her silk indigo court gown.
She held something furry and smal in her arms, and she was rocking back and forth, crooning to the
cregture. Her whole being seemed absorbed in what she was doing. She did not glance up even when the
Kaa crossed the shop and loomed over her.

A flustered Lady Lenith—richly gowned and wearing perfumed skin oil—bowed and backed away,



looking grate-ful that someone ese might take charge.

The shop owner—a masked Gorlican with glowing or-ange eyes and bare arms covered with thick
gray scaesingtead of skin—hastened forward, but one of the guards shoved him behind his counter. '
'‘Bow to theimperid pres-ence," the guard ordered gruffly.

With an inarticulate sound, the shopkeeper lowered him-sdf awkwardly. The shell encasing historso
made it dif-ficult for him to bend in respect, but no VUs cared.

Ignoring them dl, the Kaastared down at his daughter, who paid him no notice as she sang, rocked,
and stroked the back of thetiny creaturein her arms.

Part of the Kaa had to appreciate the picture she made, his beautiful daughter with her exquisite
coloring and ador-able ways. She looked charming there on the floor, horri-fying though the ideawas,
and when she crooned to the animal and rubbed her cheek againgt its soft golden fur, the Kaa almost
wished the moment could be captured in an air portrait.

Y et at the sametime, his horror and outrage were grow-ing. Who had alowed her to touch this
animd inthefirst place? Wasit safe? Wasit clean? Wasiit suitable to be gazed on by the sri-Kaa?
Clearly her attendants were far too lenient. Their indulgence could lead to her harm.

"lsral," he said, and hisvoice was sharper than he in-tended.

She was whispering in the crumpled ear of the creature and apparently did not hear him.
"lgal" hesad.

His voice snapped in the shop's silence, and Lady Lenith jumped.

Israi glanced up and beamed at him. "Father,” she said excitedly, "look at what | have found! Isn't she
adorable? Perfect in every way. That creature said s0."

Despite himsdlf, the Kaa glanced at the shopkeeper, who bowed low again and said in an unctuous
voice, ' Thevery best animas, Great One. In honor of thisday, thisvist, only the very best, the very
finest pets gathered, yes. Seethe quality of thisone'sfur. Look at the absence of mark-ings—"

"Not aspot or adripe, Father!" Israi said proudly. "That cresture says shell be extremely pretty.
Prettier than any of the others. And | picked her out al by mysdf.”

"'Did you?' the Kaa said while he shot alook of dis-pleasure at the shopkeeper.

Gorlican merchants the galaxy over were dl the same—agreedy lot without conscience. The Kaa
wondered why he had ever thought this visit among the common people would be asplendid idea.
Instead, his senses and his aes-thetics had been assaulted all afternoon. And now, Isral had clearly
attached hersdlf to what could only be an unsuitable pet.

"Splendid, our daughter,” the Kaa said with dignity. "But now, the hour grows advanced. We must
return to the palace. Put the animal down, and let us depart.”

Isral jumped to her feet, but her face was athundercloud. "No!" she said. "I want her."

In the doorway, courtiers and ladies exchanged glances. The Kaa's temper heated. "Daughter of the
Empire, you do not say 'no' to your Imperia Father."

Israi'stiny face set itsdlf stubbornly. She squeezed the golden-furred anima tighter, making it mew. 'l
want her. | want her for my own."

The Kaadrew back, feding helplessand hating it. ' 'What isthisanima ?'

Fazhmind minced forward and grimaced in distaste be-fore he raised a scent cone to his nogtrils. "An
Aaroun, sire," hereplied.



"An Aaroun?' Fresh darm flashed through the Kaa. ' 'No, Isral, you may not keep an Aaroun. They
grow to be quite large and powerful. They do not make good pets.”

"Sheismy hatchling,” Israi indsted. She rubbed the tiny Aaroun's blunt muzzle with her fingertip and
laughed when the anima tried to suck it. "See? Already sheloves me.”

"The Aarouns are very affectionate when young, sire,” the shopkeeper said. "They bond into
close-knit families. Very loyd. Onethat'sonly afew daysold, likethis, israre, very rare. Shell bond to
whoever caresfor her. Shell never turn on the sri-Kaa. Not when hand-raised from thisage.”

"Shesming" Isral indsted. Her green eyes darkened with impending temper, and her tiny nogtrils
beganto flare. "It's Festival. Everyone has eggs. Everyone has hatchlings. | want a hatchling for myself.”

The Kaastared down at histiny daughter, who wasfac-ing him like alittle fury, ready to defend what
she claimed was hers. Suddenly his own temper melted away, and he found himself laughing. Israi'slogic
was absurd... and adorable.

"Of course you want to be apart of Festival,” he said, bending over to rub her head affectionately.
"Of course you want ahatchling like the ladies at court. But do you redly want an Aaroun cub? Why not
a n

"l want thisone," Isral said stubbornly, cradling the animal againgt the bodice of her gown. Already
the Aaroun had shed tiny golden hairs upon theindigo silk. "And | will take care of her. | know what to
do. That cresturetold me."

The Kaa glanced at the shopkeeper, who dared to grin.

"Very fine specimen, Great One," he said. "Very fine pet for the sri-Kaa. Perfect conformation. Color
uperb.”

"Superb!" Fazhmind said with asniff of disdain. " Greeat Father, consder the unsuitability of an Aaroun
inthe pa-ace. It will have to be fed mest. It is not even house-trained.”

Isral turned on him, her eyesblazing, her tiny rill soread at full extenson. " Silence!” she shouted,
stamping her foot. "Y ou can't tell my father what to do. | want her, and she's mine. I'm not leaving unless
| can take her with me."

The Kaafrowned at this display of imperia temper. "Now, Daughter—"

"I'll scream and scream and scream,” [ral threstened, glaring at them all. "I'll make mysdif cry, and
then I'll throw up. I'll—"

"Silence!" the Kaa snapped.

Isral hushed, but her chest was heaving and her eyes glittered furioudly. Her rill had flushed so dark an
indigo it looked amost black.

"'Isit wiseto threaten your father, little one?" he asked her. "Isthisthe way a si-Kaa behavesin
public? Have you no shame?"

Israi didn't back down. She went on glaring up at him, stubborn to the end. Only her bottom lip
trembled dightly.

That tiny sgn of weakness undid the Kaa. His heart melted, and he knew he could refuse her nothing,
not even thisridiculous pet she wanted.

She wastoo young, of course, for the charge of such an anima. But shewould tire of it, perhaps by
nightfall. Then the daves could dispose of it quietly, and the matter would be ended.

"Put the animal down, |sral, that we may seeit clearly.”
Isral hesitated, her eyesfull of apped.



The Kaa kept histone reasonable, even gentle. "Put it down. We cannot tell what it looks like or even
if itisbeautiful enoughto beyours.”

Isral bent down and put the smal Aaroun on the floor. " She's very beautiful. She—"

"Allow meto take the anima away, sre," Fazhmind said, bustling forward unbidden. He gripped the
Aaroun by the scruff of itstiny neck, and with afeeble growl the Aaroun snapped at hisfinger.

The courtier screamed and dropped the anima on the floor. Bouncing and rolling over with ayelp, the
Aaroun crouched on shaky, newborn legs, lifted her wobbly head, and uttered a baby growl both
ferocious and absurd.

"Haveit killed!" Fazhmind cried, clutching hisfinger. Hisbdlsjingled furioudy. "It'sdangerous. It bit
rre.ll

Unexpectedly, the Kaafound himself admiring the little Aaroun's courage, for if anyone deserved to
be bitten it was Fazhmind, with hisairs and affectations.

The Aaroun advanced toward Fazhmind'sfoot, ingtinc-tively stiff-legged, aridge of hair sanding up
aong her spine. She growled again, louder thistime, and snorted in disdain before turning and tottering
back to Israi. Rearing up on her haunches, the Aaroun lifted her little handsin apped, then fell over as
shelost her balance.

Israi crouched on the floor and scooped up the Aaroun. ™Y ou poor thing. Are you hurt?!
"Hurt!" Fazhmind screeched. "It is| who am hurt.”
Isral ignored him, cuddling the Aaroun closer.

"Careful,” the Kaasaid in alarm, concerned that the creature might attack her. "1t could bite you,
lsra."

"Asit bit me, sre," Fazhmind said, il clutching hisfinger and grimacing draméticdly inpain. "Itis
vicious and unpredictable. It will harm the sri-Kaa. Let the guards destroy it.”

But Isral roseto her feet with the Aaroun clutched againgt her. The trembling animd thrust its head
beneath her comforting hand. "Don't be slly, Lord Fazhmind," she said. "She couldn't redlly bite you. Her
milk teeth are tiny things, nothing that could harm you.”

"Right, yes," the shopkeeper said. "An Aaroun thét lit-tle has no jaw strength yet.”

A strange look crossed Fazhmind's face. He lowered his hand to his side and curled hisfingersto
conced themin hisfig.

The Kaa averted his gaze. He felt atremor of humor al the way to histail, and he struggled not to
laugh aoud.

"Well." Fazhmind tried to regain his dignity, even as Lady Lenith spread her fan across her mouth and
the cap-tain of the guard coughed loudly.

Outside the doorway of the shop, severa onlookerstit-tered in the crooks of their elbows.

"The dangerousingincts arethere, sre," Fazhmind said. ' 'The creature will grow red teeth soon
enough, and then—"

"Defending the sri-Kaaagood sign of bonding a-ready,” the shopkeeper said. "Aarouns never turn
on their own kind. Shelll make agood pet. Loyd to the sri-Kaa always. Protect the sri-Kaa dways.”

""Within the safety of the palace, what need hasthe sri-
Kaaof protection other than that provided by the Palace Guards?* Fazhmind asked.
Israi's eyes widened. "Father, she has defended me. Shewill beloyd to me. | know it."



"Nonsense," Fazhmind said with asniff. " Such animals can never betrusted. Never. It is most unwise.
| strongly urge the Imperia Father to deny—"

The Kaa beckoned, and Fazhmind shuffled closer. Turn-ing hisback to Israi, the Kaaasked quietly,
"How are pets usudly obtained for theimperid chunen? Suitable pets, quiet and well-trained?’

"Ah." Fazhmind rubbed his hands together and puffed out hisair sacs, clearly pleased at being
consulted. ' 'Some-thing such as a coovie, perhaps?'

"Ya—"

"l don't want acoovie!" Israi pushed hersalf between them and glared up at them both. "They're
stupid and bor-ing. | want thisone!”

Fazhmind's mouth curled in disapprova at the sri-Kaa's manners, but he replied to the Kaa, "A
request is sent forth viathe office of the chamberlain, sire. | believe that indi-vidud then contactsa
merchant who holds an officia ap-pointment of pet supplier to theimperia family."

"Ah," the Kaasaid, nodding. "Of course.

Isral slamped her foot. "No! | want thisone!™

The Kaa bent down and stroked her brow ridge. "Dear-e<, this cregture is pretty but—"
"She's beautiful. Likeme!” Igral said.

Again, laughter circled the shop. The Kaasghed. Al-ready hisfavorite daughter was growing vain.
Y et how could she be otherwise, when what she said was true?

Fazhmind flicked hisfan. "Sire, | shdl be most pleased to speak to the chamberlain about a
different—"

“No!" Isral shouted. "I won't! | won't! | won't!"

Before the Kaa could silence her, she kicked Fazhmind in the leg and ran for the open doorway of
the shop. Swiftly the guards moved to block her path. She screamed at them, and the Kaa knew from
the expression of growing dread on Lady Lenith'sface that afull-blown tantrum was im-minent.

"lga!" hesad shaply. "Come here."

Shefdl slent, much to hisrdief, and obeyed him. But her face was twisted into ascowl. Her Sdes
heaved, and her rill stayed an ominous dark color.

"Thisisnot behavior for public display,” the Kaatold her.

Isral glared at the floor and said nothing.

"Y ou will gpologizeto Lord Fazhmind."

Israi's green eyesflashed defiance.

He held up hisfinger before she could speak. "Come here that we may spesk privately.”
She hesitated, kicking the toe of her sanda on the floor before she complied.

The Kaa gestured, and Lady Lenith and Fazhmind with-drew to the opposite end of the small shop.
With growing exasperation, the Kaa leaned down and picked up his daughter, Aaroun and dl, so that he
could speak softly into her ear dimple without being overheard.

"Daughter,” he said, "you belong to the imperid house. Y ou are the si-Kaa."
Shenodded. "I am important.”

"Y es, but that does not mean you can kick people, es-pecidly courtierswith titlesand rank like Lord
Fazhmind."



Isral scowled and glared at the mae over her father's shoulder. "I don't like him."

The Kaa's tongue twitched inside his mouth. He barely kept his composure. "Neither dowe," he
whispered.

Her eyeswidened, and she giggled.

"Shush," hewarned her, fearful she would announce his rash confidenceto theworld. "That is a secret
between us. Understood? Y ou must never say it to anyone.”

Shenodded. "Y es, Father."
"NGN—"
"But if wedon't likehim, | should have kicked him harder."

"No, Iga. It isbeneath imperid dignity to kick our courtiers. We must show good mannersto all
those who are beneath usin rank. It isour responsibility.”

"I don't understand.”

He stroked her head, adoring the clarity of her soft, golden skin. She was o bright, so preciousto
him. How fragrant she smelled, cuddied herein hisarms. Y et what adevil she could be.

"Itisdifficult," he said, "but one day you will under-stand. For now, remember your manners. Will
you promise that?"

Her head tilted to one Side, Israi thought amoment. ' 'If | promise not to kick Fazhmind again, will
you let me keep the Aaroun?”!

The Kaadrew in asharp breath, finding himsalf caught unexpectedly. Ah, shewas bright and quick,
thischune,

Isral went on gazing up &t her father, her expressive eyes pleading. The Aaroun lifted her face and
looked at him aso. Something in the Aaroun's expression caught his at-tention. Her long-lashed eyes, set
in ther griking mask of light brown fur, held gentle, senstiveintelligence.

Startled, he gazed back at her, redlizing this was no or-dinary Aaroun.
"Father, please." Ira fidgeted in hisarms; tilting her head from sdeto sde.

Helet her dideto the ground and stared down &t her, this adorable daughter with whom he could
never be angry long.

"How pretty," said avoice from the doorway behind them. It was Chancellor Gaveid's distinctive
orator's voice, rich and measured. "A golden pet for agolden sri-Kaa."

Appreciative murmurs arose among the onlookers. Gav-eid's poetic bon mot would be repeated
endlessy around the court for the next few days.

The Kaasmiled to himsdf. Gaveid spoke true. The an-imal's coloring did complement Israi's.
Besdes, the crea-ture had made him laugh and had bitten Fazhmind. Surely that in itself was worthy of
specia congderation.

"Very wdl," the Kaasad, relenting. "Our permission is granted, but—"

"Oh, thank you, Father! Thank you!" Radiant again, Israi hugged hislegstightly. Crushed between
them, thelittle Aaroun mewed in fright.

At once, Isral sprang back and stroked her. "Hush, little one," she said to her. "I'll take good care of
you. | prom-ise.”

The shopkeeper bustled forward, rubbing his palms to-gether, before he was once again shoved back
by the guards. "Excellent choice, Great One," he said. "This Aar-oun is outstanding for her kind, yes. The



best of —"

The Kaaglanced at Fazhmind, whose mouth had closed in apinched, sour look. "Make the
payment,” he said, and waked out. "Come, Daughter."

Carrying the Aaroun hersdlf and alowing no one eseto takeit from her, Israi hurried to catch up with
her father'slong strides.

"I am so happy, Father," she chattered. "Now | can be amother too, just like the other femalesin the
palace. | have my own hatchling to look &fter. | shal be very good to her. You'll see. | can take care of
her. | won't forget her. Shelll be house-trained right away. My dave Subi will take care of that. And shelll
be good. | won't let her chew on anything. And when she's bigger, I'll—"

"Y ou will have your daveswak her regularly,” the Kaa said, shutting away visonsof alarge, bulky
Aaroun run-ning about the palace, knocking over furniture and breaking pricel ess vases. But of coursg, it
would never cometo that. By thetime Israi went to bed tonight, the Aaroun would be forgotten, just
another discarded toy. Still, for the sake of parentd authority, he felt he should give her alecture on
respongbility. "Y ou will not forget to instruct your davesto feed her. Sheisasmdl, hdplessanimd, very
dependent on you and the care you give her. Sheisnot likeaVisinfant, ableto take care of hersalf
graight from the egg. The abiru folk areinferior to usin that way, asin many others. It must be your
responghility to think of her specid needs.”

"l understand,” Isral said with aserious nod. "'l won't forget.”

The Kaasighed. Chunenha promises: solemnly given, yet as enduring as puff-seeds blown by the
wind.

Outside, standing in the dappled shade of atree, the old chancellor leaned on his staff of office and
bowed low to the Kaa, who paused.

"A wisedecison, sSre" Gaveild murmured without moving hislips. ' 'An abiru, however humbly placed
within the palace and within the private circle of the imperid fam-ily, can only bring renewed love from
the Imperia Father's humblest subjects.”

The Kaafrowned. In Gaveid's professional rhetoric, humblest subjects was aeuphemismfor abiru
daves. Al-though the Kaa had not indulged his daughter'swhim in order to curry favor from the lowest
ranks of the unwashed, he redlized that his action would increase his popul arity.

Their eyes met with perfect understanding.

"Father," Isral said, tugging on hisdeevefor attention. * 'Will the gunsfire over the city to celebrate my
hatchling, like they did today for yours?'

Behind them, Fazhmind gasped audibly in outrage, but the Kaa's heart swelled with pride. Truly his
daughter was growing imperial. Already she reached for the privilegesthat could not yet be hers.

Holding back a smile, the Kaa said patiently, "No, the gunswill not salute your pet, precious one.”
Israi's green eyesflashed. "Why not?"

"'Because that right is reserved for the chunen of the Kaa.only."

"But | am sri-Kaal"

"That isnot the same," he said with more firmness.

Isral stamped her foot. ' 'l want asdlute. | want to bejust like you.”

He placed his hand gently on her head to urge her for-ward. "One day, our daughter. But we are the
Kaanow, and you are not."

Scowling, she opened her mouth to protest further, but the Kaa's patience was over. He changed the



subject asthey walked toward their waiting transportation, saying, "And what will you name this pet of
yours?'

Digtracted from an imminent tantrum, Isral smiled up at him. "Ampria. For our Goddess of Gold."

The Kaa blinked and behind them someone gasped in affront. " Perhaps the name of our sun-goddess
isabit grand for such asmal pet?' he suggested gently. It did not matter, of course. People named their
pets after the lesser panoply of godsdl the time, when it was fashionable. Presently, it was not. "Perhaps
you should not offend the goddess in that way?"

Igral frowned, thinking it over.

They had reached the imperid litters at the outskirts of the marketplace. Beyond, the squdid streets
of the abiru quarter twisted and turned in amaze of poverty and deg-radation. Guards ringed the litters,
which floated above the pavement in readiness to go. The Kaabarely glanced around at hisugly
surroundings. Hewas relieved to depart. He promised himself he would not return to this section of the
city. Nor would Israi. She was too young for exposure to such grim conditions.

The Kaa climbed aboard and settled himself upon the crimson cushions. Isral waslifted in beside him.
She snug-gled close, with the Aaroun cradled in the crook of her arm. One of the golden animal'stiny
feet dangled periloudy, and the Kaa himself showed her how to hold the creature correctly.

"l shdl cdl her Ampris” Isral said, holding up the Aar-oun to blow gently into her small face. Brown
fur formed amask across Ampriss eyes, which were squinted againgt the danting sunlight. The Aaroun
sgueaked and mewed, and Israi cradled her close once more. "That will honor the goddess and make
everyonethink of her, yet it cannot offend.”

"Wl thought, Daughter,” the Kaasaid in gpprova.

Isra grinned. "Yes, Ampris. A grand name, for her to grow into, for when sheisbigger.”
"Perhaps abit too grand for amere Aaroun?" he sug-gested again.

Israi looked at him. "Nothing istoo grand for the pos-session of the sri-Kaal" she declared.
Heinflated hisair sacsin pride. " Spoken like atrue Daughter of the Empire.”

She grinned at him, and for a second astheir litter swung around and surged forward on ajet of air,
they were in complete accord.

The Kaahugged his daughter fondly and indulged her by blowing through her ear dimples. She
squed ed with laughter, and he laughed too.

"Fagter!" he called to hisdriver, willing to give his daughter atreet. " Racing speed!"

Thenose of thelitter tilted up, and athough it was built for stately processionds, not racing, the driver
gunned it to maximum acceleration. Draperies billowed and siwung free of their securings, flapping from
the canopy. A cushion blew off, tumbling into the street to be fought over by the cheering crowd. The
litter flashed by the people in amul-ticolored blur. Thelitters containing their attendants strug-gled to
keep up, while Fazhmind and the ladiesin waiting clutched clothing and squinted grimly againgt the wind.

The guardsrode in askimmer that was larger and faster. It caught up and pardleed theimperid litter,
pretending to race them, yet never quite edging ahead.

Isral squedled in shrill delight and leaned forward. ' 'Fas-ter, faster!" she called to the driver. "Don't let
themwin!"

It was madness, surging through the streets of Vir at this reckless speed. The impetuous act of a
ta-chune made, not aruler over numerous worlds. Y et the Kaa's spirit soared, and he laughed in the sheer
joy of speed, which heloved as much as his daughter.



Ahead of them, the magnificent spires of the palace reached to the sky, silhouetted against a sunset of
blazing corals and ddlicate pinks. It was as though the sky itsalf celebrated the close of Festiva with
them. The Kaasaw the risng walls and scaffolding of the restoration project beyond the perimeter of the
present palace compound, and his heart swelled more. Lifewas asit should be. No matter what
detractors and palitica fools might murmur among themsalves, hisempire remained great. He was gret.
There was peace and prosperity for the VUs, and so it would re-main while he held the throne. All was
wall.

Inlsra'slap, Ampris squirmed briefly in an ingtinctive search for her mother. But there was only the
reassuring touch of atiny Vs hand pressed againgt her sde, and mo-mentarily, the stroke of alarge hand
down her back. Al-ready Ampris had learned much in these short days. She had known excruciating loss
and terror. She felt weak from hunger now, and her thirst brought pain. Y et the touch of these Vs
crestures was gentle, not rough. Thelittle VUs had saved her. That, Ampris understood. Thelittle Vis
loved her, and Ampris absorbed that love into hersdlf, find-ing comfort init. Already the memory of her
mother was not as strong, not as painful, asit had been.

Thefear and grieving in her tiny heart abated for thefirst time. Ampris sniffed, pressng her nose
againg the smal hand upon her, and breathed in the strange scent of it. Vs scent. Not good. .. until now.

Not mother scent, yet here was love offered, along with comfort and security. Not mother scent, not
mother love, but agood scent and agood love. Large V Us people could not be trusted. She knew that.
When shelooked at them she wanted to bite.

But thislittle VVUs person was different. Thelittle VUs person had promised to take care of her. There
was no liein her scent, no harm. Ampris relaxed her young muscles. Shelicked the hand that petted her,
and found hersdlf cud-dled closer. Y es, thiswas good. Sheinhaled the skin scent of Israi'shand again
and absorbed it into her memory, into her very being.

For the first time since being taken from her mother, Amprisfdt safe. She did not know how long it
would last. Thelast time shefdt safe, terror had come. But for now, it was enough.

CHAPTER FOUR

Elrabin's somach hurt so much he could bardly concentrate on the diplay of meat globesjust afew
feet away. Crouched behind astack of rotting, smelly fruit crates, El-rabin flicked his ears against the
swarm of buzzing flies and peeked around the edge of the crates again.

Y es, the Gorlican shopkeeper was still haggling with his customer, a scrawny old green-skinned Vs
with aheavily laden market basket. The Viiswas clearly acook in asmall household. He gave himsdlf far
too many airsfor hisrank, and ingsted on squeezing, sniffing, and haggling over every item.

Elrabin didn't mind the performance, for it distracted the shopkeeper, but the two adultswere
standing next to the mesat globes. Elrabin could have stolen haf the contents of the shop by now, but he
wanted meat—juicy, synthetic, and flavored with spicesto make it taste rea. His mouth wa-tered with
anticipation, and he had to press both hands againgt the fierce ache in his scomach.

Gods, he was hungry. After arough night crammed in bed with his younger lits, who yipped, kicked,
and twitched in their dreams, Elrabin had awakened this morning to an empty larder and anote from his
mother blinking on the data screen, saying to get two measures of Quixlix from the market on her
payment card.

It was strange the way a sudden cool certainty had flowed through him. He stood there in the gdlley,
staring at the open door to the bare larder, the grease-smeared cooker, the scuffed, cheap table, the
grimy floor, and the fly-specked window that overlooked the next tenement building, and he felt suddenly
cadm and a peace with him-sdlf.

Hislits, Vol and Mikar, were yipping in the other room in shrill argument, but even the noise seemed



to dampen down and become inggnificant in his hearing. He saw as clearly asthough he gazed into asivo
crysd.

Their lodging stank of dry rot, rancid meat grease, and unclean fur. They had two rooms, both too
small. The se-curity locks didn't work. The bath sprayer didn't work. The water pipe leaked. The cooker
was down to itslast working burner, abomb waiting to explode. The bottom panel of the door had been
kicked in the last time Elrabin"s da came by, drunk and howling for admittance- Maintenance had never
repaired it. They had an old data screen that wasillegally hooked up to the building'sincoming vid sgna
feed. One of Elrabin's daily chores was to monitor any scans and keep the screen switched off at random
intervalsto avoid detection.

Y eah, like the building supervisor was going to be able to squeeze afine out of Elrabin's mother if
they did get caught. All he could do would be to evict them, and that was fine with Elrabin. The
hopel essness of the place some-times drove Elrabin to fury, and sometimesto despair.

"When thingslook up, well move," his mother often said. "When things ook up, I'll change jobs, get a
better shift. When things look up, we won't have to worry."

Thismorning Elrabin understood that things would never ook up. Nothing changed in the ghetto,
ever. Hismother already worked double shifts, which meant she was never home. She daved out there,
breaking her back doing work too hard for her while she got the worst wagesin the world. They came
up short every pay cycle. Most of thetime dl they could afford to buy was Quixlix, and if Elrabin had to
synthesize one more medl out of that stuff he would puke.

S0 hejust stood therein the gdlley, with his heart thump-ing alittle and his earsroaring and that
strange calmness flowing through him. He picked up his mother's payment card, which had maybe one
credit onit. He put on his coat. He switched the data screen to vid signd so the litswould have
something to do when they came scrounging in for the breskfast they wouldn't get. And he walked out.

Just like that. He wasn't going back. Ever.

"Here, then, isdl | will pay you!" declared the V Uis cook to the shopkeeper. Hicking out histongue,
hefitted his purchasesinto his basket and |eft. Another customer came up.

Exasperation welled up insgde Elrabin. He couldn't wait here much longer. Good thieving involved a
quick dart, grab, and run. Lingering meant being seen. Being seen meant getting caught.

If luck rode on his shoulder, the patrollers would be kind, understanding individua s who would haul
him home, strung up by the heelsfor al the neighborsto see. They would force his mother to leave work
and make hisbail. She'd lose pay. Elrabin would get an arrest mark on his record sheet. After that, if he
got caught again, it wasloss of ahand or saleto hard labor. That was the lucky scenario.

The unlucky one meant the patrollers would skip ahead past warnings and reform efforts and just cut
off hishand on the spot for afirst offense.

Not agood start to hisfirst day asathief.
But Elrabin had no intention of being afailure,

The shopkeeper turned his back to rearrange the scarlet pomasinto asmall pyramid, and Elrabin
seized hischance.

He sprang forward, running right under the shopkeeper's coattails, and grabbed as many of the meat
globes as he could. Stuffing them into his pockets, he wheeled toward the back of the stall.

But the customer saw him. "A thief! A thief!" she shouted, pointing.

The shopkeeper whirled around, banging the edge of historso shell against the counter. "Thief! Stop!
Robber!" He dapped a button, and a portable alarm blared.



Cursang them both, Elrabin flung himsdf through the dit he had cut in the back of the tent gtdl. Cloth
ripped as he forced himsdlf through the hole. The shopkeeper, hard on his hedls, gripped his coat and
dragged him back.

Fear burst in Elrabin's chest. He squirmed desperately and pulled free, only to trip flat. Severa of the
mest globes squished in his pockets, soaking him with juice and filling his nogtrilswith their aroma. The
shopkeeper grabbed him by hisleft ankle now and held on, shrieking for assistance.

Elrabin twisted in the shopkeeper's hold and kicked free. He scrambled backward, scooting right
under the Gorlican, then stood up. The move toppled the Gorlican off-baance. Staggering to one side,
the Gorlican snapped with his beaked mouth, but Elrabin was dready scrambling through the tent dit on
al fours

Thedarmwas dill blaring. Gaining hisfeet in thefilthy dley behind the food stdl, Elrabin heard the
sound of run-ning footsteps. The shopkeeper's shouts for help grew louder. At any moment the patrollers
would arive.

Elrabin gulped in air, flattened his ears, and ran for hislife. If hewaslucky, he could reach the end of
the aley and make the corner before anyone spotted him. All he needed was a head start and he could
losethe patrollers.

"You!" an amplified VVUs voice boomed behind him. "Smdll Keith in the brown coat. Y ou will stop and
submit to arrext!”

Elrabin glanced over his shoulder and saw black-suited patrollers coming after him. He couldn't count
how many. One or twenty, it didn't matter. In moments they would have a sniffer locked onto him, and
then his chanceswould pretty much be over.

Panting for breath, fear running hot weakness through his pumping legs, he ran in azigzag pattern,
trying to elude the sniffer and knowing he had scant chance of successin the narrow dley.

It was stupid to head for the corner. They expected that. He could hear them talking into their comms
behind him. Probably they were calling up more patrollersto block his path.

Abruptly, Elrabin turned left and ran through a narrow gap between two of the sdls. He jumped over
tent ropes and ducked past a precarious stack of crates, spilling them behind him. A startled Skek burst
forth, cutting directly in front of Elrabin onits stick-thin, multiple limbs.

Elrabin tripped over it and went rolling into the soft side of atent. He scrambled onto his knees, and
for amoment he and the Skek stared directly into each other's eyes. Then the Skek lifted its skinny arms
high over itsfurred head and ran, hands flopping amost bonelesdy asit went.

Elrabin ducked and rolled in the opposite direction, scooting benegth the edge of the tent and finding
himself wedged between another stack of crates. Baring histeeth, he squeezed through, waited until the
shopkeeper stepped outside to watch the patrollers go by, then darted out past her and cut acrossthe
plaza

People shouted and pointed, but Elrabin didn't care aslong as he shook off his pursuers. Heran
down another dley, sauntered casudly through a crowded shop with his handsinnocently in his pockets,
lifted a comb adorned with fake jewds, and skipped out the back door without being noticed. Outside,
he broke into asteady trot and headed into the dirty streets of the east Side of the ghetto. Sounds of
pursuit faded completely. He couldn't even hear the darm now.

Elrabin's pounding heart dowed down. He drew in sev-era deep breaths, glancing back often. A grin
lifted hislipsfrom histeeth. Now that the danger was over, hisfear van-ished, to be replaced by arush
of eation. Whirling around to face the direction held come from, helicked his pam and made the
universal gesture of disrespect.



So much for the patrollers. They weren't so scary. Even with dl their comms, sniffers, scanners, and
surveillance nets they hadn't been able to catch one third-grown lit. Clearly he had been bornto be a
magter thief. He had the moves, he had the taent. From now on he would be known on the streets as
Elrabin the Quick. Everyone would soon admire how he could outthink and outrun the patrollers.

Still grinning to himsdlf, he paused in a doorway and checked the contents of his pockets before
fishing out ameat globe. It was sadly squashed, with most of itsflavorful juice gone, but he ate it anyway,
smacking hisjaws and savoring every bite. He was tempted to eat al the globes; after the danger held
eluded he deserved to treat himself like akaa

But he held back. He had to take care of himsdlf, now that he was out on his own. He had to plan
and think ahead.

Only for amoment did he remember histwo younger lits a home, probably howling with hunger right
now and wondering when hed return.

Elrabin felt atide of guilt surge through histhroat, and his ears swiveled back. He could go home,
take them the food, spend the rest of the day watching illegd vids. He could give his mother the comb
held stolen from the shop. Pulling it out, Elrabin turned it over in his hands, watching how the fake jewels
flashed in the morning sunlight. Even with jewels made of colored glass that were glued on, the comb
looked bright and pretty to Elrabin, something that should belong to afine lady. Hefelt surethat if he
gaveit to hismother, her tired eyeswould light up. She might even smile and give him that fond lick
between the earsthe way she used to when he wasredly little.

A skilled thief could make forty times as much as a street sweeper, not that Elrabin was even old
enough to hold alegd job. Aslong as he brought home food and gifts, useful itemsthey dl could use,
why should she mind?

Shewould, though.

Elrabin closed from hismind the memories of his parents sngpping and fighting, the stolen loot from
his da's latest escapade lying glittering on the battered table in the galley, the dust pouch dropped
cadedy nexttoitin plain Sght. They fought over everything, including Cuvein'sinability to support his
family, hisdust habit, his gambling. He would stand there, leaning againgt the counter, charming and
rakish with his head tilted to one sde and his brown eyes gleaming. Now and then hewould grin alittle at
her, then roll hiseyesto thelits, crouched in the doorway in awatchful huddle. She would rail a him, her
body worn and her fur dull, too many disillusonmentsin her eyes. He never listened. He never changed.
Finally he stopped com-ing by atogether.

That's when she started working double shifts and talk-ing about how things would change.
Y eah, Elrabin thought resentfully. Things had changed, al right. They had gotten worse.

Whining softly through histeeth, Elrabin tossed the comb in the air and caught it, then tucked it safely
away in his belt pouch benegth his tattered brown coat. He was a gangly youngster, longer of leg and
lighter-boned than most lits his age. Even at seven years, Elrabin was bright and observant, with a
measure of cynicism worthy of one far older. Hisfur was short and dense, brindled a pale gray-brown
color, and his eyeswere alight, golden brown filled with mischief. His coat had belonged to hisfather,
and was his only inheritance. Worn and grimy, the garment was made of strong, well-woven linen stolen
and handed down many times until it turned up a aragpicker's and was bar-tered for by Elrabin's
mother. It wasthe only thing hisdaleft behind, and Elrabin had clamed it immediately for hisown. The
deeveswererolled up to hide their missing cuffs and tatters, and if it needed agood washing or if the
lining had long since ripped out or if the pockets were stretched from having too many objects crammed
into them, he didn't care.

"I'm not going back,” he said defiantly to the empty street.



He had the spare meat globesin his pockets for lunch, and he would sdll the comb to Berv, thejunk
dedler who worked near the docks. That would bring him enough to pay for his supper. A heady sense
of freedom swept Elrabin as he turned his steps toward the far side of the ghetto. Life was getting better
aready.

"Come on, Ampris," the melodic voice crooned to her. "Cometo me, my sweet. Ampris, come.”

Crouched beneath the white, bell-shaped flowers that drooped becomingly on fragile sems, Ampris
heard the voice calling to her but ignored it. She had discovered afat worm with multipletiny feet and a
st of horns on its head, and the creature fascinated her. Rainbow-hued, it inched its way acrossthe
lower petals of awhite flower, distracted neither by the twig Amprisheld acrossits path nor by her gentle
thumping of its posterior. She laughed at it and leaned closer, sniffing itslength to gain apeculiar, leafy
odor.

Lately Ampris had been collecting scents. Her nogtrils werefilled with abounty of fragrances, some
exhilarating and some pungent, some smply awful. She had to trace each smdll to its source, so she could
identify and learn.

Now she had learned what aflower worm smelled like. Pausing on the rim of the blossom, it reared
up three-quarters of its plump length and reached for aleaf sus-pended aboveit. Ampris helped by
moving the leaf within the worm's reach. It crawled onto the green surface, paused there, and began to
eat steadily, again letting nothing she did digtract it from its purpose.

Its leafy scent grew stronger, and she understood that it was a creature devoted only to food—the
gathering and the consumption of it.

Laughing to herself, Ampris sniffed the leaves of the flower and forever isolated the scent of flower
wormin her memory.

"'Amprig!”
Startled, Amprislooked up and saw athin-armed silhou-ette looming over her with clear impatience.

"I have called you and cdlled you," Isral said. "Y ou are supposed to comewhen | cdl you. Don't you
remember? | explained everything to you before we started.”

Amprisroseto her feet, wobbling alittle before she found her balance. It was till anew experience
to walk upright, but it made her fed very grown up, achunelike lsrai and no longer ahelplessinfant.
When sheld ceased to crawl last week, Isral had praised her lavishly. They had celebrated with aparty in
the garden, just the two of them and Israi's favorite court of dolls. Servants had brought them savory
dishes and served them banquet style. Ampris had been the guest of honor, and for agift she had been
given anew, very pretty ownership ring for her ear, one fashioned of rea gold. From it dangled an
elaborate car-touche of Israi's name, enameled in jewe-bright colors.

But now no approva showed on Israi's beautiful face. Her vibrant green eyes flashed with annoyance.

Dismay sank through Ampris. She hated it when Isral lost her temper. She could not bear to
disappoint her be-loved friend. "1 am sorry," she said, bowing her head.

Already she understood that at court one did not make excuses for bad behavior. One apologized
and took one's punishment. It was the brave way, the honorable way, the Viisway, according to |sral.

But Ampriss smple gpology did not wipe the anger from Israi'sface. Above her jeweled collar, her
rill had turned asmudgy, dark hue. "Was| not clear?' Israi asked. "Must | explain the procedure again?'

"No, lsra," Amprissad hadtily. "I remember the game."
"ltisnot agame” Isral said. "And you do not act like you remember anything. What are you doing?
Ampris panted, eager to share her discoveries. " Sniff-ing."



"Agan?' lga aked, aghast. "Why?'
"It'simportant.”

Israi glared at her. ' 'Not asimportant as learning to come when you are called. Lord Fazhmind has
told thewhole court that you are a stupid Aaroun, impossibleto train. | intend to show everyone how
snart you are.”

Amprisdrew hersdf up, willingto please. "Yes, Iga.”

"But | can'tif you don't learn to do this! | have boasted about you. Will you now prove the sri-Kaaa
liar?"

Ampriss earsflattened. She dared not meet Israi's eyes. Thiswasrea anger, not just a scolding
because Israi liked to be bossy. Ampris redlized she had made a serious error in disgppointing her
bel oved friend. She wanted to weep. She would do anything to make amends.

"Please don't be angry,” she said, throwing herself at |srai's feet. She pressed her face againgt the
delicate enam-eled stragps of Israi's sandas. They smelled of finely worked |esther and the perfumed ail
rubbed daily into Israi'sgolden skin. ' 'l will learn dl the games. | will make you proud of me. | promise.”

"That'swhat you said when we started. Now the sunisgetting hot, and | am tired,” Isral said.

Amprisrubbed the side of her muzzle againgt Israi's foot. She knew that the fedl of her soft fur usualy
pleased Israi. "Please don't pout,” she said softly. "I promise | will be good."

"Y ou promise, but then you forget." Israi pulled her foot back from Ampriss grasp. "And stop
grovding.”

Amprissat up. "What'sgrovding?'

"It means licking my foot when you want meto like you. Fazhmind flatters my father for the same
reason, and he'snagty. | don't likehim at dl."

Amprisblinked up a Isal, her heart Snking insde her. "And you don't like me anymore either?’ she
asked.

"Silly." Isral swooped down and gave her aquick hug. ' 'Of course| like you, except when you act
Supid. Stand up.”

Flooded with joy and relief, Ampris obeyed.

Isral clasped her hands behind her back, imitating her father, and circled Amprisfor an inspection.
"Y ou havedirt on your clothes."

Ampris glanced down at herself and swiftly dapped at the streaks of dust on her fur. She wore no
clothes, nor did Israi. During the hot summers, young V iis chunen of al ranks went unclothed within the
privacy of their garden walls. It saved much unnecessary wear and tear on gar-ments. Less laundry had
to be done, and chunen could grow asthey pleased without having to be refitted as often. But both Israi
and Amprisloved to pretend they were wearing el aborate court attire.

If Isral was back to pretending, that meant Ampris redly was forgiven. Tipping back her head, she
squinted againgt the bright sunshine and lifted her pamsto itswarmth.

"Pay attention,” |sral commanded.

Amprislowered her arms and watched her beloved friend with concentration.

"l am going to leave you herein theflowers” Isral ordered. "Don't start sniffing them again.”
"Yes, lga," Amprissad.

"l will wait afew minutes and then | will call you. When | do, you are to come to me at once.



Understand?'
"Yes, lga."
"Good." Israi smiled a her and gave her aquick rub between the ears. "Now—"

"lgra!" cdled afemdevoice. "lgal! It istimefor re-freshments. Come indoors before you burn your
in."
Isral whirled around and waved to show that she'd heard.

Then she turned back to Amprisand bent close. "Lenith iswatching. Now you haveto do this
correctly. Will you?"

"Yes lga," Amprissad.
"Y ouwon't forget? Evenif | don't cal you for awhile?”

"l won't forget,” Ampris promised. But even as she spoke, she couldn't help but look out of the
corner of her eyeto seeif theworm was Hill egting hisleaf. If Isral delayed calling her for afew minutes,
shewould have timeto play with the flower worm a short while longer.

"Ampris?' Isra said doubtfully, letting her long dim tongue flicker past her lips.
Amprislooked right at her, eyeswide with sincerity. "'l promise.”
"lgral" thelady in waiting called again. "Please. The sunistoo hot for you."

"Yes, Lady Lenith," Isral said. She turned away to go, but not before she gave Ampris one last look
over her shoulder.

Ampris smiled and crouched among the flowers again. They were dightly trampled now, but she
didn't mind. The flower worm had vanished, and she could not find him, not even when she sniffed for
him among the leaves. Perhagps he had goneinto the dirt.

Dropping to her somach, she burrowed among the flow-ers, sniffing the ground. In the process she
discovered an entire new range of scents. The flowerswere growing in loose, dark loam, and it smelled
far different from the com-pacted soil of the—

"Amprid" Isral cdled. "Come, Ampris.

Jolted from her thoughts, Amprislooked up. Israi was caling. She had to go.

But just as she started to climb to her feet, she smelled a scent so exquisite, so enticing, shereded
from it. Heady, intoxicating, it overwhelmed her senses and nearly suffo-cated her with its sweet perfume.

Forgetting everything else, she crawled forward through the last of the white bell flowers and found a
bush loaded with heavy bright blue racemes. Bees swarmed the bush, and its perfumefilled the sunlit air.

"Amprid" Israi called once more, then fell slent.

Torn, Ampris glanced over her shoulder, but she could not see her beloved friend anywherein the
garden. She knew Isra must have goneinsde. Isra would think she had forgotten her promise, but
Ampris couldn't bear to leave the bush without touching it. It might never smell thisfragrant again. |sra
said that many of the flowers bloomed for a short time, once ayear.

Amprisdid not completely understand how long ayear could beyet, but Isral said it was avery long
time, much longer than between breskfast and dinner.

But the garden was suddenly very quiet, except for the busy humming of the bees. Ampris|ooked
around again and climbed to her feet. Shefelt londly, isolated, strange.

Never had she been alone before. Not like this. For even the guards who aways shadowed Israi had
vanished from their place by thewall.



The sun blazed down, and Ampris felt suddenly pinned by its heet, pressing her toward the ground.
Shewas smdll, and not very fast yet. If danger came, she could not outrun it.

And danger might come, for she did not have her beloved friend to protect her. Israi had cdlled her,
and Ampris had not obeyed.

She opened her mouth and began to whimper, then stopped herself. She would not fail her beloved
friend.

Quickly Amprisjerked ahandful of the blue flowers from the bush, then turned and ran on her short,
awkward legs for the portico. At the steps she stopped, frowning. She could not do steps upright yet.
She had tried yesterday and falen, bumping al the way down and scaring herself. But to crawl meant
leaving the flowers behind.

After amoment, she put the flowersin her mouth and swiftly scrambled up the steps to the column.
Leaning againgt it, she found her balance, dropped some of her flow-ers and had to pick them up, then
hurried ingde.

The quiet coolness of the interior surrounded her. Her dirty feet padded slently on the polished stone

floors. She skirted the atrium with its softly splashing fountain and bright, darting fish and headed down
the broad corridor that led to Israi's apartments.

Thetall doorsof heavily carved bronze stood open. As Ampris approached, she could hear
Fazhmind's arrogant voice:

"'l have dwaysfdt the sri-Kaa should have amore e egant pet, something suitable for the Imperia
Daughter's—"

"Herel am, Isra," Amprissaid proudly as she pushed her way insde. She held the flowers doft, and
the room filled ingtantly with their fragrance. They were so beautiful, dthough they had aready sarted to
wilt, and she was pleased to offer Israi agift worthy of her beauty.

Shelaid them on the table next to where Isral was sitting and smiled. "1 am sorry to keep the sri-Kaa
waiting," she said without ssumbling over the forma words. She sarted to tell Israi that she'd found the
bush and had wanted to experienceit, but she glanced up a Fazhmind, who was glaring at her, and fell
Slent.

Isral sat up taller in her chair and extended her rill. When shelooked at Fazhmind, her eyesheld
triumph. "Y ou were saying my pet cannot be trained?'

Hisface looked as though he had eaten sour fruit, and histongue” flicked onceinto sght. "Well,
perhaps some training can be achieved with this creature, your highness, if you call thissiraggling in
trained.”

Israi'sface turned to stone.

Lady Lenith tried to intervene. "My lord," she said with a placating gesture. "Remember that the
Aarounisvery young. Only thisweek hasit been determined that sheis reaching the age of
accountability, when training can begin. Do not expect too much too quickly. | think she has done very
well. Sheisfar moreintelligent than most of her kind. Otherwise, she could never have learned our
language. That doneis quite an accomplishment.”

Ampris swelled with pride, but Fazhmind only looked at her as though she were something to be
stepped on with his sandal.

Heflicked out histongue. "Accomplishment? It is an abomination. Never should it have been
permitted.”

Lady Lenith lifted her rill and glanced at Israi as though to warn him to mind what he said, but



Fazhmind's tirade went on, unchecked.

"She comesto her misiress, covered with dirt, as be-fouled as a street urchin, and dragging in these
hideous flowers which are an offense to the imperid eye."

Ampris opened her mouth to defend her beautiful bou-quet, but to her dismay the blossoms were
wilted and curl-ing up. Their bright blue color had dready faded, and their delicious fragrance was gone.

"'What happened to them?' she cried.

" "They cannot be picked, for their blooms will not keep more than afew minutes,”" Fazhmind said
spitefully. "Y ou stupid creature, you have destroyed the symmetry of that shrub for no purpose, thus
creating adouble offense.” He glanced across the room a adave and flicked hisfingersin summons.
"Takethismessfrom the Imperid Daughter'ssight at once.”

The dave hastened to obey.

Fazhmind pointed at Ampris. "Remove that aswell. Wash it. Clean what it has touched.”
Amprisgrowled low in her throat. "l am not aniit. | an—"

"Ampris, hush," Lady Lenith sad.

Backing her ears, Ampris obeyed.

Fazhmind gestured again at the dave. "Takeit awvay."

Bowing deeply, the dave reached for Ampriss hand.

"Leave her here" Isra commanded.

The dave released Amprissfingers as though burned and backed away, bowing.

Isral glared at Fazhmind. Her half-extended rill had dark-ened. ™Y ou may not dismiss my pet without
my permis-son.”

"Say my lord," Lady Lenith advised her softly. Y our imperid highness must be polite.”

"My lord,” Isral said coldly. She went on glaring a Fazhmind.

He sighed and bowed to the sri-Kaa. "The Imperid Daughter surely does not wish the company of a
cresturewho isdirty. It will be amore pleasant companion if itisclean.”

“I'mnot an it!" Ampris shouted angrily.
Israi whirled on her and gestured for silence. Shame washed over Ampris, and she obeyed.

"Yes, Lord Fazhmind," Isral said. "My Amprisisdirty. She waswrong to enter my presence with dirt
on her nose. But / will correct her, not you.” She glanced a Lady Lenith and added reluctantly, "My
lord."

Fazhmind flicked out histongue. "The Imperial Daugh-ter has made herself very clear. May | be
excused from her presence?’

"Yes" lga sad coldly. "Youmay go."
She turned her back on Fazhmind, who bowed, extended hisrill disrespectfully, and departed.
Silencefel over them, then Lady Lenith said, "Will you now drink your refreshment?”

Isral pouted, her rill rising and falling. She would not look at Lady Lenith. She would not ook at
Ampris.

Thiswas not agood sign. Ampriswatched her beloved friend worriedly. She understood that she had
falled again to please Israi. Worse, she had somehow caused Israi to fail with Fazhmind. When he



sneered at Ampris, that disrespect was somehow transferred to Israi. And for nothing in theworld did
Ampriswant anyoneto fed |essthan complete adoration for her beloved friend.

"l am sorry," Ampriswhispered. Her eyesfilled with tears, and she was suddenly afraid Israi would
send her away as Fazhmind was aways urging. "Plesse forgive me."

Isral said nothing. Shewould not ook at Ampris.

"Please," Ampriswhispered. She crept closer to Israi, only to be drawn back by Lady Lenith'sgentle
hand.

Lady Lenith shook her head and gestured for Ampristo be quiet.
Frightened by Israi's anger, Amprisflattened her ears and obeyed.

Lady Lenith kept her hand on Ampriss shoulder. "Have | the Imperial Daughter's permission to order
abath for Ampris?'

Isral flicked out her tongue but said nothing.

Ampris stared at the floor. She was whimpering silently now; huge tearsrolled down her face,
streeking and matting her fur.

"l think," Lady Lenith said in her cdlm way, "thét little Amprisdid very well. Sheiswalking upright
now, agreat accomplishment. She probably tried to hurry when the Imperial Daughter called. Did you
fal down when you hur-ried, Ampris?'

Ampris opened her mouth to say no, but Lady L enith continued before she could answer.

"Faling down dways gets Amprisdirty. Her fur issuch alight color that she can't help it, can she?
And she went to such an effort to bring your highness flowers. Wasn't that a splendid gesture?’

Isral kept her gaze averted. "They were ugly.”

"Oh, yes, indeed, very ugly," Lady Lenith agreed, while Ampris quivered under her hand. "But when
Amprisfirg picked them, they must have been exquisite. Too exquisitefor alittleoneto resst.”

Ampris nodded her head, grateful for Lady Lenith's un-derstanding.

Lady Lenith smiled at her. ' 'Now Ampris knows that she must never pick the flowers again, don't
you?"

Amprisnodded again. "Yes, Lady Lenith," she said softly. Her gaze never Ieft |srai's averted face.

"Did your highness notice how splendidly she spoke when shefirst camein? Of course, she was not
yet ac-knowledged. That was asmall mistake of etiquette, which we can overlook because of her tender
age. For even the Imperia Daughter can forget to wait for acknowledgment, sometimes when she

approaches her father, for example. But Ampris said what was correct. She used the proper formdity,
and she spoke V Uiswithout error. That is no smal accomplishment for one of the abiru.”

Israil turned around to face them. Her green eyeswere il flat and cold, but at least now she was
looking at Am-prisand her rill wasfading to itsnorma color.

Fresh unhappinessfilled Ampris. Shewas so sorry for al her mistakes. If Lady Lenith had not held
her in place, she would have flung hersdf flat on thefloor at Israi's feet.

"It isimportant to make alowances for the shortcomings of those beneath usin ability, Isral,” Lady
Lenith said. "Amprisis not perfect, but your highnessloves her."

Israi nodded, and relief dawned in Ampris. She gulped in abreath and wiped her eyes.

"Asonewho is older and more accomplished, your highness must remember to have patience with
someone o little and new to court life. Ampriswill learn, and she will improve. Give her time, and she



will eventudly reward you by behaving perfectly.”

"1 will,” Ampris promised fervently.

Israi's gaze softened before a fresh streak of dark blue appeared on her rill. "But Lord Fazhmind is
horrid. | wanted her to impresshim.”

"Shewill, intime. Y ou must not mind his criticism so much. After dl, you arethe sri-Kaa. Heis
forever beneath your highness, forever subject to you. Do not give him more power than he has by letting
his remarks upset you."

Israi tilted her head, looking surprised. "Isthat why heis so mean?'
"Yes" Lady Lenithsad.
Ila.l.ll

Amprisgazed up a Lady Lenith in gratitude. Perhaps Israi was going to forgive her after al, and if
shedid it was due to this gentle person'sinfluence. At that moment Am-prisloved Lady Lenith dmost as
completely as she loved Israi. She rubbed her muzzle againgt Lady Lenith's hand.

Lady Lenith patted her shoulder. "There now. All isright again. Will you two not make up? Or is
Lord Fazh-mind going to succeed in ruining your friendship?’

A drangelook crossed Israi's face. She jumped off her chair and rushed to hug Ampris, dirt and all.

"Dear little Ampris," she said, squeezing Ampristight. "I won't let him do that. | promise. You are
going to be with me forever."

Happy once again, Ampris hugged her back. "I'll be good," she said. "I'll be very good."

Isral pulled free from their embrace and gently tugged one of Ampriss ears. "Now go and get your
bath. | have anew gamefor usto play."

""The Imperid Daughter must take refreshment and anap first," Lady Lenith said.
Isral grimaced. "l am too old for naps," she declared.
"All ladiestake naps," Lady Lenith said. "It preservestheir beauty and their skin.”

Israi flicked out her tongue, but she made no further pro-test. "Go, Ampris, and bathe," she said. "I'll
take a short nap while you do that. Then well play."

Relief was making Amprisfed deepy hersdlf. She beamed at Israi and bowed. "I can't wait,” she
said. "l like new games. But | want to play Squesk, too."

Spinning around, she rushed out.

Before she reached the bathing chamber, however, Lady Lenith caught up with her. Under the neutra
dares of the daves, Lady Lenith gripped Ampris by the arm and shoved her over against awall. Her
gentle expression of sympathy was gone, replaced by stern disapproval. Her rill stood dark, at full
extenson.

She dapped Ampris once across the muzzle, not hard enough to hurt, but hard enough to shock
Ampris

Surprised by the blow, Ampris stared at her in disbelief while fresh tearsfilled her eyes. Her mouth
began to quiver, but she dared say nothing.

"Now you listento me," Lady Lenith said in aclipped, no-nonsense voice. ' 'Y ou are getting too far
above yoursdlf of late. You are not the equal of the Imperiad Daughter. Isthat clear? Y ou must never
dictate which games her high-nesswill play. Y our opinion is not important, nor isit re-quested. Never
again do | want to see you argue with her, or cause her distress. Isthat clear?"



Shaken, Ampris nodded. "Yes, my lady,” she whis-pered.

"Y ou have been set far above your station because it pleases the Imperia Daughter to put you there,
but never forget that you are just an Aaroun, nothing more. The fact that you are alowed to speak Vis
does not mean you are one of us. You are abiru, just like those daves standing there."

She gestured as she spoke, and Ampris stared at the ex-pressionless servantsin rising distress. She
wasn't adave. She belonged to Israi. Shewas beloved of |srai. She was specid. Isral had told her so.

"Silence," Lady Lenith said as Ampris started to speak. "Y ou are abiru, the lowest of the low. See
that you re-member it."

"Yes my lady,” Ampriswhispered.

"'And you can remember thisaso. Theimperid promiseisbinding only aslong asthe Imperia
Daughter wishesit to be. If you make her angry, she can send you away, just likethat." Lady Lenith
flicked her fingers. "Her cartouche will be taken from your ear, and you will be cast out.”

Ampris clutched her earring in horror. "No!"
"Yed | tell you thisfor your own benefit. Y ou can be agood companion for her, if you will behave."
"Shewon't send meaway," Amprisingsted. "Sheismy friend.”

Lady Lenith dapped her again, hard enough to sting through Amprissfur thistime. "No, you stupid
Aaroun. The Imperia Daughter is not your friend. Sheisyour owner. Never forget it. Never, do you
hear?'

Holding her aching muzzle and fighting not to whimper, Ampris said nothing.

Lady Lenith pushed her toward the pool. ' 'Go take your bath. Y ou've had your warning. It'sup to
you to remember it."

Without another word, she turned and walked away, her long skirts billowing over her tail.

Not until shewas gone from sight did Ampris dare move. Running to one of the decorative columns,
she crouched down behind it and glared a the daves watching her.

"Leavemedone" shesad, growling.

They shrugged and filed out, while Ampristold hersdf she didn't care what they saw or what they
heard. The opinion of adave, after al, was nothing.

Alonein the vaulted bathing chamber, Ampris pressed her muzzle againgt the cool stone column and
wept. She hated Lord Fazhmind, and she hated Lady Lenith. They said one thing and did another.
Everything was aliefor Israi's benefit. Their kindnesswas false, and no one could be trusted.

No one, except Israi.

Amprislifted her head at lagt, trying to stop the miserable ache inside her. She had learned abig
lesson today. Never again must sherisk Israi's displeasure. For only Isral mat-tered. She would make
hersdf worthy of Israi's friendship in every way. She would make Israi proud of her. Never again would
she shame her beloved friend.

"l am not astupid Aaroun,” Ampriswhispered, resent-ing dl the things Lady Lenith had said to her.
"And lsra ismy friend. As| am her friend. She will never send me away. Sheisn't mean. Sheian't fase”

Slitting her eyes, Ampris glared into the distance and licked her pam before dapping it down on the
floor and grinding it back and forth, the way she'd seen some of the daves do when they thought no one
waswatching.

That for Lady Lenith of the two faces.



Shelicked her palm asecond time and again dapped her hand on the floor, smearing her spittle
acrossthe stone. And that for Lord Fazhmind, her enemy. Both of them could do what they liked and
say what they wanted. She would show them that an Aaroun was just as good as they were.

CHAPTER FIVE

The city of Vir lay wedge-shaped dong the shores of the CunaDar River. At its gpex stood the vast
paace complex, seat of the Kaas power, and from the tall palace gates the broad Avenue of Triumph
bisected the rest of the city. The fashionable west Sde, with its expensive shops and the vil-las of the
nobility, filled the area between the river and the Avenue of Triumph. Bordering the banks of the river
itsdlf stood the Row of Paaces, grand edifices built long ago during the height of the VViis Empire. They
were maintained now by the descendants of the Twelve, the origina noble houses.

The east Side of the city sprawled unchecked out into the dry, flat Plains of Filea. Asthe capita city of
the Viishomeworld, Vir required a spaceport, but the terminal had been located eighty klicks away to
gpare the city from the noise of ground-space shuttles booming into departure ve-locity. Vir Station One
stood at the farthest rim of the east-ern Sde of the city, handling first-class passengers. Vir Stations Two
and Three processed second- and third-class passengers, including military personnd. Vir Station Four
handled only cargo, including domestic, intercontinental, and galactic trade. It constantly expanded to
accommodate the heavy traffic between it and Port Filea, and many of the loading docks for cargo now
extended into the abiru ghetto. Tenants never knew when they might return home from work to find their
building marked for demoalition. As aresult, more and more tenements grew crowded, and more and
more of the abiru folk wereforced to livein dley shanties.

The ghetto was a place of decaying buildings, abandoned shops, and dirty streets. Sanitation Services
came through sporadically. Public comm lineswere usualy broken, which aso meant most of thevids
didn't work. Public tran-git did not enter the ghetto. Cameras and security sniffersfloated constantly
aong the perimeter dividing the ghetto from the rest of the city, with strong security networks clus-tered
a the gates. Theregidration 1D implanted in Elrabin's elbow lacked an authorization exit code, which
meant he could stand at the barricades all day long and look at the deek skimmersflying by, the
well-to-do V Us citizens hur-rying past on their business, the shops with fabulous wares displayed behind
shimmering security bars, but he could never pass through the gatesinto the V Us part of the city. All those
wonderful things out there might as well be lo-cated on the planet Mynchepop, for al the chance Elrabin
had of ever getting closer to them.

Few Vs ventured into the ghetto besides davers, pa-trollers, and members of the small religious
order that min-istered to the V Us Regjects, who were to be avoided at all costs.

Reforms were mentioned occasionally on vid news, but no onein the V Uis government wanted to
sguander money on breaking the endless cycle of poverty, hard labor, and degradation of the inferior
abiru races.

To Elrabin, standing at the barricade with his narrow muzzle dmost pressed to its crackling energy
barrier, there was an entirely unexplored world waiting for him out there. He pressed closer, yearning to
experience atype of exis-tence that seemed like afantasy.

Andam blared, sartling him into jumping back. Heart pounding, he gazed up at the sniffer floating
above him. Little frizzles of energy crackled over hisskin, and he knew he was being scanned.

"Y ou are too closeto the barricade," amechanical voice blared. It was scratchy, warbling at the ends
of wordsin away that would have been funny in other circumstances. " Step back six paces. Warning.
You are... closeto thebarr... cade. Step back."

Elrabin scooted back, turned, and headed down the street with his ears cocked back, alert for
trouble. The sniffer continued to float over the spot where held been, its mes-sage repesting itself as
though stuck in aloop.



The stupid thing was probably five seconds from a bregk-down. Elrabin flicked his ears forward. Half
the machinery in the ghetto didn't work. No one maintained it, and any-thing that did function usudly got
stolen or cannibalized for parts.

Then the begping darm suddenly changed pitch to some-thing shriller and more ingstent. The sniffer
cameflying after him. "Warning," it blared. "ID chip five-five-seven-two-one-zero, you arein violation of
city ordinance—"

Elrabin snarled a curse and ran, dodging pedestrians and stacks of uncollected garbage on the
decaying street. At the corner ahead of him wasagroup of Toth thugs, seemingly idle and talking to each
other in the guttura, broken phrasesthey consdered their own language. In redlity they were looking for
their next victim to shake down. Elrabin veered indinctively away from them, because Toths were dways
big trouble, then reconsidered and ran straight toward them.

The sniffer followed, locked on him now and gtill blaring itsmessage. If the stupid thing expected him
to stand till as ordered and wait until a patrol skimmer showed up to arrest him, pass sentence, and
utilize the wrist cutters on the spot, he wasn't going to behave like agood little dave-grade citizen.

Ahead of him, the group of Toths stopped talking and stared at the approaching sniffer, their floppy
ears extended. Uneasiness showed on their broad, ugly faces.

Grinning to himsalf, Elrabin stayed on direct approach. He figured they al had record sheets. Let the
sniffer get in range of their registration codes, and it might short-circuit from trying to lock on everyone at
once.

Muittering, the Toths could have scattered, but instead they spread out to face Elrabin. They were al
adults, well abovetwice hisheight. Their massive, oversized heads were covered in mats of brown, curly
har. Their smdl, dim eyes glittered with bruta maice and little dse. Origindly brought to VVisymd for
heavy labor, the Toths were rebel-lious and hard to control. Most ran in gangs or worked for davers as
enforcers. They respected no authority, followed no rules. Genetic bullies, they fed on fear and
intimidation.

The sniffer was il blaring at Elrabin, ordering him to hdt for arrest. He ran right up to the Toths,
watching the sniffer from the corner of his eye to make sureit was close enough, then veered to dart
around the thugs.

One of them grabbed him by the shoulder and brought him to ahat so sudden that Elrabin was nearly
jerked off hisfeet. Snarling and snapping in fear, his plan suddenly cooked, Elrabin tried to bresk free of
the Toth's grip and failed.

The sniffer halted and floated over their heads, il blar-ing its message. Elrabin glared &t it,
wondering why it didn't scan the Toths. The stupid sniffer's multiscan capa-bility must be broken, he
figured. Elrabin muttered under his breath and tried again to twist free. His captor only clamped Elrabin's
shoulder harder, making him gasp with pain.

A smdll red light suddenly glowed on the sniffer's scuffed ovoid surface. Elrabin's heart lifted with
hope, but one of the Toths pulled out anillegal sdearm and shot it, exploding bits of wire and circuitry
over their heads. The bits came raining down, white-hot, sngeing Toth fur where they landed.

Elrabin's captor bellowed in pain and dapped at his head. Elrabin took a chance, twisted around, and
bit the hairy wrist of the hand clamped on his shoulder.

Toth blood, hot and foul-tasting, spurted across histongue. The Toth bellowed again and dung
Elrabin away. Elrabin went flying bodily through the air, arms and legs windmilling, and dammed into the
greffiti-covered wal of abuilding.

Theimpact jolted his bones and knocked the bresth from him. He lay on the ground, stunned and
only haf-conscious. By the time he managed to suck air back into hislungs, he found himsalf roughly



flipped over on his back. Hands groped and patted through his pockets and belt pouch.
When heredlized groggily what they were doing, hetried to sit up. "'Y ou—"

The Toth knedling over him butted him in the chest with that massive head. Everything went black,
and when the world came back again Elrabin found himsalf lying donein the dusty gutter, with bits of
garbage and food wrappers blowing over him.

Wheezing, he managed to St up, and moaned from the effort. His chest felt caved in, although when
he gingerly rubbed his ribs nothing seemed broken. The pockets of his coat were ripped out. His mesat
globes and the comb with fake jewels were gone. His belt had aso been taken, leaving him minus his
payment card and its one credit.

Elrabin rubbed his narrow muzzle, so angry he wanted to tip back his head and howl. But that
wouldn't bring back his stolen property. He bared his teeth and muttered to him-sdlf. Hed taken those
things because he needed them— well, the credit and the mest globes anyway. But the Toths were
despicable thieves. They robbed for the pleasure of it. They had no morasat dl.

"Loitering is not permitted. Kegp moving. Loitering isnot permitted. Keep moving."
The message blared overhead, making Elrabin jump &t the arrival of another sniffer.

Gaining hisfedt, hetrotted away and blended in with other pedestrians. Without scanning him, the
new sniffer let him go, and by the time he'd dodged down severd dleys and ducked in and out of afew
businesses, his heart had stopped pounding and he was able to breathe normally again.

But histhoughts till raced around and around in his heed, until he felt dmost dizzy. Thismorning he
had begun his new lifein good shape. He had food and he had credit. Now, with late afternoon sunlight
danting acrossthe city buildings, he had nothing to his name but hiswits.

He sghed and rubbed his muzzle, telling himsdlf not to worry, not to be scared. He was smart enough
to take care of himsdlf. He could figure something out.

But dready his somach was growling with hunger. He had nothing to eat. Nothing in mind to stedl.
Nowhereto go. Right now, freedom looked alot bigger than it had before, and alot lessfun.

In the distance he could hear the throaty horns of barge traffic on theriver. Most of the vehiclesflying
past on the streetsin this section were industry trangports. Warehouses shielded by security fields either
buzzed with activity or stood abandoned. When the wind shifted fractionally, El-rabin caught awhiff of a
stench that made his ears prick forward and the hair around his neck stand on end.

It was the smdll of death, the stench of the meat houses, where condemned daves were taken to be
daughtered.

He growled low in histhroat and veered in the opposite direction. Picking up his pace, he hurried out
of the district, knowing he had to look purposeful to avoid being picked up for vagrancy. He couldn't
approach any public vid screens, because they would blare an darm based on hisregistration code. If he
went to one of the public food dis-pensaries and begged for charity, an darm would sound.

Oneday on hisown, and aready he was wanted.

His ears drooped, and discouragement settled heavily on his young shoulders. Maybe he wasn't quite
as streetwise as he thought.

Go home, ran athought through hismind. Go home.

He thought of supper made from tastel ess Quixlix, the cramped quarters, his quarreling lits, no
privacy, no hope. A fresh sense of rebellion stiffened his shoulders.

No. Hewasn't going home. He had no home. He was on his own, and he could make it. He would
goto hisaold friend Berv, who would give him work and somehow get around the |abor laws.



By the time he crossed the ghetto and reached the cramped streets and half-demolished buildings
fringing the dock areafor Vir Station Four, Elrabin's legs ached with weariness and he was famished. He
dragged himsdf down a dtreet lined with tenement buildings that made him think of home, ignored a
handful of dirty Keith litsand Aaroun cubs playing gollooball with chunks of decaying pavement gleaned
from the unmended street, and cut across a vacant lot that had once been a city park with a statue of
some dead V Us kaa surrounded by agrove of trees. Vines now grew over the statue, obscuring it. The
grove of trees had died and been cut down for firewood by scavengers who couldn't afford cookers,
Trash blew ahead of him. Now and then he stopped to kick through a pile of garbage that |ooked
promising. So far al he'd found was apiece of circuit board, but he clutched it in his hand for hope. If he
could sdl it to Berv, hewould be back in business.

But Berv'stiny basement shop was closed up tightly, the windows dark, a heavy iron bar locked
acrossthe door for security.

Elrabin sniffed at the door and windows, pounding on them, and yelled for Berv to come out.
No answer.

Hewhined softly in histhroat, feding frustration rising to mingle with sharp disgppointment. Berv had
to be here. Thejunk dedler never went anywhere.

Turning around, he glimpsed apair of eyeswatching him from the shadows across the street.

"Hey!" Elrabin said.

The eyesvanished.

He ran to the doorway and knocked on the door inside the shadowy alcove, but it remained closed
againg him. "Hey!" he shouted again. "'I'm looking for Berv. Whereishe?'

No one came to the door. No one answered his question.

Elrabin muttered to himsdlf and turned around to glare at Berv's place. He had no right to be gone
when he was needed.

A few blocks over, adeparting cargo shuttle launched itsdf into the sky with ablast of fuel exhaust
that lit up the twilight shadows. The thundering takeoff deafened El-rabin and made the windowsrattlein
the building next to him. There was an ordinance againg flying the shuttles this close to inhabited
buildings. But the abiru folk had no clout with the V Uis government to make it enforce itslaws, and the
shuttle flights got closer and more frequent al the time. Word was that another dock and landing pad
wereto be built thisyear, extending the Sation yet farther into the residentia digtrict of the ghetto.

Elrabin listened to the powerful enginesthrobbing swiftly in the distance. He promised himsdlf that
someday he would leave the ghetto, would leave Vir, would go out to Port Fileaand climb aboard one of
those gleaming ground-space shuttlesto get off VViisyme forever. Someday he would see the empire for
himself, and not just watch vid broadcasts about it. He would see the wonder planets, like Mynchepop
with its upside-down waterfalls and pleasure gardens. He would walk through exatic cities, breathing air
that did not stink like Vir's. He would make hisfortune, and he would live alife that meant something.

Someday.

In the meantime, it was getting dark. Upstairs windows showed lights now. The smells of cooking
wafted on the cool night air. Elrabin's mouth watered and his sscomach growled so hard he felt faint.

Go home, he thought again, but he shook it off, angry at himsdlf for being week.

Home was nowhere. Home was a dead end. He was El-rabin the Quick, and he was destined for
better thingsthan this.

Therewas only one thing left to do. He would go looking in the bars and dust holesfor hisda. Surely



his own dawould take him in, feed him, and teach him the ways of the good life.
That was, if hisold dawasn't dead or arrested by now.
CHAPTER SIX

A chilly afternoon rain fell upon the eastern dopes of the Sivean Mountains and drizzled steedily over
the Kaa's hunting lodge. A cold, wintry, disappointing rain. A plan-spailing rain.

Standing at awindow and gazing outside at the dreary, leaden skies, Ampris—fourteen now in
Aaroun years and ta-chune in V Us growth cycles—heaved a disgusted sigh.

Theimperid party had arrived earlier in the week for the Kaa's annuad visit. Now that the hectic days
of Hevrmasihd Festival had brought the year to an end, everyonefdt lazy and bloated from too much
feasting and activity. The Kaacame here to hunt across the bresthtaking mountains, to take in fresh air,
to eat smply, and to rest far from the cares of governing his empire. These were the dow days of Feval,
the renewa. The courtiers had been released to visit their own homes or to go offworld if they wished
extengvetravel. Only achosen, select few were invited to accompany the Kaa here to his beloved lodge.
Some years he brought al hisfavorite wives and offspring; other years he did not. Thisyear, only six of
his most beloved wives were present, and of the many imperial progeny, only the sri-Kaaand her nine
egg-siblings had been brought. Even the tutors had been left behind.

Asaresult, the gdleries and corridors of the lodge seemed dmost empty in comparison with the busy
court a Vir. Here, the onerous burdens of court etiquette and pro-tocol were relaxed agreat dedl; even
clothing was smpler, less ornate and more comfortable.

Amprisloved Feval far more than the hectic Hevrmasihd. She rdlished the quiet days of renewd, the
release from lessons that she had to share with Isral at the sri-Kad'sing stence, the freedom to wander
and sometimes dream.

Israi's preferences, of course, were just the opposite. She loved festivals of dl kinds, relishing the
activities, the packed schedules of parties and preparations, the clothes, jewels, and finery, the music and
gamesthat seemed to spin on endlesdy.

But there would not be another festival to celebrate until spring, when the best one of all washeld.
Sahvrazaa, the Festival of Fertility, brought the largest feasts, the greatest revels, and an atmosphere of
kindness and goodwill, intense expectations and hopes. All the splendid old songs were sung in both
palace and city. The bellsrang, and many traditiona rituals marked the occasion, including the grand
mating migration of the maes. Amprisloved the Sahvrazaa, for it marked the anniversary of Israi'sfinding
her and giv-ing her ahome. Together, they had woven their own private traditions of gift-giving and
feasting with each other. But beyond that, they both loved the opportunity of playing pranks and running
free of supervison while the adults were occupied with hatchings and ceremonies.

Still, spring was along time away, too far away to think about today. Outside, it was pouring rain
even harder than before. Isral was gone, summoned to spend the afternoon with her father. In past years,
when Ampris was younger, she had been alowed to enter the Kaals study with Israi. She had found such
times pleasing, for the Kaawould talk quietly of history or architecture, unrolling musty old scrollsof dim
drawingsto show them. Often he would hold Israi on hislgp and alow Ampristo lean againgt hisknee
while he rubbed her head between her ears. The Kaas voice was deep with authority, yet gentle. Ampris
loved to listen to him speak.

Sometimes he activated a screen, alowing them to watch the twirling schematics of new architectura
drawings pre-pared specifically for the restoration of the old palace. Asatreat, he would permit them to
open a program and gen-erate their own buildings. It was more fun than smple drawing with astylus.
Amprisfound she had aflair for three-dimensiond structures. She was quick to learn, and inventive
enough to earn the Kaa's praise. On the other hand, Israi'swalls never matched up. Her taircases went
nowhere. While sheloved choosing colors and exquisite details, she had none of Ampris's patience for



the construc-tion aspects of abuilding project.

If that waswhat Israi and the Kaawere doing thisrainy afternoon, then Ampris could not help but
scowl at thefar end of the gallery, where the study door stood closed be-hind motionless guards.

Today, Ampris had not been invited to join Israi and her father.
For thefirst timein her memory, Ampris had been shut ot.

Growling slently in her throat, she picked amlessy at amortar joint in the windowsll. There had to
be something she could do. Something more interesting than just waiting here until 1srai came ouit.

Ampriss gaze wandered toward the opposite end of the gallery, to adoor standing gjar and
unguarded. A door that beckoned to her, leading to a part of the lodge she had never explored before.

Isral would be furiousif Ampris explored without her.

On the other hand, why should Ampriswait?

She glanced at the Kaa's study door, still firmly closed.

Israi had not ordered her to Stay nearby. Israi had not given her any ingtructions at al.

"My father has summoned meto his study this after-noon,” Isral had said.

"Will we draw houses?' Ampris asked excitedly.

"l do not know, but you may not come.”

It took amoment for the remark to soak in. Then Amprisblinked at her in surprise. "Why not?"

Isra flicked out her tongue. She was wearing abright green satin tunic lined with velvet that reached
to her knees, worn open over apair of golden trousers the exact color of her skin. Pretty pendants
dangled from the spines of her rill inthe latest fashion.

"The Kaadid not request your presence,” Israi said.

Ampriswaited for her to look annoyed, or to say that she had requested permission for Ampristo
accompany her, but Israi said nothing more.

It was not politeto insst or beg. Swallowing her hurt and disappointment, Ampris bowed. ' 'What
shdl | do?'

Agan lga flicked her tongue. "Anything you like."
And she walked away through the doors which the guards opened for her.
Anything | like, Ampristhought.

She looked around again, turning her back on the dreary rain streaking the windowpanes. Shewould
explore, by her-sdf, and she hoped with dl her heart that she found some-thing wonderful, something
that would make Israi envious.

At once, she touched the cartouche hanging from her ear in automatic atonement for such an
unworthy thought. It was wicked to make such awish.

"But | don't care,” Ampriswhispered to hersdlf, and hurried down the length of theimmense gdlery to
the un-tended door.

She dipped past it without touching its ornate gold sur-face. For a second she held her bregth, for
there were darmsfitted throughout the lodge as part of the genera security system, but she set nothing
off.

Rdieved, shelooked around.



She saw nothing exciting, only another galery aswide and long asthe one sheld just left. Thisone,
however, wasfitted with dark paneling carved with scenes of ancient V Us battles waged long before the
age of technology. She smelled archaic candles, cold stone, and wood well-polished with camphan ail.

She gazed at the pand's, which were illuminated by the gloomy light that entered through thetall,
narrow windows. Without someone to explain the significance of the scenes depicted, Ampris soon tired
of them and walked on.

The lodge itself had been built more than two centuries before, at the height of V lis supremacy, and it
was wedged onto the side of adizzying dope. Ba conies overlooked sheer precipices, and the crisp scent
of narpine forestsfilled the air. On days of clear weeather, fierce raptuls flew in spirals about the towers of
thelodge, uttering harsh hunting criesthat echoed forever into the canyons.

For Ampris, thiswas amarvel ous place of nooks and crannies, stairways that wound and crooked
unexpectedly, uneven cellings, fabulous views from every window, the perpetua cooking scents of
savory ragouts and leneek pies mingled with the fragrances of oiled leather, stone floors, musty tapestries,
snow-frosted air, and the narpines.

Every year upon arrival, Amprisand Israi separated themselves from the other youngstersto explore
the lodge as much as they were permitted. They had free run of the first two stories, which contained
both public and private gpartments, plus the common library, accessto the gardens, and round towers
with circular staircases that spiraled up to locked doors that no one would open.

Thisfloor, thethird, held the state apartments and the Kaals quarters. Usudly it was off-limits.

Ampris quickened her footsteps, nearly running to the end of the paneled gdlery. Again, therewasa
door at itsend, plainer than the previous one. No one guarded it either.

She curled her ringers around the cold metd latch and hesitated amoment. Her heart was pumping
fast. She pressed her ear against the door and listened for what might be on the other sde.

Only slence cameto her ears.

She sniffed, seeking V Uis scent with the digtinctive over-lying fragrance of armor lubricant.
Nothing. No guardsin thevicinity.

Suppose she actualy walked into the Kaa's own cham-bers?

The ideamade her shiver. Her heart pumped harder with growing excitement. No one entered the
Kad's private rooms without permission. Not even Isral dared do that.

Y €, it was surely the supreme adventure, the ultimate in daring. It would surpass even the day that
Israi had dared her to walk the rooftop over the wives court, and Ampris had. Only the swift intervention
of Lady Lenith had pre-vented Israi from making the attempt herself. Mortified by such interference, Israi
had not spoken to her chief lady in waiting for three days. Then the matter was forgotten by all save
Ampris, who sill treasured her accomplishment.

Today, however, she would surpass hersdlf. But she would have to prove she had actualy entered
the Kaa's chambers.

Amprisfrowned in thought. She did not dare take any-thing from the Kaas rooms. That was
unthinkable. She could lose her head for that.

But she could leave something. Swiftly Ampris patted through her pockets and found three small,
smooth pebbles that she had picked up on the hiking trail yesterday. They were intended for the pebble
collection that she added to every year. Lady Lenith sneered at her collection, calling it ugly and foolish,
and would not permit Ampristo display it theway Isral displayed her collection of exquisite sun crystals
in acase built especidly for them. But at the sametime, Lady Lenith permitted Ampristo keep her



humble collection of stones, for they had no worth and could not compete with Israi's possessions.

Hefting the three pebbles on her pam, Ampristurned them over with afingertip, admiring their
naturally smooth sides and the striations of color that veined them. Humble or not, they were not ugly to
her eyes. She liked things that were natural, things that came from the ground.

Israi did not understand what Ampris liked in the stones, but Isral was too kind to sneer at them.

Ampris curled her fingers over the pebbleswith satisfac-tion. Y es, shewould leave these on the
center of the Kaals bed, for hisvaet to find. Word would circle around among the servants; questions
would be asked. Israi would hear of it, and that would confirm what Amprisintended to tell her tonight.

Wouldn't Israi be wild with envy?

Grinning to hersdf, Ampris carefully turned the latch, pulled open the heavy door, and peered around
it.

But the Kaa's quarters did not lie on the other side. Dis-appointed, Amprisfound herself looking at
yet another hall-way. It was furnished with thick rugsimported from' offworld, antique tables that
displayed fine vases s0 old their glazes were cracked, chairs of antiquated, unfamiliar designs, and
mysterious paintings with opaque surfaces that revealed nothing until Ampris stood close and peered at
them for along time.

Only then, dyly, would the painting surface shimmer to life, evolving into aportrait or alandscape of
breathtaking quality that dtered each time she changed her angle of looking &t it.

Shetook her time here, peering into the paintings and catching her breath sharply at what was
revedled to her. Oh, if only Israi could see these.

Thisfar surpassed the pleasure of sniffing about the huge, hot kitchens, getting underfoot, and begging
for treats from the harried staff.

Keeping her ears sharp for the sound of footsteps that would warn her someone was coming, Ampris
finaly moved beyond the paintings and stopped before a cabinet that was tal and narrow, with solid
wood panels that con-cedled itsinterior from top to bottom.

When she traced her fingertips acrossthe lovely grain of the wood, astirring of sound reached her
ears, barely dis-cernible, like the soft lilting of aharp when air blows through its strings.

She stroked the wood again, and again it sang softly to her. Ampris had heard of songwood. She
knew itsrarity was beyond price. Sometimes betrothed V Uis couples would exchange tiny divers of the
costly wood astokens of their impending nuptids.

But here stood an entire cabinet made of thislovely wood, as beautiful in gppearance as the sound it
produced beneath her fingertips. Ampris could barely tear hersdf away fromiit, for its song fascinated
her. Y et she dared not linger in here forever.

There were surely many more fabulous treasures to find. Even so, what thrilled her most wasthe
thought of bringing Israi here and showing her everything.

This passage ended with an open, vaulted doorway that led into a spacious, round antechamber.
Looking around, Ampris saw a set of sairs carpeted inimperia crimson rising to amagnificent door of
hammered gold. Above the door hung the grand sedl of the Kaa.

Seeing it, Ampris gulped alittle. Guards flanked the door, staring straight ahead. Impassive and
formidable, they ignored Ampris, but she knew better than to venture near the sairs. That, clearly, was
forbidden territory.

Panting, she returned her humble pebblesto her pocket, forgetting her plan of sneaking into the Kaas
guarters. Such an attempt would not be daring; it would be stupid and disrespectful.



Still, she had gotten thisfar without being challenged or stopped, and that would surely be enough to
make Israi wish she had been here.

Overhead, the landing's celling was painted with scenes from ancient V tis mythology, including
Ampriathe sun goddessin her sky boat drawn by flying raptuls. The dark floor wasinset with precious
stones mimicking the patterns of constellations across the night skies.

Opposite the passageway Ampris had emerged from stood three doors, all closed, al unguarded.
She stared at them, curious to see what they contained. But with the guards present, Ampriss curiosity
flattened. She turned to retreat back the way sheld come, only to hat as she heard voicesin the
distance—fluty, well-educated V Uis voices— that warned her severa courtiers were gpproaching.

Ampris hesitated only amoment, then dashed across the landing to one of the doors. Although she
did not think she was doing anything wrong, certainly she had not been given permission to be here, so
near the Kaa's quarters. Still, it was better to hide until the approaching courtiers were gone. Then she
would return to the areawhere Israi had |eft her.

Picking adoor at random, she turned the latch and found it unlocked. She glanced up just as one of
the guardsturned his head to Sare a her.

Hiseyeswere yedlow and cold. They stabbed right through her, and Ampris panted again.
The approaching voices were louder, closer.
Dry-mouthed, Ampris sorang inside without looking and shut the door firmly behind her.

She waited there with her face pressed againgt the door, listening for a shout, for the sound of hasty
footsteps. But she heard neither.

After amoment she relaxed, relieved that the guards were not going to come after her.

When shewaswith |sral, she never feared the guards. But aone was adifferent matter. Ampris might
live ahappy, securelife now, but sometimes at night she still suffered nightmares of the Scary Time, those
fearful few days before Israi had found and adopted her. While Ampris never remembered those dreams
clearly, the heart-pounding terror they evoked haunted her, especialy whenever she crossed paths with
palace guards.

The courtiers walked past the door which concedled her, their chattering gossip loud. After amoment
she heard them continue downdtairs, and quiet came again in their wake,

She eased out her breath, not redizing until then that sheld been holding it. Sometimesthe courtiers
made cruel remarksto her when she was not safein Isral's presence. Ampriswas well-aware that few at
court approved of her presencein theimperia household. No other Aarounin al the empirewas as
well-placed as she. Lady Lenith reeminded her of thisfact at least once aday, if not more often, forever
telling her to be grateful for the supreme kindness which had been shown her by the sri-Kaa

Amprissighed. The only problem with constantly being told to fed grateful wasthat it made her want
to bitein-stead. Ampris adored Israi and knew she was blessed in the favor shown to her. But whenever
Lady Lenith lectured her, Ampris hated being told how she should fedl. She had to hide her resentment,
of course, for Lady Lenith's punish-ments could beterrible. Nor could she go to Israi and com-plain, for
then Lady Lenith would retdiate in even more horrible ways.

Ampris had learned the harsh redities of court lifelong ago. So many things were shielded from the
sri-Kaa, so many things deemed inappropriate for Israi to know about or for Israi to see.

Ampristhought that the sri-Kaa should be told the truth about everything, but no one cared about the
opinion of ayoung Aaroun. Truth, inthe Visimperid court, was adip-pery concept at best.

In the meantime, however, Ampris decided she had been gone long enough. She knew she had better



return before Isral found that she was missing.

She reached for the door latch, but before she opened it she glanced over her shoulder at the room
shewasin and found hersdlf transfixed.

It was ahideous place, long and gloomy with narrow, antiquated windows. Preserved heads of dl
kinds of ani-mals hung on thewalls. Their dead, glassy eyes stared at Amprisin slent accusation. Bared
teeth, yellowed with age, snarled perpetudly.

Horrified, Ampriswalked away from the door and dowly ventured deeper into the room. Shefdt as
though she had entered atomb. Her blood ran cold in her veins, yet she could not stop walking from one
mounted head to another, staring at each and every one of the dead visages.

In one corner, she found a collection of five adult Aaroun heads mounted in arow. Severed pairs of
hands, wizened into mummified daws, hung beneath each head.

Shocked, she stood like one frozen, unable to tear hersalf away from the sight.

On the wdl with them hung an inscription relating to the incident. 1t described a battle between these
five Aarouns, labeed ns, and the former kaa, who had killed them single-handedly. The
ceremonia sword he had used was also present, mounted in aspecia display case.

With atrembling hand, Ampris reached out and touched one of the Aarouns. Itsfur felt silky soft, as
soft as her own, yet the form benesth that thick pelt was tiff and dien. Shejerked back her hand,
hearing afaint, sobbing sound in the back of her throat.

The dead Aarouns loomed above her, dark and menac-ing, their teeth bared in eternd snarls. Their
sghtlesseyesglittered in sometrick of the pale light and seemed to fol-low her as she backed away.

Suddenly she could not breathe. The room seemed to be spinning around her. It was too hot. The
Aarouns grew bigger and bigger, their open mouths ready to speak.

She stumbled back, suddenly convinced that if they said her name, shewould be forever trapped here
with them, and just as dead.

"No!"

The cry wrenched itsdlf from her throat. Whirling around, she fled, damming her way out of the room
and running back into the passageway with al the speed she possessed.

Asgheran, arms and legs pumping, her breath rasping in her throat, she thought she heard the
laughter of the V Uis guards echoing behind her, mocking her and the dead.

CHAPTER UH

A cold winter rain funneled down the back of Elrabin's collar, plastering hisfur to the nape of his
neck. Muttering to himself and hunching his shoulderstighter beneath his new coet, he dashed acrossthe
Street of Regard and ducked beneath a bright yellow awning that proclaimed the dwell-ing abrothel.

Three streets over he could hear the hourly chime of atemple bell in the historica digtrict. Elrabin
sighed to him-self. Feval was the season for reflection of one's soul, for renewal of one's conscience, for
rest following the vigorous celebrations of Hevrmasihd, the winter festiva. Or so the high-and-mighty Vs
clamed. Inredlity, the temple prob-ably held about three contemplative V Us in the decrepit stages of
otd, ther find life cycle, looking at their future and finding it quite short. The city itsdf wasdl but shut
down. The Kaawas out of town, with his court scattered to the far directions of the planet or beyond.
Half the shop-ping district was closed for the season, the rest yawning through empty afternoonslikethis
one.

Feval, the season of dim pickings and boredom, when even the dave labor went on haf shift. Dozy
and dow, many of the abiru races crawled into their cheap lodgings for winter hibernation, only venturing



out for basic neces-gties and work mandates. Gullible marks were hard to find thistime of year, making
grifting dmost impossible. Y et here Elrabin was, out in the cold, wet wegther, scoping the brothelsin
search of Cuvein.

Standing under the yellow awning with its discreet black circle that aso marked it asagambling
establishment, El-rabin shook water from his coat, hoping its bright blue dye wouldn't ran and stain his
fur. Hislast coat held worn until it was threadbare and the deeves had grown absurdly short. Findly
declaring him to be an embarrassment, Cuvein had given him some credit vouchersto buy anew one.
Elrabin smoothed down the front, admiring the metdlic thread em-broidery that embellished it thickly
enough to hide the chegpness of the cloth. It was not well-made, but he thought it made him look
handsome.

He needed to look sharp if he wasto continue charming the Viswidow hed discovered in the
Keskian district. Keskiawas an old part of Vir, acrescent-shaped area of crumbling old houses,
cramped shops, and afew struggling market plazas that bordered the fringes of the affluent Ze-hava
digtrict. Populated mostly by ederly Vs, including lun-adults and otals, Keskia housed retired merchants
and minor aristocracy who had lost both fortune and favor at court.

The widow had caught Elrabin peering in her upper-story windows one day. Trying to avoid arrest
charges, held fed her aglib tale of being awindow inspector and told her that she had damage from
worm rot (thislast being pointed out to the lady to explain the gouges held madein trying to pry the
window open). Her servants watched him with suspicion, but the lady hersdf was old, londly, and eager
for company, even if in the guise of a shabby Keith grifter. She seemed to believe his story, informed him
that he re-minded her of aKeith pet sheld had as a chune on her father's country estates, and grew
worried enough about the bogus damage to listen to his proposd to sell her new win-dows (modern,
flimsy ones that would be easier to pry open later).

Elrabin himself had never gonein for burglary. But he had a contact on the east Side, aKeith named
Sant, who paid for information on good targets. The widow's house stood on alonedly street, jammed
between two deserted dwellings with inheritance notices pasted to the front por-tals. If the heirswould
pay the death taxes, they could have accessto their property. From the look of things, no one was eager
to redeem these crumbling edifices. So the widow had no close, snoopy neighbors to keep an eye on
her. Shewas old and gullible and half-deaf. Best of all, her house was so crammed with goods and
furniture that she probably wouldn't even noticeif some of it got hauled off.

So Elrabin planned to sdll the widow's address to Sant, plus he was hoping to sell her new windows.
Either way, he stood to earn. He had an appointment to see the lady this evening, which waswhy he
needed thisfine new coat.

Except it wouldn't look so fineif the dye ran and the cloth shrank againgt its stitching. Damn Cuvein
for making him come out in thiswesther.

Shivering, Elrabin rang the brothd's bell for admittance. The cold, moist air was clearing his head abit
from the dight buzz that made his thoughts sometimes crawl sde-ways. That meant the Dlexylinewas
wearing off: He had maybe an hour to be out on the streets with this dose, and then it would be time for
trouble that he couldn't afford.

Impatiently herang again.

Someone shuffled to the other side of the door and dowly did it open. Behind it a security fied
shimmered opd white.

Elrabin squinted, trying to see through it. "Tiff?" he asked, hoping it was the owner who stood there.
All he could see was alooming shadow. "Isthat you? Let mein."

The speaker beside the door spat out ahissing crackle of gatic. "Get log," thevoice said. "You're
underage.”



"I'mlegd," Elrabinsad.

"Y ou're under twenty.”

"I'm dose enough.”

"Close don't count. What're you doing here? Trying to get us busted?’

Elrabin recognized the voice now through the hissing gatic. It belonged to Tiff'swife, never easy to
charm. He tried, though, baring histeeth in hismost gppeding grin. "Hey, you can tdl the patrollers you
invited meinfor lunch."

"Get log." The door started to close.

"Wait!" He stepped closer, trying reflexively to block it even though the force field repelled his hand.
"l don't want the wares, Oma, athough Tiff did promise them for my nameday—"

"'Get logt," Oma growled.
"Wait!" he said sharply, cutting out the patter. "1'm looking for Cuvein. It'simportant.”

The door opened again, and the force field abruptly cut off, leaving the air smelling like ozone. Tiff's
wife, achunky Aaroun with brown and fawn stripes and alight brown mask across her eyes, stood there
with her rounded earsfolded back against her skull.

"Comeingide before you drown,” she said.

Grinning, he hopped over the threshold into the warmth. The place smelled good, with scent cones
burning on standsin the corners. Soft music played unobtrusively from con-ced ed speakers, sounding
amog—but not quite—live. Theinterior lay swathed in shadow, dimly lit with tiny, radiant lamps, adrift
in velvet cushionsand plush hangings.

Elrabin glanced around quickly, hoping to catch aglimpse of one of the employees, but saw no one.

"Stop that,” Omasaid sharply, glaring a him. She pointed at a hallway behind her. "Y ou go that way,
straight through to the door at the back. He'sin there."

Something in her tone made Elrabin glance a her sharply. "He pay up?'
"No."

Shame flashed through Elrabin. Always before, hisdaonly came hereif he could afford it, out of
respect for Tiff's friendship. Now it seemed Cuvein was going to treet Tiff like everyone dse.

Rubbing his muzzle, Elrabin dropped his gaze from hers. "I'll makeit good,” he mumbled.

"When?'

Irritated, he flashed her aglarein return. "When | can. Maybe aday or two. Thingsre dow."

She growled something he didn't understand, but the contempt in her tone was plain enough to make
him cringe.

He was tempted to boast about the con he had going right now with the widow, but superstition held
histongue. Cuvein had taught him along time ago never to brag about aded until it was bagged.

Tomorrow, when he had afat credit voucher in his pocket, he could come back and make Omals eyes
bulge. Meanwhile, he kept quiet and took her scorn.

She pointed again at the hallway. "In there," she said gruffly. "Don't let him come back until he's paid
up. Don't let him take advantage of Tiff that way."

Panting with embarrassment, Elrabin hurried past her hostile bulk and went to the door she'd
indicated. His cu-riosity about what lounged upstairs had been quenched by hisfresh annoyance with his
da Cuvein wasdready caus-ing him enough trouble without putting them in debot with their only friends.



The door ahead of him was adorned by the painted gam-bling circle. Tendrils of smoke curled around
the door's edges, and muted sounds of sour, keening music came from the other side.

It was Pixyl music and made Elrabin's ears hurt. Winc-ing, he flattened his ears and knocked on the
door, then went ingde without waiting for permisson.

A thick haze of smoke and swirling mist engulfed him, and he stopped just insde the threshold,
blinking until his eyes adjusted to the murky gloom. The music wailed and moaned, depressing stuff that
could only appeal to stoned patrons. The decor was early cave—meaning low ceiling, walls made of faux
stone, heavy beams, dark corners. A half dozen tables swathed in green baize cloth dotted the room.
Fake candles flickered on each one. On the opposite side of the room, atrio of robots played the music.

Scowling at them, Elrabin wished he dared switch them off.

Three progtitutes were seated, maybe to welcome cus-tomers, maybe to conced the fact that there
were no cus-tomers. Two of them, both Keithswith their fur dyed vivid pink, sat together at atable,
chatting in soft voices and playing Junta. Every throw of the carved pebbles made their braceletsjingle.

Elrabin caught himsdf staring, felt the fur around his neck stand up, and redlized one of them was
gtedling glances a himin return over her shoulder. She and her companion giggled, and he wanted to
writhe in embarrass-ment. Maybe it was the coat they were laughing at.

Fighting the urge to look down and seeiif the dye was running, Elrabin swung his gaze hadtily to the
third female, Stting done, drinking alone. Shewas VUs, aRgject prob-ably. Her skin was mottled in
muted shadings of yellow-green. Her rill lay flat on her shoulders, smadler than usud and lacking spines.
Her eyes met his, morose and danger-ous.

Without aword, she pointed toward the back of the room, where two males sat hunched over a
table.

Not daring to spesk to her, Elrabin nodded and hurried on by while the pink Keithstittered.
He had expected to see Cuvein sprawled in astupor, dusted to the eyes and singing bawdy ditties.

Instead Cuvein sat perched on awooden stool, bent in-tently over adrawn diagram spread out on
the green baize tablecloth. Lean and long-necked, with dark gray fur marked distinctively with white on
ether sde of histhroat,

Cuvein was a handsome Keaith male of middle age, till rakish, still getting by on charm and
insouciance. The dust was starting to take away some of hislooks. His memory wasn't as good asit had
been, elther. He suffered from stiff-joint, a progressive bone disease that was a side effect of long-term
dust addiction, but he wouldn't admit it. He was unpredictable, moody, capricious, and unfair, but he'd
taken Elrabin in years ago, fed and housed him at least part of the time, trained him in anumber of
trickeries, and sup-plied him with Dlexyline, a nonaddictive chemical com-pound that masked Elrabin's
registration implant and alowed him to venture out publicly without setting off any aarms.

Now helooked up when Elrabin cameto the table, fixed his son with along, unblinking stare of
nonrecognition, and returned his gaze to the diagram on the table. " Show me again,” he said.

His voice gave him away. He was enunciating dowly, with too much careand adight dur in his
words. Elrabin looked a him and saw the tdlltale streaks of dust around his nostrils.

Dust wasn't astrendy as some of the fancier recreational drugs. It wasn't as expensive. As
contraband, however, it was the most va uable commodity smuggled to every point of the empire. It had
been sapping the lifeforce from its usersfor the nearly four hundred years snceits discovery, and no
amount of laws, pendties, antidust campaigns, or dogans had eradicated its Smple, inescapable lure.

Being cheap, dust lay within the reach of every laborer, every miner, every ship's crew member, every
mechanic. One sampling of dust created an instant addict, and the habit was nearly impossible to kick.



Because it proved fu-tile to prosecute the users, patro'lers worked instead to trap and catch the vast
network of suppliers. Lawswere smple and harsh: the sentence for dealing dust was degth; the
sen-tence for ddlivering dust was degth.

The day he cameto live with Cuvein, Elrabin was of-fered ataste. Terrified, he refused. Cuvein had
never of-fered it to him again. They got dong by not discussing it. When Cuvein was high, Elrabintried to
stay out of hisway. Now he looked at hisfather, feeling both disappointed and resentful, and wanted to
leave him here.

But first he had to get what hed comefor. "Cuvein," he said, trying to get his das attention. "Let me
tak withyou."

Cuveinflicked hisears and ignored Elrabin. Pointing at the diagram, he Stared at Tiff, who was Sitting
gravely next to him, abig old spotted Aaroun run to fat, with deepy brown eyesthat hid abrain likea
sted! trap.

"Sothegameisplayed likethis" Cuvein said, tracing adotted line on the diagram. " Piece one goes
thisway. Piece two here.”

"Y ou make the swap with piece three," Tiff said. Hisvoice was husky and very deep. He glanced at
Elrabin and jerked hishead in invitation. ™Y ou come look. Y ou should learn thistoo."

Intrigued, Elrabin joined them at the table. Tiff explained the game again, and Elrabin caught on
quickly.

"l see" he said with excitement. ™Y ou palm the piece as you move it—"

"No!" Cuvein sad sharply, glaring at him. "Pam it when it goes up to the next level "
"Likethis" Tiff said patiently, showing him again.

"I'vegotit,” Elrabin sad.

"You sure?"

He met his da's vague eyes with confidence. "I said I've got it. I'll try it tomorrow on—"
"No," Tiff sadinwarning. "Thisgameisillegd. Bet-ting on it will get you fined."
Elrabin scraiched hisear. ' '‘Betting on alot of thingsisillegd. So?!

"S0 you take heed where you set thisup.”

Tiff had more to say, but Elrabin stopped listening. He could fed his skull from theinside out.
Impatient, he stood up. "Cuvein, we need to go."

"You go," Cuvein said without looking at him. "'I'm busy."
"Then give me the combination—"

Without warning, Cuvein kicked the stool Elrabin had just vacated, sending it crashing hard into
Elrabin'sleg. "Get out!"

Cutting off ayip of pain, Elrabin dodged a second kick and gripped hisaching thigh. He glared at his
da, histemper flaring, and wrinkled hismuzzlein asnarl.

Tiff coughed gruffly, catching his attention. Just for an unwilling ingtant, Elrabin shot his gaze to Tiff's.
Silently, the Aaroun tapped his nostrils.

Understanding his meaning, Elrabin fet histemper fade asfast asit had come. He nodded to Tiff. If
he didn't argue, Cuvein's temper would settle down. Maybe in afew minutes he would be happy and
snging. Inthat mood, he might give Elrabin what he needed.

But right now, Cuvein stared at Elrabin defiantly, dyly, meanly, his earstwitching for sounds Elrabin



didn't hear. "No combination," he said dhrilly. "Get out.”
"Maybe you better go,” Tiff said. "Wait in the gdley with—"

"Thanks, Tiff," Elrabin brokein politely, beginning to pant from the urgency he could no longer
control. He was running out of time, and today time wasimportant. "But | need apill." Usudly he didn't
discussit openly. No one, not even afriend, was supposed to know he was wanted by V Us authorities.
Rewardsfor turning in petty criminadswere collected every day. Don't throw temptation in some-one's
way, Cuvein dways said when he was sober.

"It'swearing off," Elrabin said. As he spoke, he refused to glance a Tiff, who probably now thought
he was ad-dicted to something that would shoot him straight to the guitter.

Stiff-gpined and bristling, Elrabin tried to hold hisdas gaze. "1 need it."

"Go home" Cuvein said without interest. His eyes shifted in the lamplight, and he swayed dightly on
hisstool. "Wait it out like usud."

Elrabin glared at him, trying to break through the dust to thereason in hisdas brain. "I need it,” he
said, hisvoicelow and dmost agrowl. "I got work inan hour. | got to be out. If you ain't got any pillson
you, then | want the combination—"

"No!" Cuvein jJumped up, staggered, and nearly lost his baance. Catching himsdlf againgt the table, he
lowered his head and fumbled in his pocket. "No combination. Rule number one.

Elrabin mouthed the words, echoing him slently. Rule number one meant Cuvein wasin charge.
Cuvein guarded the combination to their tiny safe as hismost prized pos-session. He kept everything
important ingdeit: his payment cards and credit vouchers, hisloaded tri-dice, hislockpicks, avia of the
tiny red Dlexyline pills, and his stash of dust. It was stupid of him not to trust Elrabin, who would never
betray him. Stupid when he was starting to have memory lapses and blackouts. Stupid when sometimes
he wandered off and couldn't be found for days. Rule number one had been established the day Elrabin
persuaded hisdato take himin. It said that Cuvein made the rules. Rule number two was Elrabin did
whatever Cuvein ordered. Rule number three was Elrabin earned his own keep, but Cuvein kept control
of themoney.

"It'swearing off," Elrabin said, trying to keep hisvoice steady. "Y ou didn't come home last night. |
couldn't take—"

"I'll come homewhen | please!” Cuvein shouted. He pulled his dust pouch from his pocket and
dropped it on the table. "Get out."

IIBL[t_H

Tiff came around the table and put hishand on Elrabin's chest, gently pushing him back. "I'll handle
him. Hell be more reasonablein amoment.”

Anger was burning in Elrabin's eyes. "He just took some of that. He don't need more. Don't let him
take more.”

"Hush, now," Tiff said, still pushing him backward. "Don't wetch it. Thisbatch is bad dust. Cheap.
Poorly cut. HEll be better inamoment. I'll ask him then. Y ou go to the galley and get some food."

"But—"

Elsewhere in the house came the ghrill frizzing sound of asecurity field on overload. Both Elrabin and
Tiff froze. The Aaroun's hand tightened into afist around the front of Elrabin's coat. He growled.

Elrabin heard aloud pop, and the lights went out. A second later they came back on, but less brightly
than be-fore. There was the sound of a door being dammed open and the rapid clump of booted feet.

Elrabin and Tiff looked at each other, redization dawn-ing in their eyes.



"Min deith d," Tiff sworein Aaroun. "It'sarad."

The progtitutes jumped up from their tables and ran past Elrabin in slence, leaving awaft of perfume
intheir wake.

Before Elrabin could respond, Tiff shoved him backward through the doorway and dammed it shut.
Elrabin sprang to it, but he heard the locks activate, and aforce field shim-mered across the door's
surface, repdling hishands.

In the distance, Oma roared something Elrabin could not make out. He whirled around and saw six
patrollersin he-mets and black uniforms crowding into the short halway. Each held his stun-stick drawn
and charged.

The progtitutes had dready vanished updairs.

Elrabin swalowed hard. He felt sick at his stomach, and his knees nearly buckled. A terrible rush of
hot weakness passed through his body. He stood frozen for asplit second longer, hismind racing in dl
directions.

He'd broken no laws today. He was carrying no contra-band. He had no tri-dice in his pockets. But
he was wanted for petty thievery, with aten-year count of arrest evason, and he had Dlexylinein his
system. One scan over his body, and he would be hanging in anet faster than he could howl.

Just then he figured the wisest course of action would be to cooperate with the patrollers, not resist
arrest, stand qui-etly, hope for leniency, and maybe talk hisway into are-duced sentence. He had
nothing but that one small offense on his record sheet. He looked reputable enough. He could, in a pinch,
clam he had legd employment, and it might be believed.

Over two meterstal, their black uniforms padded with body armor, crimson stripes of rank on their
collars and deeves, the patrollers gpproached him grimly. Their V Uis faces were concedled by the dark
tinting in their helmet visors. The hum of their activated stun-gticks buzzed through Elrabin's hearing.

He stood there frozen, unable to think, unableto act. Yes, stay calm, hetold himself. Act wise.
Cooperate.

Y egh, right.
Panting hard, he whirled away from them and bolted up-stairs asfast as his feet would carry him.
CHAPTER EIGHT

Darkness held her iniitsicy fingers, gripping tight, and would not let go. Trembling, too terrified to
scream, Ampristried to pull free of the sticky, invisible force which held her, and could not.

A terriblewailing rose in the distance, chilling her blood. Her heart lurched and seemed to stop. Still
pinned so she could not run, she opened her mouth and panted hard.

"Go away! Go away!" she whispered, unable even to clamp her earsflat to her skull to close out the
anguished wails and moans.

"Ampris?' avoice caled. "Amprid"

She gasped aloud, terrified to redize that they knew her name. She understood now that they were
searching for her, getting steadily closer because she could not run.

"Get back!" she shouted. " Get away from me!”

Asthough her voice gave them direction, pale, wraithlike forms appeared suddenly before her. They
surrounded her on dl sides, pressing closer and closer.

They were the ghosts of dead Aarouns, some of them carrying their severed heads beneath their
arms. Their dark eyes held centuries of suffering asthey shuffled closer, moaning.



With ahowl, she pushed through them, and ran. But this part of the palace was strange to her. No
matter which passage she took, it aways turned into a dead end. And the headless Aarouns kept hunting
her, following her through the many rooms and passages.

Softly, their haunting voices continued to cal her name.

"Ampris" cametheir unworldly cries. "Restore us. Give us back our lives. Avenge our mutilations.
Restore us, Ampris. Only you can bring uslife.”

Again she cowered away from them, holding her hands over her muzzle, her ears clamped flat. |
can't," shesaid, sobbing. "I don't know what you want."

"Avengeus..."
"No!"
"Ampris."

She could not bear their coming closer. They were suf-focating her, so many of them, dl horribleto
see. She cringed back from them, screaming.

"Amprid Amprid Ampris!"
Blinking, Ampris opened her eyesto find hersalf being shaken hard. Illumination filled the room. Israi
was grip-ping her by the arms, shaking her, and someone was knock-ing on the door.

Panting hard, ill trembling, Ampristurned her head right and left. The dead Aarouns no longer filled
theroom.

Shegulped in air and pulled free of Israi's grip. It was only adream, sheredized.
Rdieved, she buried her muzzle in her shaking hands.

Isral climbed off Ampriss cot, making it creak. "Go away," she said to the person inquiring & the
door. "Subi attends me. | do not require your attendance.”

The knocking at the door stopped. From the adjoining bathchamber Subi emerged with acup of
water.

The dave would have handed it to Ampris, but Isral took the cup and held it to Ampriss mouth.
"Lapthis’" shesad kindly. "Nightmares aways make methirgty. It will hep.”

Amprisdrank rapidly, her heart till pounding. Israi was right—the cool water did help. Shefound
hersdlf able to breathe more normally. The horror of the dream faded. She looked around at the room,
seeing the disarray of her blan-kets thrown on the floor, the nesting pillows on Israi's large round bed
scattered and the Silk coverlet thrown aside, the lamps burning bright, the disgpproving impatience on
Subi'sface, the kind concerniin Israi's eyes.

Israi sat next to her and gave her ahug. ' 'My poor, poor Ampris,” she said as Subi took the emptied
cup away. "Y ou mustn't et things upset you so much. Were you dreaming the same dream?’

Shame overtook Ampris. She found hersdlf on the verge of sobbing, and fought for self-control.
"Yes," sheadmit-ted, unableto lift her gaze. "The same.”

"Silly," Israi chided her. "The ghosts can't get you. Put them from your mind.”
"I'mtrying,” Amprissaid. "l thought | had. But every night they come back.”

Subi came stumping back through the room and began smoothing the coverson Israi's bed. Her
muzzle was gray and her fur dull. She had a hip growing stiff with age, and her tall upright earstwitched
congtantly. Everyone consid-ered her too old and too ugly to continue in service, yet Israi refused to
dismiss her. Subi was grumpy for aKeith, dways grumbling beneath her breath, but she adored Israi and



wasfiercely loyd to her charge. Anything that made Israi happy, she approved of. Anything that brought
even afrownto Israi'sface, Subi was ready to destroy imme-diately.

She scowled now a Ampris as she plumped a pillow. "Night terrors, hmpf," she said. "Keep your
nose whereit belongs from now on, won't you?'

"Don't scold her," Israi said, rubbing Ampris between her ears. " She's had a bad enough shock as
punishment.”

"Needs more punishment if the sri-Kaa she awakens every night," Subi grumbled.

Isral straightened, dropping her hand from Ampriss head. " She sat up with me every night for aweek
when | had the sniffing fever. Thisistheleast | can doin return.”

Subi plumped another pillow, with even more vigor than before. "Prowling in the trophy room where
shedon't be-long. Hah. Shelll end up on exhibit there if her ways aren't mended soon.”

"Subi!" Isral cried in didiress. "Don't even say such ahorrid thing. Y ou may go.”

Subi stopped her work and bowed low in obedience, but cast aswift, stern glare at Amprisand
bared her teeth before she | eft.

Israi climbed back in her bed and rearranged the pillows to suit hersdlf. Pausing, shelistened a
moment, then smiled at Ampris and patted the coversin invitation.

Ampris scrambled up to join her, grinning in spite of hersaf. Thiswasaspecid treat. Together they
dived be-nesth the covers, leaving the lights shining, and snuggled closer together in the bliss of breaking
Lady Lenith'sex-pressrules.

"Y ou won't have nightmaresin my bed, will you, Am-pris?’
"No."

Israi smiled and pulled her bead doll from benegath a pillow. As ata-chune soon to be avi-adult, Israi
wastoo old for dalls, but this one remained her favorite. She handed it to Ampris. ' 'Y ou may hold her
tonight while you deep, and shelll protect you as she used to protect me."

Ampristook the doll reluctantly. It was agreat honor to be permitted to hold the bead doll, but she
was ta-chune a so and, while she might be younger than Israi, considered herself too old to be comforted
like ahatchling. Ever since sheld entered the trophy room, sheld felt peculiar, as though stretched too far.
She couldn't seem to snap back to the same Ampris she had been before.

"Thank you, Igra," shesad politely.

"The sadnessisreturning to your eyes," Isral said.
"Y ou promised me you wouldn't think about it."
"I'm trying, but sometimes| can't helpit.”

"Then try harder.”

Ampris snuggled againg a pillow, hunching up into aknot around the bead doll. "I bet if you saw a
room full of Vs heads that had been preserved, you'd find it hard to forget.”

Israi'srill roseto full extension and she dapped her tail hard againgt the bed. "That's aterrible thing to
say! Youll get into trouble if anyone hearsyou talk like that.”

"l don't care," Amprissaid sullenly. "Why were the Aarounsin there with the others? Like animas?!
"They are animds” Isra said.

Agtonishment flashed through Ampris. She sat bolt up-right with agrowl. "They arenot! | am not!
How can you say Aarouns are not people?'



Isral gripped her arm and pulled her back under the covers. "Hush. Not so loud.”

"l want to beloud,” Amprissaid. Shefet her anger rising, bringing rebelion withiit. "I want to yell.
Who dared do thisto them?”

"It was my grandfather's trophy room,” Isral said sternly. Y ou may not criticize it.”

Some of Ampriss defiance faded. "Forgive me," she said more quietly. "I do not meanto criticize. |
want to understand. Aarouns are people, aren't they?"

"Yes. Well, dmogt,” Isral amended. "All the abiraraces areintelligent. Otherwise, they wouldn't be
abiru. You know this"

"Yes. That'swhy | don't understand why Aarouns are in the trophy room." Ampris shuddered. "Their
heads and hands hanging there, mounted as though they never thought or spoke or had fedlings.”

"They're there because they weretraitors,”" Isral said. "Insurrectionists who broke into the palace and
tried to assassnate my grandfather.”

Amprisstared at her. ' 'l saw that word on the inscription. What does assassinate mean?"
"It meansto kill someonefor political reasons.”
Amprisgared a Isral in amazement and horror. "That isaterrible thing.”

"Oh, yes" Igral sad, flicking out her tongue casually even as pride swelled in her voice. ' 'No one
talks about it because the rebellion was atiny one, very unimportant. The Aaroun traitors were crushed
right away, and dl the abiru races were punished in retdiation.”

Ampris said nothing, but she felt uncomfortable when Israi talked about the dave racesthisway. So
offhandedly, asthough they barely mattered. "But how did the Aarouns get past the pal ace guards?”’

"They were garden workers," Igral said in aflat voice. "When my grandfather went into his private
garden for anap, they attacked him. He defeated them dl single-handedly. He had nothing except his
ceremonia sword, while they had tools and bludgeons, yet he came to no harm. He was avery great
warior."

"He must have been,” Amprissaid.

"Y es, and afterward he ordered them all executed. He had their heads and hands cut off and brought
here as areminder that—"

Dilating her pupils, Isral stared at Amprisamoment, then looked away. She didn't finish her sentence.
"A reminder of what?' Ampris asked.

Isra turned her back to Amprisand did apillow beneath her plump tail. "Let'sgo to deep.”

Ampris poked her spine. "A reminder of what?'

"It isn't important. It happened along time ago. Y ou mustn't dwell oniit.”

Ampris could hear the discomfort in Israi's voice. She knew |sral was evading her, but she didn't
understand why. Ampris sighed. She hated it when everyone seemed to com-prehend something she did
not.

"Pleasetdl me" she begged. "I want to know."
"Youll have bad dreamsagain.”
"No | won't."

Israi tilted her head to one Side, clearly not believing that promise. "Y ou won't like what | haveto say.
| would rather not discussit.”



"Thank you for sparing my fedings" Amprissaid po-litely, "but | do want to know."

Israi'srill rose behind her head in annoyance. "Very well. Snceyou ingst. The Aarouns hang there as
are-minder that no one of the abiru can ever be trusted.”

Ampriswaited amoment, but that was dl I1srai said. Asthe silence between them lengthened, Israi's
words soaked deeper into Ampriss understanding. Sheflattened her earsin hurt. "Ever?

"That isthewarning,”" Isral said. She met Amprissgaze. "'l told you that you would not likeit."
"Do you distrust me?" Amprisasked in avery smdl voice.

Isral sat up and drew her closeinahug. "Silly fur-face" she said with affection, tugging on one of
Amprissears. "'If | did, would | share my room with you? My bed? My lessons? My toys? You're
different.”

"But | an Aaroun.”

"1 know, but not really. Y ou've been mine since your first week of life. Y ou aren't like the others.
Y ou're specid. Never consder yoursdf one of them.”

Some of Amprissdistressfaded. She hugged Israi back, closing her eyes. "'l would never hurt you,
Israi. | would never turn againgt you."

"Of course you wouldn't,” Israi said. She wriggled free of Ampriss strong embrace. "Now don't crush
me. And don't think about this again. It happened along time ago, and it has nothing to do with you or
rrE.ll

"I'm glad,” Amprissaid in relief. Then another thought occurred to her. * 'Isthiswhy the courtiers do
not like me? Lord Fazhmind and the others? Because of what those other Aarouns did?’

Isral yawned. "Fazhmind does not like you because you bit him when you werelittle. Everyone
laughed a him be-cause heissuch afool.”

"Yes, but the others—"

"They are stupid grown-ups, with stupid pregjudices. We do not regard their opinions,” Israi said,
sounding very imperid. "Now will you promise to go to deep and have no more bad dreams?'

"l promise” Amprissaid.

"And you will not think about it, or brood, or let your fedings be hurt?”
Ampris nodded.

Israi clapped her handsin satisfaction. "Good. Then let usgo to deep.”

She curled hersdlf on her sde around her nest of pillows and closed her eyes.

Ampris sat there, however. Her thoughts were spinning. There was too much to think about for her to
fed deepy.
Isral poked her. "Go to deep. That's an imperia order.”

Ampris stuck her head out from under the covers. "Lights, out,” she commanded, and the lamps
dimmed &t once.

In the gloom that engulfed her, however, she shivered, feeling once again the ghostly touch of her
kinsmen who had died in the Kaals garden, a garden where only afew days before she had played
gamesin ignorance. Under-standing where hatred came from did not make it easier to endure. She was
blamed by Lady Lenith and others for something she had not done. She was amazed that |srai had ever
been permitted to keep her.

Isral poked her again, harder thistime. "Get settled and go to deep,” she said sharply. "Or I'll make



you go back to your own bed."

In obedience, Amprislay down and snuggled againgt her share of the pillows. Soon she could hear
Israi's measured breathing, deep and dow. But Ampris could not deep.

Every time she closed her eyes, memories came legping back, too sharp, too horrible.

What had driven the Aaroun gardenersto attack their kaa? What had rilled their heartswith so much
hatred? What had turned them so far from obedience and respect? Ampris had never heard anyone call
Israi's grandfather un-just or cruel. Had the Aarouns themsealves been evil ? Had they been insane? What
politica reasons could they have had for trying to kill the Imperia Father? It was a shocking, unthinkable,
blasphemous act.

She thought of the present Kaa, who wasregal and ter-rifying, yet kind and gentle. Hewas a scholar,
ahigtorian, with countlessinterests and infinite patience. He had given Israi permission to keep Ampris.
When they were younger, he used to come by once aday and watch them playing together. He had
permitted Isral to teach Ampristhe Vs language. While al the household daves understood V Us, none
of them save Ampriswas alowed to speak it. He had consented to Ampriss attending |srai's lessons.

Asaresult, Ampris could read and write. She knew most of the coordinates of the empire, most of
the names of the principa inhabited worlds which composed it. She even knew which congtellation
contained the Aaroun home-world, not that she had any desireto vigt it. And she was beginning to
understand the connection of mathematicsto other things more interesting, such asmusic and the
draw-ing of houses. Her life was good, and now and then the Kaawould rub her between the ears or
smile a her casu-dly. Such moments were blessings that she treasured. At times she dmost imagined him
to be her father too. It was good to have a pretend father, good to be praised by some-one so glorious.

Ampris could not conceive of why anyone would want to hurt the Kaa. Troubled by the possibility,
ghe pushed the matter from her mind, unwilling to think about it anymore.

But ingtead, the ghosts came crowding back insde her thoughts, many more than the five mutilated
assassnsin the trophy room. Hundreds of ghosts, thousands of ghosts, al Aaroun, dl crying out to her
with words she did not understand. Was the ghost of her mother among them? The mother she could not
clearly remember? What did they want from her? Why did they haunt her deep night after night? Why
did they cry out for vengeance? And vengeance for what?

Her thoughts chased diemselves endlesdy, but Ampris found no answers through the long, empty
night.
CHAPTER HNF

Elrabin raced up the sairs, his coattails flying out behind him. He wanted to howl at his own stupidity,
but he knew it would be awaste of bresth. Right now he had to focus on getting out of this brothel with
his hide intact. He wasn't too worried about Cuvein downgtairs. His da had the gift of getting out of any
Stuation, no matter how tight. Long ago the two of them had agreed that if trouble came, it was every
Keith for himsdlf.

Shouting, the patrollers came thudding upstairs after him. With every bootstep he heard, Elrabin's
confidence seeped farther away. Fear squeezed his heart, and his ears kept flicking back, swiveling to the
sounds of pursuit.

Never lead the patrollers on achase unless you know the territory, he reminded himsdlf. Well, it was
too late to second-guess himsalf now.

He gained the landing by leaping over the last two steps, gripping therailing, and using his momentum
to ding him-sdf up and around the corner. A rapid, whipping sound passed by him, missing him by scant
centimeters.



Elrabin's mouth went dry. He dammed his back against the wall and panted there for a second,
redizing just how close hed cometo being stunned.

Hed never been hit, but he knew the sound well enough. Cuvein had described it.

"Like needing to throw up, only you can't. Like being jabbed al over with red-hot needles, itching
bad while al your nerves go crazy. Like knowing you got to run, got to move, but you just lie there,
helplessin the dust like the garbage they think you are. And then they drag you off, tank you, sdll youto a
daver, or give you to the lab cregps for experimentation. Think ahead. Don't get yoursdlf into anything
where they're going to come after you with stun-sticks.”

So much for fatherly advice. If it weren't for Cuvein, he wouldn't be here now.

Muittering to himself, Elrabin glanced around swiftly to gain his bearings. He wasin anarrow, gloomy
hallway, dimly lit by lamps placed between a double row of closed doors. A window &t the end of the
hallway looked like his only hope for getting away. If he could gain that, he had a chance.

But the patrollers were nearly to the top of the stairs, nearly upon him. HeEd never get to the window
before they rounded the corner and saw him. They'd have aclear, easy shot. Already the hide between
his shoulder bladeswasitching.

Feeling a surge of near-panic, heran to the nearest door and touched the pad.
Locked.

He ran to the next.

Locked.

Fighting the desperate urge to pound on the chesp pand, he flung himself diagonally acrossthe
hallway to another door and touched the pad.

The door did open silently, and he sumbled insde, off-balance and nearly fdling.

Theinsde of the room was pitch-black, with acloying scent choking the air. Someone giggled, then
twin pairs of hands gripped him and pulled him forward.

He recognized the giggling, recognized the scent, and his heart skipped abesat in arush of exhilaration
mingled with dismay. By luck or fate, held found the quarters of the pink Keth twinswho'd laughed a
him earlier. Thiswasthe opportunity of hislife, and he didn't have timeto take advantage of it.

They werelaughing now asthey tugged him from sde to Sde, reaching for his coat, fingersruffling
through hisfur, adim, scented muzzle diding dong his.

He drew back, his heart pounding too fast, trying to keep his head, trying to keep his coat on.
"Wait," he said desperately, hisvoice two notches shriller than normal.

One of them was licking him between the eyes, finding a place that made him shiver. His senseswere
swimming. He couldn't think, couldn't get away from them.

"Stop!" he said, hisears straining for sounds of the V Us patrollers outside. He panted for air, then
jerked himself freewith aviolent twist of hisshoulders.

Ashedid so, he heard arip of cloth, and his new coat became a casualty.
"l need away out of here," he said, hisvoice low and urgent. -
Although he half expected them to rush him in the dark-ness, they stayed back.

"The only way out isthe way you camein,” one of them replied. Her voice was throaty for aKeith.
She had away of speaking that made every word suggestive.

But he was too worried to think about that now. He had to get out before the room became atrap.



"They'rein the halway, searching therooms," the other twin said. Her voice was thin and high, but
she spoke softly. "'l can hear them. | think they're questioning Tenia."

Panting, Elrabin listened through the door to the harsh, authoritative V Uis voices and soft femae
replies.

Dismay leaked through him. He wanted to race around the room, to fight, claw, bite. He wanted to
howl. He wanted to sink to the floor and curl himself into atight ball.

But he could do none of those things. He was amale, nearly grown, and supposed to be able to
handlehimsdf.

"I'mwanted," he said, spilling his secret. "If they scanme, I'm—"
"Too young," one of thetwins said.
He bristled at once. "I've been on the streets since | was alit. | know about—"

"Illegd, but plausible," the other twin replied as though he hadn't spoken. "He's old enough. And
what's another minor charge on our record sheets?"

Elrabin glared, wishing he could see them in the dark-ness. "What are you taking about?'

"A stupid one, but cute," the low-voiced one said with asigh. Her partner giggled, and aflush of
embarrassment spread beneath Elrabin's hide. "For seventy credits, well save you.”

"Doneg" he said without hesitation. "But how—"

They swarmed him, giggling in away that gave him hisanswer. Pulling off his coat and bdlt, they
pushed him into asoft pile of cushions and snuggled up againgt him, just a split second before the door
circuitsfried and the panel was shoved open.

Light spilled into the room, momentarily dazzling Elra-bin and reveding to him how narrow and
cramped the space actually was. The bed cushionsfilled most of the area, a ong with a couple of wooden
chestsand asmall curtained acove off to one side.

Squinting, he stared at the patroller looming in the door-way. The V Uis seemed to go dl the way to the
celling. The black visor of his helmet permitted no glimpse of hisface. His crimson stripes of sergeant
rank stood out boldly againgt his black uniform. Slung about his hipswas a heavy belt holding his comm,
sniffer link, stun-stick, and a stan-dard-issue sidearm. Body armor protected histail, and heheld a
circuit-cutter in hishand.

Smoke from the ruined door control pad curled its ten-drils about the patroller, who stared down at
Elrabininslence.

Sprawled on the floor with the twins, Elrabin found him-sdf frozen with terror.

"Name!" the sergeant demanded.

Elrabin opened his mouth. He couldn't speak, couldn't think. At any moment, he knew, he would be
scanned. Then the patroller would have hisidentity, hisrecord, and full knowledge of theillega drugin
his system.

The bolder of thetwinsgiggled, and her pink-furred hand gripped him unexpectedly in away that
made him yelp. He sat bolt upright, gasping, while both of them giggled harder.

The other one stroked his muzzle, opening atiny via under his nogtrilswith aquick, practiced motion.
The world suddenly went blue and white. He opened his mouth, fedl-ing his eyes cross, and histerror
floated to one Side as though it now belonged to someone el se.

He watched the sergeant approach them asif he were covering agreat distance.



"Get away from him," the sergeant commanded. "Now!"

Someone giggled asthe twins complied, and finaly El-rabin redlized that he was the one laughing. He
dropped back bonelesdly into the cushions and smiled up at the Vis.

The scan buzzed through his body, and he enjoyed that too.
"Get up," the sergeant said, kicking him with his boot toe.

Elrabin waved at him with hisfoot and let his gaze wan-der gppreciatively over the pink twins. The
light was very strange, making them seem more purple than pink, and they shimmered at the edges.

"'What did you give him?" the sergeant asked.

Thetwins circled each other before one stood behind the other and rested her chin on her shoulder.
"Theusud." shereplied. "He was nervous, the supid lit. Likethey al arether first time here.”

"He'snot lega age.”
Thetwins shared dumbfounded looks. "He's not?"

The sergeant'stail switched once before he brought it under control. He reached for his comm. " Get
in here. I've got an underage customer who can't be scanned.”

The other patrollers appeared at the doorway afew sec-onds later. To Elrabin they all seemed
extremdly tall. He wondered hazily how they could fit into the room, but when hetried to ask the question
his tongue seemed to wrap around itsdf, and nothing came out of his mouth but agiggle.

"Take him downgdtairs,” the sergeant ordered. He opened asmall data screen and entered some
codes. "'l got two Keith females, progtitute grade,” he reported verbally toit. ' "Working in the Street of
Regard. Owner isan Aar-oun named Tiff. License number one-zero-four-four-eight. Violation of city
ordinancesten, four, seven, and nineteen. Sixty-credit fine for the prodtitutes. Eighty-credit finefor the
owner. Other charges pending against owner. Stand by."

He closed the data screen and returned his attention to the twins. ™Y ou will pay those Sixty credits
within aone-day cycle, or your finewill be doubled.”

Thetwinssghed. "Y ou make it rough for working fe-males—"
"Silencel Give your compliance, or the fine will be dou-bled right now."
Resentment filled their eyes. "Well comply.”

The sergeant swung away from them to face his squad and gestured at Elrabin. "Take him
downdairs."

By thetimethey carried Elrabin down to the opulent receiving room, the scent cones were burning
out, the lamps had been switched to bright, and Omaand Tiff were stand-ing slently in one corner while
apatroller scanned their transaction records.

Elrabin's potion was wearing off. He no longer felt any desireto laugh, and nausea boiled in his
someach. Shiver-ing, helay on the floor where the patrollers dumped him and wondered what the twins
had given him. While the substance had protected him initidly, he wasn't sure how long its effectswould
last. The downside felt so bad he almost wished held been stunned instead.

The patrollers herded dl the employees downstairs and grouped them in the receiving room aswell. It
was getting crowded, but Elrabin redized he didn't see Cuvein any-where.

Despite his physical misery, he had to admire his da. Obvioudy Cuvein had dipped out during the
initid con-fusion. He had a gift for avoiding trouble. He could vanish like smoke, without atrace. He
knew every Sde Street, every back alley, every sewer main access point. He had taught Elrabin how to
take to the rooftopsif necessary. How to blend into a crowd, never running to attract atten-tion, aways



staying cam, aways keeping his head.
Right then, lying on the floor with his ssomach cramping and hislimbs under no control at dl, Elrabin

felt disgusted with himself. He hadn't kept his head. He hadn't stayed cam. Instead, he had run for it, and
landed himself deeper into trouble.

The sergeant saluted an officer with acrimson collar of rank and pointed at Elrabin. "He was coming
out of the gambling end of the establishment when we first saw him. When he ran from us, wefigured he
must be up to some-thing. We pursued and made target acquisition upstairs.”

Elrabin groaned to himsdlf. If held only stood his ground. If he'd only stayed calm. He could have
bluffed hisway out. Damn.

"What's hisidentity regigiration tell us?’
"Nothing, Sr."

The lieutenant raised his black visor to reved dark blue skin and Vs eyes of vivid crimson. Hiseye
color extended on either side of hishead in striking contrast, blending pur-pie streaks into the shades of
blue and dark green that marked hisrill.

"Nothing?"' the lieutenant repeated. Heflicked out histongue and turned his cold crimson eyes on
Elrabin. "Ishisimplant in place?"

"Yes gr."
"Run adrug scan on him.”

Two other patrollers gripped Elrabin by hisarms and pulled him to hisfeet. Small spasms of returning
life ran through his muscles, but he hardly cared. He wasfinished now. It was all a matter of what kind of
sentence they would deal him on-gite. Wrist cutters would be the mildest fate he could hope for. Being
sold to hard labor would be worse. The labs, he wasn't even going to think about.

Panting, hetried to face those black visors without show-ing fear, tried to look brave, tried to ook
defiant. But he was whining softly in the back of histhroeat, barely ableto keep himsdlf from howlingin
despair. His bowelswere water. Hislegs wouldn't support him. Thumping ingde him like hisown
heartbeet were the saf-recriminations. you shouldn't have run; you shouldn't have come here; even high
on dust, Cuvein is smarter than you; he's free and you're doomed.

"Lieutenant,” Elrabin said, gasping out the word.
The Vs didn't even glance a him in response.
The sergeant struck Elrabin across the muzzle with the grip of his stun-stick. " Silence!™

Reding back from the blow, Elrabin bit off ayep of pain. The patrollerslifted him higher on his
sagging legs, forcing him to stand. Gasping, he struggled to master the pain and ran histongue gingerly
aong his mouth where blood was trickling, hot and sdty.

He couldn't give up, hetold himsalf. He had to think of something. And he would.
The scanner buzzed across him, making him dizzy. The sergeant looked at the readout. " Traces of
Venoyl and Dlexyline."

"lllegd,” the lieutenant sngpped with harsh satisfaction. "Venoyl rates afine. Dlexyline usageisamaor
offense, meriting sdeto hard labor." His gaze bored into Elrabin, who had forgotten to breathe. "'l could
change that sentenceif you tell me the name of your supplier.”

Elrabin nearly blurted out Cuvein's name, then bit it back, horrified at his own weakness. He wasn't
going to betray hisda, who'd given him ahome of sorts, raised him, taught him how to make hisown
way. It waswhat the V is dways wanted, he thought bitterly, trying to turn abiru againgt abiru, trying to



keep them divided and suspicious of each other.

"Y ou have one chance," the lieutenant said to him sternly, flicking out histongue. ' 'Who isyour
supplier?’

Elrabin's gaze shifted around wildly before he mastered himself. He shivered in the patrollers hold and
forced him-sdf to meet the lieutenant's gaze. "Go fertilizeaToth,” he said.

Someone in the crowded room gasped. The lieutenant's gaze grew still and cold. Because of the
confines of hishemet, he could not extend hisrill, but itsfolds turned a bright crimson that matched his
eyes.

The sergeant drew his Sidearm, but the lieutenant stopped him with agesture.

"Do not waste your ammunition,” he said, and hisvoice was very calm and brittle.

Elrabin swalowed, flicking his ears back, aware that at any moment the patrollerswould beat him to
apulp.

"Run the scanner again. Burn through the Dlexyline on maximum setting if you must. | want this
creature'siden-tity.”

Elrabin cursed slently to himsdlf. The lieutenant could not be rattled or deflected, it seemed, not even
withinsults

"1 will have your name," the lieutenant said coldly to him. "I will have your lodging address. | will
locate every friend, every acquaintance, every contact you—"

"Save the speech," Elrabin said ruddy. "My regigtra-tion code will tell you my name and not much
else. Most of your central data banks are old, out-of-date, corrupted, or not working. So why not
charge me, give memy fine, and let me go?"

Hewas struck again, hard enough to make his earsring. Sagging back, helet hishead lall on his
shoulderswhilelittle black dots bounced across hisvision.

By the time he could blink, remember his name, and determine which way was up, the scanning was
over. Hisskin itched under hisfur. His mouth felt dry, with aqueer, metallic taste. His eyes burned, and
he had a headache.

"HisnameisElrabin, gr," the sergeant reported. "Born to Keith registrants, Cuvein and Magathin. No
known street address. Magathin islisted in the dead registry—"

"No!" Elrabin burst out, too shocked to keep quiet. " She—"
"Slenca"

His protest stopped, and Elrabin lowered his head with his earsflattened. Insde he had to fight an
unexpected surge of grief. He hadn't seen his mother in years, not since the day he'd walked out and
abandoned her and the younger lits. He hadn't called her in dl thistime. Hadn't spoken to her. Hadn't
sent her asingle message. Now hefdlt ashamed of himsdlf, redlizing he had been crue to leave her that
way. Had she worried about him? Had she searched for him, walking the streets until hope left her? Or
had she been relieved that there was one less mouth to feed?

A burning sensation filled histhroat. He wanted to tip back his head and unleash the grief howl, but he
choked it back.

The lieutenant was watching him like a predator, mer-ciless and intent. "What else?' he asked.
"Wanted for petty theft. Arrest evasion at least ten years.”

The lieutenant's thin tongue flickered out, and his cold, crimson eyes dilated dightly. "Ah. That done
warrantsthewrist cutters. Take him outside to the street, where he can be an example.”



Elrabin'searsroared, and al the strength melted from his body, along with his defiance.

Someone elsein the room spoke out, and the lieutenant turned sharply to sweep the room with his
gaze. "V isjusticeis swift," he said to everyone. "V Usjustice will not be mocked." His gaze flicked back
to Elrabin and lingered there just long enough for Elrabin to see the crud satisfac-tion in hiseyes. "The
arrest evasion plus usage of Dlexy-lineindicates a hardened criminal mentality. He cannot be reformed,
but he can be stopped. Sergeant.”

"Yes gr?'

The lieutenant's gaze remained on Elrabin's face as though waiting to see hisreaction. "Take off both
hands."

The sergeant sauted and made his response, but Elrabin could barely hear the words for the
increased roaring in his ears. His heart pounded like thunder in his chest. He could not fed his hands,
could not fedl hisfeet. Panting in fear, hetried desperately to think of something he could do, something
he could say, but histhroat choked up and he could utter nothing.

They dragged him around, and he had one glimpse of the gathered progtitutes, huddled asfar from
him asthey could get. None of the femaeswould meet his eyes, not even the twin Keithswith their dyed
pink fur. He would never be able to pay them their seventy credits, and they all knew it. The Rgject had
hooded her face in the presence of the Viis males. She stood apart from the others, in the corner, with
her back to everyone.

Elrabin understood, even in the throttling grip of hisfear. He was sentenced and doomed. No one
could hdp him.

How would he live? How could he work with no hands? How could he feed himsdalf? He would be
forced to beg, adisgusting cripple holding an dms bowl in his mouth, drooling for mercy. He would never
be able to afford syn-thetic replacements for his severed appendages, not that marked thieveswere
alowed to own prosthetics anyway.

Or maybe hewouldn't live at al. Maybe he would bleed to death out therein the gutter outside Tiff's
establishment.

Thewhining started in the back of histhroat. It shamed him, but he couldn't contral it, couldn't stop it.
The patrollers heard him and laughed.

Tiff stepped forward. "Wait."

"Stand back, you," the sergeant said harshly. "Interfer-ence will cost you additiond fines."

"Have mercy,” Tiff said, ignoring the warning. Omaglared a him asthough he had lost hismind. Even
Elra-bin—athough grateful—was astonished that Tiff would risk himsdf likethis. "ThisKeth isunderage,
not even fully adult yet. Do not maim him for such asmall crime, committed so long ago. Wheat did he
sted? A trinket or two? Some food perhaps? Isthat all you can find on hisrecord sheet? Isit worth this
terrible pendty?'

The sergeant hissed behind his visor, but the lieutenant stepped forward to gaze at Tiff.
"What isyour interest here?"

"Elrabinisthe son of afriend," Tiff said without flinching.

"Do you supply him with Dlexyline?'

Aghast that Tiff had brought himself under suspicion, Elrabin opened his mouth, but the chunky old
Aaroun lifted his deepy eyesto meet the lieutenant's. "I know nothing of such adrug,” he said, honesty
firmin hisvoice. "I keep aclean establishment. There has never been trouble with drugs here. Thisis
known."



The lieutenant gestured impatiently. "Then keep quiet. Thisisno affair of yours."

"Havemercy," Tiff said again, while Omagrowled in her throat & him. Heignored her, hisgaze
deadfast on the lieutenant. "I will pay hisfine, and Elrabin will not stedl again. | give you my word.”

Severd of the patrollerslaughed insde their hemets. Thelieutenant inflated hisair sacs, saying, "The
word of an Aaroun? Do you dare equate yoursdlf with the V Us, that you think your word isvalid?'

His scorn was brutal. Shame flashed across Tiff's spotted face, and he glanced down submissively
before stepping back.

Omagrabbed hisarm and growled something in his ear. He didn't ook up.

"Enough of thisplace," the lieutenant said, glancing around impatiently. ' 'It stinks of chegp scent and
mest. Our tip was afalse one. We have netted nothing but this one pathetic thief. Take him out, and let us
be done here."

Panicfilled Elrabin. He struggled with al hismight, but the patrollers held him easily. They forced him
outsdeinto thetwilight. Cold rain dtill fell in a steady downpour, wash-ing across the street and gurgling
inthedrains. No traffic passed by. The other brothels had lit their yellow lamps over their doors, but
otherwise looked closed. No one took chances with two patroller skimmers hovering on park in the
dreet, lights flashing in broken refractions through the rain.

"Put arestraint bar on him," the sergeant ordered. Little droplets of rain beaded and ran down his
visor. Behind them, the lieutenant lingered under the awning, as though reluctant to get his uniform wet.

Or maybe, Elrabin thought with scorn, he was afraid Keith blood might spurt al over him.

While apatroller brought arestraint bar and the wrist cutters from one of the skimmers, the others
surrounded Elrabin, each taking firm hold. He panted hard, unable to believe it was happening. He had
feared thisso long, yet held never actudly believed hewould findly get caught. Not like this, not today.

They weren't going to be kind enough to give him a sedative first. Laughing among themsdlves, they
gpokein V Us as though believing he couldn't understand their words.

Hedidn't care what they said. Thewrist cuttersfilled his attention. Even in the gloom of approaching
night and the steady patter of rain he could see that the steel blades were stained with blood dried black,
except at the edges, which had been freshly ground and sharpened. The metal there gleamed bright.

"Pull his handsforward,” the sergeant ordered. "Then lock his ebowswith the bar. | don't want it
getting splashed. If blood corrodesitsfinish, Supplieswill ingst on docking our wages.”

Elrabin fought and struggled with al his might, but they were too strong for him. One of the patrollers
held his stun-gtick to Elrabin's throat, and Elrabin froze in mid-struggle, breathing hard and keening in his
throdt.

Heno longer cared if they saw hisfear. He no longer cared if they laughed at him.
When thewrist cutters did their work, hislife would be over.

Therestraint bar was fitted across the insde of his &-bows, but before it could be locked on, a shout
came from down the strest.

The sergeant turned, and even the lieutenant stepped out into the rain as an additional squad of
patrollers came marching up. Their uniformswere mud-splattered, and they came dragging aprisoner in
an arrest net, floating on itsantigrav field.

By the timethey arrived, Elrabin recognized the pris-oner's gray fur with the digtinctive white markings
adong throat and muzzle.

His heart sank with fresh dismay. So Cuvein'sluck had aso run out. Truly, thiswas an evil night.



The lieutenant bent down to peer at the prisoner, ignoring the salutes. "Isthisthe one?’
"Yes gr."
"Good work."

"Wefound him hiding in aventilation tunnel. We dso found this." The patroller making the report
produced two dust pouches, one the dim one Elrabin had seen his dausing earlier, the other larger and
fatter. "And this" The patroller held out a data crystal, which the lieutenant took eagerly.

"A lig of hisnetwork?"
"Wethink s0."
"Excdlent.

Astonished, Elrabin stared at Cuvein, unableto bdieveit. Since when had his da become a supplier?
And who had laid thetip, bringing the patrollers here tonight for this raid? What was going on?

"Cuvein?' hecdled.
"Shut up," hisdasaid, growling. "It's planted evidence, every hit of it. Runif you can.”

The lieutenant was laughing. He tossed the data crystd in the ar and caught it before tucking it safely
away. "That promotion isnow mine," he said in triumph. " See that the Aaroun female gets her reward.”

Rage burned in Elrabin. Omahad betrayed them. Why? Just because Cuvein hadn't paid for afew
bad throws of tri-dice? Just because his bar bill was bigger than his purse? Elrabin wanted to throttle her.
He'd promised he would settle his da's debt. He'd given hisword.

But promises meant nothing. He knew he wouldn't have paid it, not dl of it, not unlessforced to. It
seemed Oma understood the rules of the street too.

The sergeant snapped to attention. "Do you want an execution on the spot, sir? Or an arraignment at
head-quarters?’

"Don't beafoal," the lieutenant said sharply. "Mark the death pendty on the officid report, but don't
ask me to waste good money when he can be sold to alabor camp. Fear not. You will dl get ashare,”
he added, glancing around at the patrollers.

Elrabin snorted to himsdlf. Vs corruption. Y ou could count on it like therain of winter.

Then herealized no one was paying him any attention. Even the patrollers holding him were watching
the officer and the new prisoner. Elrabin had made plenty of mistakes tonight, but he didn't intend to
make any more.

Swinging around, he twisted sharply to break himsdf free of their grip. One of them reached for him,
but Elrabin rammed the V Usin the midriff with the end of the restraint bar clamped on hisarms. The
patroller went staggering back, and Elrabin swung around just in time to duck the grab of the other one.

Crouching low, he scuttled away afew steps, dropping to his knees and skidding around. Ashedid
30, he pressed the end of the restraint bar againgt the rain-dick pavement and used the leverage to pop it
off hisarms. He thanked the gods that it hadn't been locked yet.

Vsfingers grabbed at him from behind, scratching through hiswet fur without much purchase.
Elrabin picked up the restraint bar and swung it around like a club.

It cracked across a patroller'slegs and brought him down with abellow of pain.

Staggering to hisfeet, Elrabin nearly lost his balance, but managed to get upright. He started toward
the patrollers with the club upraised, intending to rescue Cuvein, but the sergeant aimed his sun-gtick a
Elrabin and fired.



It clipped him on hisright sde, making him fedl as though he had been cut in half. Dropping the
resraint bar with aclaiter, hefdl heavily, landing on his stunned side and never feding theimpact.

Hisright side was dead. Nothing worked, no matter how much he struggled. Floundering desperately
with hisleft arm, Elrabin got to his hands and knees, tried to crawl forward, and fell again.

He could hear bootsteps, and fear drove him up once more. Thistime he haf crawled, haf dragged
himself into the gutter. Water swept dong its channd, icy cold and mak-ing him gasp. With hisgood
fingers, hefdlt dong desper-atdly, seeking agrating that he could pull up.

"Get him!" the sergeant ordered.

Hefdl again, facedown in the water, and the mild current swept him aong the gutter, faster than he
could drag him-self. Bumping and sputtering, he lifted his muzzle from the water and glanced back at his
pursuers. He didn't have a chance.

"L et the creature go," the lieutenant said. "'l have what | need. Our night is proving profitable enough
without hunt-ing down one worthlessthief in the dark.”

Rdief sagged through Elrabin. Lowering hishead dmost into the filthy water, he used hisleft aam to
guide and pull himsdf dong, buoyed by the gutter current. Behind him, he could hear muted soundsin the
distance as the skimmers were loaded up. They flew off in the opposite direction, searchlights stabbing
the darkness briefly before they were gone.

Elrabin bumped againgt a heavy grating. The water rushed over and benesath him, sucking itself down
into the sewer main below. He clung there, braced haf out of the water, and tipped up hisfaceto the
dill-fdlingrain.

Only then did he cry out, hisgrief and anger throbbing harshly from histhroat.

A fit of coughing interrupted his howl of mourning and brought him back from the dangerous edge of
his emotions. He knew he couldn't afford to give way, not here, not now.

Hewasfree, and hewas dive. But hefdt far from lucky. For now, he had to hide himself, avoiding
anyplace those who knew him would think of looking. That meant he couldn't go home, couldn't go to
any of the usual haunts. Omas betraya meant hisda's cronies might also sell El-rabin out, now that they
knew he had arecord.

It was acold thought of no comfort.

Shivering, Elrabin swalowed hisgrief and pulled open the heavy grating. He hesitated there, a
hunched figurein therainy darkness, fearing to lower himsdlf into agill-greater darkness. Skekslivedin
the tunnels beneath the streets, dong with other creatures. But Skeks were merely scavengers, no matter
how |oathsome, and he knew he could fight them off if necessary. Tonight, the only pred-ators he knew
about were aboveground. And they al wore the name friend.

vilHal Ell

In the morning, Ampris awakened to find hersalf back in her own cot, snugly tucked beneath her
blankets. Subi had put her there, she supposed. Subi aways did, so that Lady Lenith would not catch
them.

Isral sat up in her nest of cushions, yawned hugely, and stretched her rill to its maximum extension.
"Thesunisshining," she said. Bright-eyed and cheerful, she was a-ready brimming with plans. "Let's
haveapicnic."

Ampris panted with excitement. Sheloved it when Isral planned a special occasion. "When?"

"Today. Well makeit agrand, outdoor luncheon. By midday the sun will bewarm. And | know the
perfect spot.”



"The clearing by the stream,” Ampris guessed.

Israi laughed with gpprova. "Of coursel | shal wear fur robes, and you wool. There arethoseold
costumes in the storage rooms that we can dress up in. Well pretend that we are grand court ladiesin the
old dynasty of Ruverl."

"Who?'

"My great-grandfather. He who built thislodge," Isral said impatiently. ' 'Because we are having a
historical pic-nic, we must not ride up to the clearing on skimmers. In-stead we will walk."

Amprisblinked. "It'salong climb.”

"Don't belazy. Wewill wak," Isral said. "We will take thick blanketsto spread over the ground, and
only onedaveto serveus.”

"Let'stake Moscar,” Ampris said. "He's strong enough to carry everything.”

Israi's green eyes gleamed. When she emerged from her morning ablutions, her skin oiled and
glowing, her fur-lined tunic cut loose in the back to conceal her tail as modesty required, she grabbed
Ampris by the hand and went dashing down the corridor to the central section of the lodge.

There, they hated by the main staircase, breathless and giggling. Israi beckoned for apageto
approach her.

He came at once, bowing low. "Y es, highness?"

' "Take amessage to the cook. | wish apicnic feast pre-pared for today. | shall want carnela cream,
plenty of fruit tarts, candied granapes, and spiced antas.”

The page bowed again. "Forgive me, highness, but it is supposed to rain.”

Isra eyed him coldly. "Did | request your opinion?”

"No, highness"

"Then bequiet." Isra turned to Ampris. Y ou may pick two of your favorite foods aswell.”
Ampris beamed eagerly. ' Thank you. | want—"

"But no meat,” |sra said sternly. "'l refuse to watch you gnaw on bones.”

"Spicemeats?' Amprisasked hopefully.

Isra flicked out her tongue. "That's davefood.”

Amprislowered her gaze to mask her disgppointment. Spicemests were delicious, but she knew
when Israi would not relent. "May | have civa cakes?!

Igral laughed. "Y ou always want civa cakes. What else?

Ampristhought hard but she couldn't think of anything permissible she wanted besdes thosetiny,
mouthwatering confections. They melted on the tongue with the most ex-quisite flavors. She swallowed,

aready longing for them.
"Lotsof civacakes" shesad.

Isral sghed indulgently and returned her gaze to the page. "'Y ou heard that.”

"Yes highness™

Iga flicked her fingersin dismissd. "Seethat it isdone.”

"Yes, highness." The page hurried avay, and Isral turned to Ampriswith an air of satisfaction.
"There" shesad. "l likemy ideavery well."



" likeit too," Amprissaid.
"Then let us go and select our costumes.”
Together they started upstairs, but avoice called them back.

It belonged to ata-chune Viis male, scrawny and with skin variegated in tones of bright blue and
green. Hewas one of Israi's egg-brothers, named Ovid. Both Israi and Ampris despised him.

"Where are you going?' he demanded.
Isral lifted her head very haughtily. ' 'l do not answer to you.”

Hefrowned. "It wasacivil question. Y ou could at least be politeto me, Israi. After dl, oneday | shall
be your chancdlor.”

"Not whilel live"

Thetwo Vissblingsglared at each other. Ampris, fed-ing uncomfortable with the argument, tried to
edge past Israi and keep going up the stairs, but Israi stopped her.

"Go and bite him, Ampris," she commanded. "Bite him and shake him hard enough to snap his skinny

Amprisstared & Israi in surprise, even as her fur siood on end in mingled embarrassment and
annoyance. She did not likeit when Israi used thistone with her. It wasrare, and done only in public, but
it made Amprisfed asinsgg-nificant asdugt. It wasthe tone dl Vs nobles used with their daves,
crestures who were ignored and used like fur-niture was used. The command itself wasin poor taste, not
even funny, and that embarrassed Ampris even more.

Amprissaid nothing.

After amoment, when Ampris made no move toward him, Oviel managed to stop looking alarmed.
Ignoring Am-pris, dthough his gaze flickered to her more than once, hegavelsra athinsmile. "l anglad
your pet does not aways obey you."

"The taste of your flesh would poison her teeth.”

Hefrowned. "Y ou are unkind, my sger."

"Y ou are ambitious, my brother,” sheretorted. "1 have been warned about you.”
"By whom?'

"1 know that you are hoping to get the throne for your-sdlf. Y ou think | am weak because | am
femae, but you forget the examples of history. We have been ruled by three other femae kaas, all of
whom were ruthless, bold, and courageous. None of them were deposed by their male rel-atives. Nor
ghdl | be"

Courtierswere approaching. Pages went by on errands, glancing a them in curiosity. The lodge was
dirring in the new day, and this argument could not continue.

Ovid seemed to sense this, for he backed up a step and bowed. "I only asked where you were going
today, Israi. Nothing more. Y ou need not be so defensive, you and your pet.”

"l am not defensive,” Isra replied coldly, "but | am on my guard againgt you.”

Hiseyes glittered in response, but although atremor passed through hisrill he did not extend it. "1 will
discover who has dripped this poison into your mind. | do not liketo find | have enemies.”

"Y ou should concentrate on growing your beattle teeth, brother. Y ou'll need them.”

Flicking her tongue, Israi turned her back on him and continued upstairs. Amprisfollowed her,
glancing over her shoulder in time to see Ovid'srill turn bright crimson as he walked away.



"Why did you speak to him like that?" Ampris asked once they were safely out of earshot. "Why did
you make him angry on purpose?’

Israi glanced at her asthey entered the storage room, with its musty shadows and draped cobwebs.
The sri-Kaadid not immediately answer. Instead, she opened a chest and started pulling out quaint old
garmentsthat smelled of dust and camphan preservetive.

Amprissneezed. "lga, please explain,” shesad.

"Very wdl, but itisasecret | tell you."

"l undersgtand.”

Isral cast her asharp glance. "Y ou will chatter about thisto no one. Isthat clear?”

Hurt, Ampriswidened her eyes. ' 'But | never share your secrets. Never. Do you distrust me now?"
"No, but you must be careful.”

"l promis”

""Then | will tell you that my father has been giving me pecia lessons of late."”

Ampris nodded. She knew about those sessions, from which she was excluded.

"These arelessonswhich aruler may share only with one who will one day rule”

A shiver passed through Ampris. She said, ' 'Sometimes, when were playing, | forget how important
you are."

"How important | shall oneday be," Israi corrected her. "Yes. | am old enough now, my father says,
to begin to study politicsand intrigue. It is my father who has warned me to beware of Ovid. Histutor is
ambitious, my father says, and the tutor has taught Ovid of the old custom of an egg-sibling serving as
primary chancellor of sate. Thisisdangerousfor me, and my father says| must not dlow it.”

"Oh," Amprissaid, impressed by such adult talk. " Couldn't the Imperid Father just dismissthe tutor?!

Isral laughed and tilted her head from side to side. "How simple that would be! Ampris, you are
pricdess.”

Amprissweled with pride, until sheredlized that Isral waslaughing at her. Backing her ears, Ampris
asked, "What iswrong with my suggestion?"

"It'stoo smple. Too obvious. My father saysit is better to keep a known enemy nearby where you
can watch him than to send him away, where he can work his mischief unobserved.”

"Oh," Ampris said again. She thought abouit this, un-derstanding that complexity was dways desirable
toaVus, evenlgal. Ampris hersdf preferred things kept smple and direct. If the tutor wasimprisoned
or even put on alabor gang for hiswickedness, he would have no opportunity to cause mischief. But she
did not utter this thought aloud. She had no desire to be laughed at again.

By the time they selected their costumes and came down-gtairs, the morning was well-advanced. A
page cameto tell Israi that Lady Lenith wished to see her.

"My complimentsto thelady," Israi replied, "but in-form her | am otherwise engaged and not at
liberty thisday."

The page backed away to deliver her message.

Isral caught Amprisseye and giggled. "Come," she said, gripping Amprisshand in hers. "Let'sgo
before she finds away to stop us."

They ran headlong through the lodge, sending servants, advisers, and courtiers backing out of their
way. According to court protocol, Israi's persona guards were supposed to accompany her outdoors,



but the sri-Kaa was in amischie-vous mood today. She and Ampris dipped down the servant gairsinto
the vast kitchen complex. A place aways boiling with frenetic activity, the kitchen provided perfect cover
for two youngsters to escape outdoors without being noticed. In the stables, they dug out old Moscar—a
massive Aaroun whaose spots had faded on hisdull fur. A gentle creature, dow of wit and harmless,
Moscar could not speak, but he bent willingly to the task of carrying their blankets and food baskets.
Silent and steady, he trudged behind them up the long, steep trail that led higher into the mountains.

Amprisloved being outdoors. The wintry sunshinewarmed her shoulders, offsetting the chilly air. She
lifted her nogtrilsto the breeze and inhded amyriad of scents, dl intriguing and fresh. Overhead a pair of
raptuls sailed and circled on the wind currents. Their wingspans were enormous, casting swift shadows
across the steep ground. Now and then they uttered a cry that echoed down the mountains, acry so
savage and primitive it sent shiversthrough Ampris.

Tossing back her head, she threw up her hands to the sky and tried to roar.
The cry came out thin and guttural, embarrassing her.

Isral glanced back. "Stop that. Why are you making such an ugly sound?’
"l don't know. It felt natural.”

"Itishideous. | don't wish to heer it again.”

Amprisfrowned beneath Israi's rebuke. "Forgive me," she said politely. "I'm not doing it right.
Perhapsif | prac-ticed—"

“No."

Amprissgaze met Igral's. She saw only unyielding sernnessin Israi's green eyes. Sighing, Ampris
bowed her head.

"Yes, Igd," shesaid in obedience. "l won't doit again.”

"You arealady of court,” Israi said, struggling not to trip on the hem of her long robe asthetrail grew
more rocky and steep. She paused, panting in thethin air, and gripped the trunk of anarpine sapling. Her
rill lay limp and wilted over the edge of her collar. "Help me here”

"Maybeif wetook off these costumes until we get to the picnic spot,” Ampris suggested. She was
finding her robe cumbersome and hard to manage. It also reeked of camphan, clogging her nogtrils so
much she couldn't stop robbing her nose.

"No," Isral said. "'l don't want to take off the robe. It's part of the game, remember? We arefine
ladies of the court, and we are climbing to a proper vantage point to watch the lodge being built.”

"Wemay bresk our necks," Ampris grumbled, boosting Israi forward, then clambering awkwardly
over the rocks hersdlf. She pulled up the hem of her robe and tied it in aknot out of her way.

"Hurry," lsra sad. "And stop complaining. Y ou are spoiling the game.”
"Yes, lga."

"Help me over thisrock."

"Yes lga."

Again Ampris gave her friend aboost from behind. Both of them were panting loudly. Hunger
rumbled insde Am-priss belly, and she thought about the feast that was soon to come.

"It'snot far now," she said with satisfaction, looking ahead up thetrail.

"Thank thegods," Israi said, puffing hard. She yanked at her dragging hem once again, and nearly lost
her balance. "Thisis the shortest way up, but | didn't redize it was so steep.”



Above them, the huge old narpine with its wind-twisted trunk and spreading branches stood in
welcome, waiting for them to take their favorite spot among its gnarled roots. There was onelast climb
over ajumbled pile of rocks be-tween them and their objective.

"We shouldn't be court ladies coming thisway," Am-pris said as they paused to rest. "We should be
invaders, trying to breach the paacewalls.”

Israi flicked out her tongue, too winded to spesk.
From below them came ashout.

Startled, both Amprisand Israi looked.

"Oh, no," lsral said.

Ampris saw asmal contingent of guards and courtiers about hafway up the mountain trail. The
person in front was waving at them. Another shout echoed up the mountain and sent the whedling raptuls

flying awvay.
Amprisflatened her earsand growled. "Fazhmind,” she said in disgust.
Isral leaned againg her, peering into the distance. "Are you sure?"
v
Isral blew amost nonroya snort through her nogtrils. " That toad. What does he want?!

Amprissghed. "Hewants usto go up the ordinary trail. To ridein askimmer. To take your ladiesin
waiting dong. To wear our cloaks against the cold. To have your guardsin attendance.”

"To be utterly and completely bored,” Isra finished. ' "'Why must he aways ruin our games? Who
asked himto interfere?"

"Comedown!" camethe call, risng to them while ech-oes tumbled off the rocks and gullies.

Shoulders drooping, Ampristurned to obey, but Israi gripped her arm. Israi's green eyeswere
flashing. "I shan't,” she said defiantly. "Who is he, to give me or-ders?'

"But, lga—"

"Quickly," Isra commanded, turning Ampris around and pushing her toward the rocks. "Well keep
going. We can hide from them, and it will be abetter game than be-fore. If he hasto spend thewhole
day searching for usin the mountains, won't he be tired and filthy and put out when he gets back?"

Shelaughed unplessantly, acalculating expression in her eyes. "Let's make him run off al the stored
fatin histall. That will teach him to interfere”

Amprisliked the idea, but she was busy thinking ahead. "What if your father has summoned you?"
"No, he hasn't,” Israi said. "Besides, | hardly care. |
shan't have my fun spoiled like this. Come, Ampris. Y ou stand there and boost me up.”

Amprislooked at the rocks they had to climb and pulled off her costume. ' 'It would be better if |
went first and gave you ahand.”

"Thendoit quickly," Isra commanded.

Already Ampris had evauated the climb. She started up, finding hand- and toe-holds quickly. Ahead
of her was aledge where she could lie flat and extend her hand to Israi. But even as shereached it, she
heard scrambling sounds and Israi's quick panting. Glancing back, Amprissaw Israi climbing right behind
her.

She started to tell Isral to wait, then held her tongue. When Israil lost her temper, shelistened to no



one.

Ampris hauled hersdlf onto the ledge and knelt there in timeto grip Israi's reaching hand. She heaved,
and lsral came scrambling up in aflurry of long legs, tail, and the cumbersome fur robe that she refused to
take off.

Streaked with dirt, Israi closed her eyes and gasped for breath. Below them, old Moscar stood at the
base of the rocks and shook his shaggy head dowly from sideto Side.

"He can't makeit," Amprissaid.

Israi opened her eyes and flicked out her tongue. ' "Then send him back. Hell only dow us down.”
"Will the Imperid Daughter please return!” came an-other shout from the group farther down thetrail.
Isral muttered something beneath her bresth and started climbing again.

Ampris leaned down toward Moscar. " Go back," she said in the abiru patois he understood best.
"Go back. Fol-low usno more."

Puzzlement filled hisdull eyes. He stood there, swaying back and forth, then finaly turned and started
back down the steep trail.

"Ampris, comeon!" Isra caled.

Amprisroseto her feet and turned around just as Israi screamed. Suddenly Israi came tumbling down
the rocks, skidding and flailing. She rolled past Ampris and went tum-bling toward the ledge.

Horrified, Ampristhrew hersdf bodily after the scream-ing Isral and just managed to clutch her leg.
Isra hung there, haf on the ledge and half off. For adazed moment there was only silence.

Amprislay there, feding bruised and stunned, astonished that she had managed to catch Israi at all.
"lsra?" shewhispered. "Areyou hurt?'

Isral did not answer at first, then moved dightly in Am-prissgrasp. "Help me," she said, her voice
muffled and afraid.

Gripping lgrai'sleg with both hands, Ampris pulled with al her might and findly managed to drag Israi
back to safety. The sri-Kaalay there, streaked with mud. Her cloth-ing was torn. Blood smeared her
head and hands. She lay unmoving, her bresthing shallow, her eyes haf-shut, little pulses jumping beneath
her ear dimples.

Terrified, Amprisstroked her rill. "lsral," shesaid inrising darm. "Areyou badly hurt? Israi!™

The sri-Kaas eyes fluttered open and her gaze fastened on Ampris. ™Y ou saved me," she whispered.
"Youdidn't let mefdl."

Amprisgripped her hand tightly and licked it. "Of course not," she said, hardly paying attention to
what Israi was saying. ™Y ou could have gone down the whole moun-tain. Y ou could have died.”

"Saved me," |sral whispered, and fainted.

Fear formed alump in Amprissthroat and would not let her svallow. Certain that Isral was badly
injured, Am-pristried to rouse her friend, but could not. Dropping Israi's dack hand, Ampris scrambled
to the ledge and looked down at M oscar, who had stopped and was staring at them transfixed.

The guards and Fazhmind were waving and coming asfast asthey could, but they were ftill too far
away to help.

Ampris beckoned to Moscar. "Come," she said ur-gently. "Hurry."

The old Aaroun shuffled forward, and at Ampriss bid-ding he put down the food basket and climbed
up to the ledge where Israi lay unconscious.



"Hand me one of the blankets," Ampris commanded. "We must wrap her in it so that she doesn't
grow cold. Careful. She may have broken bones.”

Moscar nodded his shaggy head. His hands were gentle as he lifted Israi and pulled the blanket
around her.

"Can you carry her down the mountain?* Ampris asked.

Moscar gathered Isral into his powerful arms. He moved dowly, with infinite care, while Ampris
scrambled down off the rocks so fast she nearly lost her balance.

In agony she watched him climb down, never putting afoot wrong, never dipping. He was steady and
sure as he carried his precious burden.

Once hewas safely off therocks, Ampris could contain her impatience no longer. "Come," she urged
him. "Hurry asfast asyou can. I'll get the others.™

Leaving him, she headed down the steep trail, skidding and dropping to her haunches more than
once. Going down was much harder than going up. She paid no attention to her recklessness, however.
Her heart was damming hard in her chest, and in her mind ran a continual prayer.

Please don't let her die. Please don't let her die.

When she reached Fazhmind, she sumbled and nearly fdl into hisarms. He fended her off roughly
withahiss.

"Get out of theway," he said, and gestured for the guards to precede him.
"She'shurt. Shelsfainted,” Ampris said breathlesdy, gulping for air. "Thereis blood—"
"Gresat gods," Fazhmind said in horror, and rushed past her, leaving her behind.

The guardstook Israi's limp form away from Moscar, one carrying her down thetrail with rapid
grideswhile the other grimly shepherded Moscar dong as though the acci-dent had been hisfault.

Ampriswent with them, fedling very smal and young now, more frightened than ever at the grim adult
faces around her. Seeking reassurance, shelooked up at Lord Fazhmind. "Will the sri-Kaabe all right?”
she asked.

"Silence!™ he snapped without even glancing at her. "Thisisal your fault.”
"But—"
Heturned on her and struck her acrossthe muzzle. "S-lencel™

Ampris pressed the back of her hand against her quiv-ering mouth and stared at him, her earsflat to
her skull. Holding back ahot rush of tears, she followed him down the mountain and through the towering
gatesof thewalls.

Inside, impatient hands shoved her aside when she would have followed them into Israi's quarters.
The doorswere shut firmly againgt her, and Ampris was | eft to hunker on the floor, heedlessthat her
muddy fur was streaking the priceless carpet. She waited for word, and prayed that al would be well.

It was nearly dark, and long purple shadows filled the corners of the corridor when at last Subi came
to find her. Growling to hersdlf, Subi pulled Ampristo her feet without aword and marched her off for a
bath, then a hot supper that Ampris would be too miserable to est.

"'Isthe Imperid Daughter dl right?' Ampris asked.

Subi's gruff expression never softened. Her eyeswere hostile and worried, and shelooked ready to
bite. ' '‘Better you keep quiet and ask no questions,” she said as she took a clean Ampris down into the
oppressive warmth of the kitchens. There, the air was redolent with the scents of the feast being prepared



for the Kad's evening medl. Baking ovens stood open, and fresh breads and pastries were being pulled
out by perspiring cooks.

Subi seated Amprison astool in aquiet corner out of everyone'sway and ordered aplain dinner for
her. In minutesit was brought, and atray was set up on legsto form asmal table.

Amprisbarely looked at it. Her eyes beseeched Subi. "But she's hurt. She—"
"Big troublefor you. Keep quiet,” Subi said, her upright earstwitching nervoudy. "Y ou eat now."

Wretchedly, Ampris picked up her spoon and toyed with her food. Every bite she swallowed felt as
though it might come up again. After amoment she put down her spoon and shoved her bowl away. The
cold lump of worry inside her kept growing, sharp-edged and painful. Why wouldn't anyone tell her what
was happening? The evasions and grim looks frightened her.

The congtant babble of noise in the kitchen hushed mo-mentarily. Looking up, Ampris saw Lady
Lenith standing on the tairs, looking over the room.

Ampriss heart stopped. She couldn't breathe.

Lady Lenith wasttired in aglittering court gown, too formal for the lodge, and dl the moreimposing
because of it. Jawelswinked in her rill collar, aswell asin her necklace and many rings. A long scarf of
sheer slk gauzetrailed from her shoulders. Her rill stood at full extension and was stained adark indigo.
Her eyeswere cold with disapproval.

Her gaze traveled across the room and its many workers. Subi pinched Ampris, who rose to her feet.

Lady Lenith gave Amprisalong hard stare. There was something so implacablein her gaze that
Ampriswas cer-tain Israi had died. The room started to spin around Ampris, and her head grew so cold
it no longer seemed to be hers. She blinked, fedling strange and hollow. Her earsroared as Lady Lenith
beckoned to her. Somehow she pushed hersdf forward, walking in jerky motions as though detached
from her feet.

The workers stepped out of her path, but Ampris did not notice them. Nor did she hear the silence.
Therewas only thefateful ka-boom of her own heartbeat and the tense rasp of her breathing in her ears.

Shereached Lady Lenith and stared up at her, so tall, so angry. The world seemed to be ending.
Dry-mouthed, Ampris had to swallow twice before she could manage the words. "Is |srai dead?”
Her voice came out atiny squeak, sounding nothing like her own.

Lady Lenith'sfierce expresson did not change. She flicked out her tongue once, twice, then said,
"The Kaa has summoned you to his august presence. Come."

Amprisfollowed her out of the kitchen, up to the main floor, up the grand central staircase. When
they turned onto the second floor, Ampris expected to be taken to the state receiving room, but instead
Lady Lenith walked to the door of Israi's quarters.

A Vs page running ahead of her knocked softly at the door, which was opened before Lady Lenith
reached it. She walked inside, the hem of her long gown brushing the car-pets. Amprisfollowed, gripping
her jaws together tightly to keep hersdlf from growling nervoudy. She could fedl the hair standing up
aong her spine. The door shut behind her with afirm snap that made her jump.

Insde lsra's Stting room, the lamps were dimmed to alow levd that filled the chamber with shadows.
Myneith, the First Wife, and two others sat there with their ladiesin waiting. They talked in hushed voices
that fell Slent as Amprisentered. They stared at her with cold V Us eyes, accusing her with silence.

Chilled, Amprisfelt more wretched than ever. Shetried to imagine aworld without Isra init and
couldn't. Shetried to think about what she would do and couldn't. Her heart was breaking. She wanted
to howl and weep, but she did neither. Instead, she panted for air, her eyes hot and her tongue dry, and



walked past them in Lady Lenith'swake.

Imperial guards stood before the double doors leading to Israi's bedchamber. Lady Lenith paused
and gestured to her page, who told them, "Lady Lenith's complimentsto the

Imperial Father. She has brought the cresture, as re-quested.”

Amprisflinched a that sngleword, creature, asthough awhip had been laid across her shoulders.
Behind her, she could fed the hatred in the room from the other females, a hatred that pounded into her
back from every pair of eyes.

Her bottom lip trembled, and she sank her incisorsinto it to makeit stop. Inside, she had begun to
grievefor her friend with amisery that had no boundary. Israi, she thought. Oh, Israi.

The guards permitted Lady Lenith's page to step between them and tap very softly on the door. It
opened acrack, and no more. The page murmured to someone on the other side, then the door was
closed.

Returning to Lady Lenith, the page bowed and said qui-etly, ' "Y our ladyship is asked to wait until the
physicianisfinished with hisexamination.”

Lady Lenith nodded and stood in place, motionless, her back ramrod straight, her rill half-extended.
Behind her, Ampris closed her eyes and found that she could breathe again.

Not dead, she thought asjoy spirded into her heart, thawing it. Not dead. Not dead. Not dead!

But her joy and relief proved short-lived as the silence wore on. Worry returned to Ampris once
more. Everyone was acting too seriousfor Israi to be dl right. She must be badly injured, perhaps near
to dying.

Clearly, the blamefor this had been assgned to Ampris. She wanted to deny it, to explain what had
happened, but she dared not open her mouth. She knew no one would listen, no one would permit her to
gpeak, no one would believe her. Their minds were aready made up. Without Isral to speak up for her,
what would happen?

The door opened, and atall green-skinned Viisin aphy-sician's cloak emerged. He passed Lady
Lenith without aword, and Chancellor Gaveid himsdf beckoned to Lady Lenith from the doorway.

Ampris blinked. She knew that the chancellor was not staying here a the lodge. He must have flown
in by shuttle this afternoon from Vir or hisown estates. Her fear came back, stronger than ever.

Lady Lenith glanced down at Ampris. Normally she would have fussed over Ampriss appearance,
given her several last-minute instructions and reminders about how to behave. Tonight, however, shesad
nothing.

Her gaze raked across Ampris with contempt, and her tongue flicked out once; then she walked
forward.

Amprisfollowed, wishing she could run, wishing the floor would smply swalow her up.

The door swung open, and Ampris walked between the guardsinto | srai's bedchamber. The lamps
here were very dim, casting out afeeble glow that made everything shad-owy and unredl. Isra lay nestled
on her sde among the pillows beneeth asilk coverlet, asmall, ill figure swathed in bandages.

Drawing in aquick breath, Ampris wanted to run to her side, but she dared not.

A crimson ribbon of carpet stretched across the floor, leading past the foot of Israi's round bed to a
tall-backed chair flanked by four imperia guardsin green cloaks.

The Kaahimsdlf sat there, bronze-skinned with green shadings dong his jaw and throat, glittering ina
magnifi-cent coat made of cloth of gold and jewd dust. His dightest motion, even his breathing, set the



coat reflecting the light in athousand winking refractions. Hisrill collar rose very tal at the back, very
formal. Fashioned of gold, the collar was studded with asolid array of yellow tafirsthat flashed as though
containing fire.

Stern-faced, the Kaa narrowed his cold, space-blue eyesto ditswhen Ampris entered, and his
extended rill turned an ominous crimson.

Lady Lenith made deep obeisance. The Kaas gaze flick-ered to her in brief acknowledgment, but he
did not speak.

"l have brought Ampris, asthe Imperid Father re-quested.” Lady Lenith'svoice quavered dightly as
she spoke.

Chancdlor Gaveid wa ked forward with stiff, dow movements. Handsome il despite hisvery
advanced age, he gestured to her as protocol demanded.

“Thank you, Lady Lenith. That will bedll.”

Lady Lenith hesitated, glancing down at Ampris, then to the chancellor, then to the Kaa. * 'l wishto
say... if | may be permitted to spesk. .. | had nothing but misgivings from thefirst asto—"

""Thank you, my lady,” Gaveid said smoothly. Hisye-low eyesheld no mercy. "That isdl
understood. Nothing elseisrequired of you.”

She bowed, looking stricken. Again she started to speak, then pressed her hand to her ear dimple
and rushed out.

The door was closed behind her by a guard, who then walked over to one side of Israi's round bed
and stood there &t attention.

Ampris, left on her own, remained on the crimson carpet, which made her think of a stream of blood
acrossthefloor. The slence grew more ominous than ever. The chancellor's yellow gaze was like stone.
The guards stared beyond her, asthough she did not exist. The Kaas eyes held nothing at al—no
affection, no gentleness, no memory of past dayswhen he had smiled at Ampris.

She watched him, her heart hammering wildly insde her, and felt the awful weight of hismgesty and
power as she never had before.

For an eternity he said nothing, did nothing except sare at her. She thought she would faint benesath
his gaze. He seemed to probe to the depths of her, this V iis whose em-pire spanned an entire galaxy.
Surely he was dl-wise and dl-knowing. Surely the gods had granted him specia wis-dom, so that he
would know she had done nothing wrong. She hadn't caused Israi to fal. She had tried to save the
gi-Kadslife. Certainly the Kaahad enough mercy and pity in hisheart to listen to the truth.

Ampriss earsflattened, and shefet adight tug on her ear as|srai's cartouche swung on its ornate
chain. Shetried to find the courage to speak, to make an appedl.

But he was the Kaa, and she dust beneath his feet. She stood there trembling, and dared do nothing
unbidden.

Findly, his gaze shifted, releasing her from théat terrible stare. He sighed and looked infinitely weary,
as though fac-ing atask he dreaded.

Lifting agngledigit from the arm of hischair, he crooked it, beckoning to her.
Afraid, Amprisfet her feet root in place. She could not move.

Chancellor Gaveid prodded her in the shoulder with thetip of his staff of office. "Approach his
Imperid Mgesty, cub. Do asyou aretold.”

Gulping, Ampriswalked aong the crimson carpet, one dow, frightened footstep at atime, until she



stood before this personification of supreme power. She knew better than to meet the Kaa's gaze this
close. Instead she stared humbly at his feet, and even that seemed a sacrilege.

"Kned!" Chancellor Gaveid barked the single word, making it a harsh command.
Amprislost her breath. She sank to her knees, trembling, and bowed low, certain she was doomed.
CHAPTER LEVEN

Elrabin moved dowly to one edge of the thronged plaza outside the gladiator arena. He took careto
bring no atten-tion to himself, to stay on the fringes of the crowd. He always kept a group of people
between him and any pa-trollers Sationed there for crowd control.

It was opening day of the games, thefirgt of the winter fighting season that would last until Sahvrazaa
Fedtival. The marquee above the ticket booth was flashing the names of popular champions. Famous
schools of gladiators such asthe Bizs Mo'ad and Utar Dan flew their pennants above the arena.
Hucksters called out prices for souvenirs. Open-ing day brought big crowds of spectators, many of
whom had fat credit lines. Elrabin ignored the aristocrats, with their retinues of family, friends, attendants,
and body-guards. Anyone clad in expensive clothing would be wear-ing body darms. Instead, Elrabin
searched for much smdler game, the gawking country vigtor fresh off asmall estate, one who had never
been to court, one without city ways or city wariness.

Trying to look casud, Elrabin leaned against a stone pil-lar away from the bookmakersand illicit dust
dedlers. Hiselbow brushed against the stone, and he winced. Swiftly he cradled his swollen ebow in his
hand, flexing hisarm in an effort to null theflare of pain. Three days ago held had his registration implant
cut out in aback aley shop. Theillegal operation had been an expensive butcher job, per-formed fast
and without any anesthesia. Now the incision was infected, bringing fever with it. Elrabin fought off a
wave of dizziness and forced himself to concentrate.

Since escaping arrest afew days past, he'd been living like a Skek, scavenging through garbage,
stedling food when he could, starving when he couldn't. Afraid, trusting no one, held kept low, rarely
venturing out during the day, deeping in the sewer tunnels. Hed sold scrap, fighting Skeksfor the best of
it. Hed stolen anything he could find, taking more risks than he should have. Findly held man-aged to
scrape together the fee for the implant removal, but it had taken everything he had.

Now hewastruly illegal, aghost in the regidiration sys-tem, ableto walk into public areasfredly. Of
coursg, if apatroller saw him and grew suspicious, aquick scan would betray him asaghost. But he
couldn't be tracked with asniffer for his past record, and hiding became easier.

A ghodt... yeah, hewould be ared one soon enough if thisfever didn't clear up. Fighting off the
shivers, Elrabin straightened again and moved to another pillar. More peo-ple were arriving, but the
crowd was garting to line up outsde the entry. They were going in. From indgde the arena, afanfare of
trumpets sounded and cheers went up.

Desperation curled through Elrabin. He hadn't seen the kind of target he was looking for. The more
organized the crowd grew, the smaler his chances. He needed a hit today. He was so sick and hungry he
couldn't think. He couldn't hang on without something to est or somewhere warm to go. Merciful gods,
he pleaded, let him find an easy mark.

Asthough his prayer was heard, there came a sudden commotion a short distance avay. A battered,
dusty litter pulled up at the steps leading from the Street to the plaza, and aV iis family climbed out.
Arguing and complaining among themselves, they issued contradictory ingtructionsto their driver,
collected wraps and afood basket as though unaware that concessions were sold inside the arena, and
came hurrying acrossthe plazato join theline.

Elrabin forgot his misery and grinned to himsdlf. Exactly what he wanted. The family patriarch was
very tal and thin, dressed in outdated fashions, and obliviousto the stares and snickers of city-dwellers.



His gawking, half-grown sons pointed at the gaudy marquee and colorful flags. The wife fussed with her
rill collar and skirts, talking nonstop. The young daughter didn't even bother to look around. She wastoo
busy sneaking food from the basket and popping it into her mouth while no one waslooking.

Elrabin let them walk past him, then followed in their wake, taking histime, athough it was tempting
to grab the food basket from the Viisfemae's hand and run withiit.

They moved with the line, the father busy counting up the admission price, the sons nudging each
other and whis-pering dy remarks. Elrabin caught up with them and moved closer, bowing several times,
until the father's eye noticed him.

At oncethe Vs scowled and made a shooing motion with his hand. "Begone, beggar!" he said
sharply. "You'l not find me softhearted.”

Elrabin bowed again but didn't step back.
Thefather glanced at hissons. "Y ou see? Y ou must take an authoritative tone with these inferiors.”

"Shoo," the mother said to Elrabin, shuddering as she averted her gaze from him. * 'Such adirty,
tattered creature. Aethea, don't look at him."

The daughter stared right at Elrabin, chewing fruit with her mouth open. "Y ou stink," she said.

The mother grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her close as though she expected Elrabin to steal
the chune.

"| told you to go," the father said. "We have no money for you."

"Please, dir," Elrabin said in hismost obsequious man-ner. "I am no beggar. The arenaemploys meto
assist its spectators, those who come attended by no servants. | will carry your basket, your wraps, your
cushions. If you wish, even your bets| can lay for you."

Thefather's eyesflashed. "Hah, I'm sure you'd like to. But would my money ever reach the booth?
Eh?No, I'm sureit would not."

The Vs sons nudged each other and snickered.

"This basket isheavy," the mother said, then dapped a her daughter's hand. " Aethea, stop nibbling.
Y ou've esten too much aready.”

The repdlent brat went on chewing, staring at Elrabin the whole time. He swalowed and tried not to
think about food, athough the smells coming from the basket nearly made him swoon. But he had to
concentrate, had to keep his wits on what he was doing.

"Well manage our own belongings, thank you," the father said sharply. ' 'l carry a payment card only,
which issecurefor travel. | have no coinsfor tips.”

"Kind gr," Elrabin said with another bow, "no tip is necessary. The arenaemploysme. | require
nothing except to serve you.”

"Hmm." But the father was caught by the bait. Stingy to afault, he couldn't resist the chanceto get
service with-out paying for it. ' 'Very well, take the basket and our cush-ions. Wife, watch him closdly. |
shan't have anything stolen.”

Thefamily piled him up with belongings, so many he staggered to hang on to everything. It was dl he
could do not to run with it, but he wastoo smart for that.

Instead, he stood patiently in line behind the family, ig-noring their stupid chatter and rude remarks.
Hewaited until the father had paid admission at the ticket booth and was turning around. No patroller
was paying attention. An-other group of late arrivas were walking up, making the opportunity perfect.

Without warning, Elrabin heaved hisarmful at the father, forcing the male to take the things or have



them dropped.
"Whet the—"

Elrabin stepped closer, juggling the handle of the food basket over the Viisswrist and bumping into
him as hedid s0. "Service ends here," he said over the Viss sartled protests. "Go in quickly. The games
aredarting.”

"But—"
"l must attend to other people.”
"But you wereto carry our thingsinsde," the father caled after him.

Successfully having lifted the Vis's card from his pocket, Elrabin barely glanced back. ' 'Not part of
my job," he said, and threaded hisway quickly into the crowd.

He milled around the spectators for afew minutes, re-ssting the urge to run. He knew to stay calm
and casud. But he was panting with excitement. His unsuspecting marks had gone insde the arena. With
any luck, they wouldn't missthe stolen card for hours. By then it would be fenced, and his ssomach
would befull.

A hand came out of the crowd and gripped hisinjured arm like avise. The pain was instant—hot and
debilitating.

Closeto panic, Elrabin bit off acry and kicked out blindly. But the fingers holding him tightened so
hard he nearly blacked out from the agony. All he could think of was patrollers... arredt. .. disaster.

"No," he said, gasping. "No!"
"Shut up,” growled avoicein hisear. "Make no sound and come thisway. Fast, now."

Elrabin redized it was no patroller's voice. Redling and haf-blinded with tears of pain, he staggered
along as hewas pulled through the crowd. A Keith gripped hisarm, agrim-faced youth about his age
who was missing one ear. White fur grew aong the scar, which ran down his head benesth hiseye and
under hisjaw. Scar tissue had twisted hislip on that Sde, reveding strong yellow teeth.

The painin Elrabin'sarm throbbed hard, but he was over hisinitid fright now. He gauged his moment,
and when the scarred Keith paused &t the top of some steps leading away from the plaza, Elrabin set his
feet and jerked hard.

He nearly freed himsdlf. Even asthe Keith turned on him, Elrabin reversad tactics and pushed with all
his might. The Keith went sprawling down the steps with amuffled grunt.

Elrabin spun around and ran, angling down the steps and heading for the Street. But seconds later he
was tackled from behind with aforce that knocked the wind from him. Stunned, Elrabin found himself
wrestled around and dragged to hisfedt.

The scar-faced Keith glared at him. "Stupid, that. Y ou come now, fast, before the patrollers get wind
of us"

Before Elrabin could try another trick, or even retort, his captor twisted hisbad arm behind himin a
ruthless hold that made resistance impossible.

Gasping in agony, burning with fury, Elrabin found him-saf marched aong toward an underground
sarvice access leading benegth the arena. It was addivery area, busy with activity, but lacking any
petrollers.

On the other side, they entered an aley, then cut across several streets until they reached adead end
littered with garbage. Tall, windowless buildings surrounded them on three Sdes.

There, the scar-faced Keith stopped, spun Elrabin around to face him, and hit him hard.



Reeling from the blow, Elrabin staggered to one side and barely kept his balance. Before he could
recover, hewas hit again, then shoved hard against thewall. Expert hands patted him down, fingering
both pockets and lining of the coat he'd bartered for yesterday from aragpicker, plucking out the card he
hed just golen fromthe Vs,

Released, Elrabin dragged in a deep, unsteady breath and managed to straighten. He was shaking
with humiliation and rage. Who did this nolo think he was?

The scar-faced Keith stood a short distance away, hold-ing the card up to the sky while he read the
numbers em-bossed on it, mouthing them to himself.

Glaring a him, Elrabin clenched hisfists and started to launch himself, but just as he moved, the other
youth drew a sticker and pointed it Sraight at him.

The gticker's blade was long and needle-thin, fashioned of blue stedl, and quite deadly. The sight of it
stopped El-rabin in histracks. For amoment he couldn't take his eyes off it. He forgot to breathe, forgot
how angry hewas.

Instead, he shifted his gaze to the other end of the dley, the only way out.

"Stand Hill," the youth said curtly. Hewas ill exam-ining the card and didn't even glance at Elrabin.
Hedidn't haveto.

The sticker held Elrabin in place as effectively asa sde-arm would have.

Elrabin knew the streets, knew the thugs and punks who prowled them, knew they had territories,
knew they liked to stedl from the independents, like himsdlf. Elrabin red-ized he'd better forget hisrage
and fear and concentrate on using hiswits. ThisKeith might just decide to kill him, either on awhim or to
enforce alesson.

"Please," Elrabin whispered. "Taket, okay? Let mego. | got nothing ese—"
"Y ou got no tongue, you, if you don't be quiet.”
Elrabin shut up, his mouth dry, his heart pounding.

Finally, the Keith quit looking at the card and shoved it in his pocket with a scowl. "Stupid," he said
flatly. Hewas lean and fit, with light tan fur that darkened on the back of his skull and single, upright ear.
His stony eyesheld al the age he hadn't lived yet.

"This card you stole from the Vs, you. Got alimiter onit. Got an encoder on it. A fence wouldn't
pay two city creditsfor it. Junk."

He snarled in Elrabin'sface, making him flinch.

"Okay," Elrabin said, trying to find enough air to keep hisvoice steady. "So it'sjunk. Y ou got it. Now
let mego.”

"Why? So you can go back and hang around the arena for the crowd turnout? Who you with?'
Elrabin blinked at him and didn't answer.

The youth stepped closer, the sunlight harsh on hiswhite scar, his reveded teeth glinting. * "'Who you
with? Who sent you to our territory?"

Elrabin drew a sharp bresth. Maybe it would help if he claimed to belong to agang. A powerful gang,
bloody and violent enough to frighten this menace away. But Elrabin's mind went blank. He couldn't think
of any names. Hiswitsal seemed to be hanging on the sharp tip of the sticker.

Finally he shook his head.
Anger flared in the scarred youth's eyes. He moved fast, crowding Elrabin back against the wal and



holding him pinned there with the sticker at histhroat. "I got no timefor you, stupid. You tak fast, or die
here, die now."

Thetip of the sticker pressed againgt Elrabin'sthroat. He couldn't even swallow againgt it. Panting for
breath, he tried to speak and couldn't.

"wd|?'
"No one."

"What?'

"No one! No one sent me," Elrabin said, babbling now. He despised himself but he couldn't help it.
"No gang. By mysdlf. Just trying to survive."

The scarred Keith frowned. "Expect meto bdieve that? Huh!"
"Truel" Elrabin said asforcefully ashe could. "I've got no scars, no tattoos. | don't belong to—"
"Shut up.”

Elrabin snapped histeeth together and said nothing el se. He wished he knew more about fighting,

wished he could throw off his captor and pound him into the dirt, wished he could just twist free and run
forit.

But he hurt too bad, and his stomach was flapping empty againgt his spine, and his knees kept going
week and wob-bly on him. His heart pounded too fast, making him dizzy. He shivered, feding the hest
run down hisarm, followed by achill that shook his bones.

His captor stepped back from him so suddenly Elrabin nearly fdl. "Y ou Sck?"
Elrabin dumped to his knees, shivering and trying not to moan. "Y esh.”

Alarm filled the scarred youth's eyes. He backed away. "What kind of sick? Dry cough? Street pox?
Quivers?

Elrabin shook his head. He wastired, but he couldn't give way to his misery. He had to speak up or
he might find himsalf executed because of misguided mercy.

"No," hesad, dragging his head up to meet the other youth'seyes. "My arm. | had my implant
removed. It'sinfected.”

The Keith whistled through histeeth in sudden respect. Coming closer again, he dropped to his
haunchesin front of Elrabin. "Y ou cut it yoursd f?'

"No. Behind Commerce Street."

"Bad place, that. Bad move. Stupid move."

Elrabin cradled hisachingarmin hislap. "Yesh."
"Maybe your arm!l fal off, if you don't take care of it."

"I could have gotten some medicineif you hadn't stolen that card from me. | was going to fenceit
and—"

The Keith scratched his ear, unmoved. He'd cdled the card junk, but he didn't giveit back. "Where
you from? What street?'

"Nowhere" Elrabin sad bitterly.
"Y ou got no gang, you?'
"No. | work aone."



"Y ou ababe, that'swhat you are. Y ou acitizen." He made it sound like a disease.

Elrabin bared histeeth. He wasn't going to take that kind of insult from anyone. "Wrong on both
counts.

"Maybe. Y ou wanted? Gotta be, you taking your implant out. What you wanted for?"
Elrabin looked away. He wasn't going to explain. "Doesit matter?”

"No. What's your name?'

"Hraoin."

The Keth nodded, mouthing it to himsdlf asthough com-mitting it to memory. "Y eah, acitizen name,
al right. You tak fancy, likeagrifter. You look like agrifter, except for that coat. Even aZrhel wouldn't
wear arag likethat."

Elrabin said nothing.
"Got family?!

“No."

"Okay. I'm Scar.”

Thetwo youths|ooked at each other. Elrabin wasn't sure this sharing of nameswas afriendly
overture. Maybe Scar just wanted his name so he could turn him in. He was nosy enough to be asnitch.

"Y ou're abad thief, you know that?' Scar continued. "I spotted you easy. The patrollers, they betoo
lazy to care around the arena, most days. Barthul's got them paid off, yeah. So you're lucky today."

"Yeah, redly lucky," Elrabin said, averting his gaze. The afternoon was wearing on, and he had no
hope now of getting anything to est. He shivered and squinted his eyes, feding too miserableto care.

Scar tapped his shoulder. "I'll give you advice, stupid. The way you work, you'll lose a hand soon.”
Elrabin rolled hiseyes. Thiswas advice? " Thanks."

"Shut up,” Scar said. "Listen good. The arenais Bar-thul's turf, see? Stay away fromit. This crowd
belongsto Barthul. Y ou can't stedl here.”

"Sowheredo | go?'
Scar shrugged. ' 'Nothing to me, where you go. Just get away from our turf. And stay away."

Elrabin frowned. He wasn't afraid now, but he was fed-ing hopel ess. Hed pretty much cleaned out
the areawhere held been staying, and knew he had to keep moving around. Although thiswasn't the first
time he'd had to avoid gang territory, it wasthefirst time he'd been robbed and nearly had histhroat cut.

He shivered, knowing he wasn't doing avery good job of making it on hisown, not in thisend of the
city, far from the districts he knew best.

"All the turf around here's been staked out,” he said. "Where do independents go?"

Scar laughed harshly and backed hissingle ear. ' 'Elrabin, you are so stupid, you got to be likable.
Independents? That'saword, that is.”

"So where do they go, the oneslike me, who don't be-long to gangs?
Thefriendlinessin Scar's eyesfaded. Herose to hisfeet and turned away.

Desperate for help, Elrabin staggered upright also. "Please!" he cried. "It'sjust aquestion. Can't you
tell me something?'

"I'll tell you," Scar said unpleasantly. "Independents go to the arrest tank, that's where. Independents



get their hands cut off, or they go into hard labor. How you lived thislong, you being so stupid?’
"Could | beinyour gang?'

The request popped out of Elrabin's mouth before he knew he was going to ask it. He waited, feding
thismight be hislast hope.

Refusd filled Scar'sface. Even before he started shaking his head, Elrabin stepped forward.

"I'll learn anything | haveto. I'll do anything I'm told. | need a placeto go. I'm too sick to keep going
onmy own. | need help.”

"Ain't no help,” Scar said flatly. "By thelaw of the Streets, you live or you die."

"But your gang, you hang out together. Y ou belong to-gether. Y ou have aplace, ahole—"
"Y ou wired?" Scar asked with fresh suspicion.

"No! Y ou searched me, remember?"

The darm faded from Scar's eyes. Y eah, okay."

"Please. | havealot of skills, not just grifting. Just let me—"

"Not my decison,” Scar brokein. "Not my gang.”

"ThisBarthul, then. Whereishe? Will you take meto him and ask?'

“No."

"Scar, please! You took my card. | have nothing left. | haven't estenin—"

"Shut up!" Scar said, and turned away. He strode down the aley without looking back.

Elrabin watched him go, feding al hishope drain away. He hated begging, but he had no other
option. The last thing he wanted was to belong to agang, but he needed help. There had to be some way
to get it, some way to reach this Scar, who seemed haf-sympathetic a times un-der his rough exterior.

After amoment, Elrabin forced himself to stagger after Scar. But he couldn't find the strength to run
and catch up, and when Scar turned the corner and disappeared from sight, panic filled Elrabin's throat.

Shouting, he sumbled into ashuffling run, feding his knees wobble under him, feding the fever
burning hotter in his blood. He made it to the corner before he fdll, drop-ping to hisknees and dumping
with hisshoulder againg thewall.

Hewas shaking dl over, and his breathing came harsh and uneven. His strength failed him, and he
knew he couldn't go any farther. Helay shivering and helpless, his strength lesking out of him and taking
hiswill withit. He would lie here until someonekilled him or until a patroller picked him up. Either way he
wasfinished.

With hislast ounce of strength he lifted his head and |ooked down the street in hopes of seeing Scar
coming back for him.

But Scar was gone as though he had never been. Another thief, faster, bigger, and more ruthless. The
predators al-ways won.

Shivering, Elrabin let his head dump to the pavement and lay there. It was over.
CHAPTER fl/ELI/r

Elrabin roused to the fed of rough hands searching him. Groaning, he grabbed for the edge of
consciousness and tried to roll over.

Thin, high-pitched voices squesked in darm. "Quick! Quick!"



The hands ripped out his pockets and shucked him out of histattered coat, rolling him acrossthe
ground.

His swollen arm whacked against something hard and seemed to explode. Sucking in a bregth,
Elrabin held on to the agony, using it to drive himsdlf up from themigts,

Blinking, he came fully to and found himsdlf kneding on the dirty pavement, clutching hisarm and
gritting histeeth. Redizing he'd been robbed, he swore long and low to himself.

"Damned, dirty Skeks."

He could gtill smell their stink on him. Disgusted, he pushed himsdlf to hisfeet. It took threetries
before he made it upright; then he stood swaying with his head down, hang-ing on by sheer grit.

Hewasn't giving up, not for anyone.

Drawing in adeep breath, he forced his head up and staggered forward. He wasn't certain where he
was going yet, but he knew he had to keep moving. He didn't want to be picked up in avagrant sveep
and sold.

It was dark, but how late he did not know. Most of the streetlightsin this district were burned out,
which suited him fine. He staggered ong dowly, weaving hisway and keeping to the shadows.
Whenever he heard footsteps, he froze and hid in the darkness, refusing to move until the pedestrian
walked on.

Occasiondly askimmer flew by, sometimes alitter, but traffic waslight. That told him the hour must
belate.

He made it back to the plaza which skirted the arena and found the area deserted. Only thewind
remained, playing with trash among the benches, lampposts, and small, or-namental trees. Elrabin paused
thereto rest, leaning againgt apillar. He could smell the burned remains of concession food till lingering
ontheair.

His hunger rose up inside him like awildness. Dropping to hisknees, Elrabin scratched in thetrash
until he found a greasy food wrapper. He unfolded it with trembling fin-gers, licked the wrapper
ravenoudy, then ateit.

A light snapped on, dazzling his eyes.

Blinded, Elrabin lifted hisarm to shield his vison and squinted. He glimpsed a shape coming toward
him, and tried to flee.

But he was too dow and too weak to run.

He was caught before he even gained hisfeet.

"What you got?" afamiliar voice demanded. "What you egting, you?"'
"Scar!”

Elrabin gazed up at the silhouette standing over him and felt arush of fresh fear. Scar had warned him
away once. Thistime hemight kill.

Thelight clicked off. Scar kicked him in the haunch, nearly knocking him over. "You again,” hesaidin
disgust. "The down-luck grifter.”

Elrabin tried to answer, but Scar leaned over him and grabbed the remnants of the food wrapper
from hishand.

"What you egting?' he demanded a second time. "The wrapper? Huh? Y ou edting that, stupid?”
The scorn in hisvoice waslike awhip. Elrabin hunkered down in raw humiliation and could not



ansawer.

"It's cold tonight. Where's your coat?" Scar asked him, throwing the wrapper away. The wind caught
it, sending it pinwhedling acrossthe plaza. "Y ou sdll your coet, supid?"

"Skekstook it," Elrabin answered sullenly. He knew now that Scar wouldn't help him. He was done
asking. "Robbed me while | was passed out.”

Scar growled without sympathy. "What you expect, ly-ing in the gutter?'
"What'sit to you?' Elrabin retorted. "What do you care?'
"Don't care. You'retrespassng again.”

Fury gave Elrabin the strength to climb to hisfeet. He faced Scar in the darkness. "So now | can't
even walk across a public plaza? Do the stones belong to you? Does the air? Excuse me, but | didn't
know. | thought you just owned al the marksthat come here in the afternoons—"

Scar flipped him to the ground before Elrabin redized what was happening. Throwing himself on top
of Elrabin, Scar pinned histhroat with aforearm and growled long and low.

Fedling Scar's hot bregth ruffle hisfur, knowing Scar's teeth were just centimeters away from his
throat, Elrabin froze. He didn't even breathe.

"Soyou can be quiet,” Scar said finaly. "And here | thought you didn't have no sense at dl. You be
too stupid to live, you know that?'

"Y eah, and maybe | don't care," Elrabin shot back.

Scar growled again, and Elrabin figured he was finished now. But instead of taking out histhroat,
Scar uttered astrange low laugh and rolled off Elrabin. "Get up.”

Racked by fresh shivers, Elrabin lay there. "What for? | haven't got anything else you can sted.”
Scar kicked him hard, making him yelp. " Shut up and get on your feet. Get up!”

Hekicked Elrabin again, and with agroan Elrabin dragged himsalf upright. Scar gripped him and
marched him forward.

"Where we going?' Elrabin asked.

""What do you care?' Scar replied grimly, marching him dong. ' 'Y ou wanted me to take you
someplace, yeah, you wanted that. So I'm taking you."

Suspicion flared ingde Elrabin's chest. ™Y ou turning me in? Or giving me ahome?'
Scar's laugh was unpleasant. "Y eah, ahome. Y ou cdl it that, stupid. Y ou cdl it anything you want.”

Elrabin planted hisfeet, hdting so aboruptly that he nearly threw Scar off baance. "'If you turn mein, I'll
turnyouin," he said desperately. "I'll tell the patrollers that you work for—"

"Shut up!™

Snapping, Scar lunged for him, but Elrabin dodged. He got two steps before Scar caught him and
gave him ashak-ing that made him dizzy.

"Kegpwaking," Scar said gruffly. "Y ou thresten me or Barthul again, yeah, I'll use my sticker on
you."

"Quiet! Maybe Barthul can use you asarunner.”

Fresh darm filled Elrabin. Thiswasn't what held had in mind when held asked for help. "Dust? No
way!" he said sharply. "I won't risk the deeth penalty for—"

"Youll risk anything you'retold to risk. You'll do what you'retold.”



"But |—"

Scar nipped his ear, sending asharp flare of paininto Elrabin's skull. "First thing you learn, stupid, is
you keep quiet when you're told, and maybe you won't get your tongue cut out. Y ou do what you're told,
and you do it quick. No double action on the side. No pulling in the pa-trollers. Y ou stay in the territory
youretoldto stay in."

Elrabin tried to shut out the gruff lecture, without suc-cess. He was being given the rules, whether he
liked them or not. But gtrict rules, gtrictly enforced, were away of life he understood. Cuvein'ssmple
ones had provided him with structure these last ten years. Despite his fear of Scar and gangsin generd,
Elrabin felt something insde him re-sponding to what Scar was saying.

Lessthan an hour later, Elrabin found himself being dragged down ashort flight of crumbling steps
into deserted basement lodgings.

Inside, arickety set of wooden stepsled even lower be-neath the ground. At the bottom, Scar eyed a
bulky Aaroun standing guard with an illega sidearm and spoke a single word that wasincomprehensible
to Elrabin.

The Aaroun sniffed Elrabin suspicioudy but let them pass. They waked over amagnetic plate, and
the scan reg-istered nothing on Elrabin. Scar's tense shoulders dumped alittle.

"So you an't wired after dl," he said, and gave Elrabin agrudging littletwist of agrin. ' 'Guessyou be
what you been saying."

"Of course." Elrabin glared a him. "If I'm running a scam, no one catches—"
"Sure." Scar narrowed his eyes. "Bragging don't mean dirt here. Y ou keep your scamsto yoursdlf.”
They walked on aong aroughly hewn tunnel, their foot-steps barely echoing.

"'Patrollerstrain undercover agents al the time and send them in," Scar said. "We dways catch them.
Weé're care-ful, see?'

Elrabin nodded. After amoment, Scar pulled out afood bar from his pocket and handed it over.
Elrabin snatched it without even aword of thanks and wolfed it down in three bites, barely chewing as he
gulped it. Then he licked the wrapper to get every last crumb.

Scar watched him eat from the corner of his eye but said nothing. Pausing before adoor, he opened it
and shoved Elrabininsde.

Thetiny room contained nothing save adim light globe in the ceiling overhead, astool, and asmdll
cabinet. Elrabin looked around, then glanced over his shoulder at Scar.
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But Scar retreated without aword, dammed the door shut, and bolted it, effectively locking Elrabin
insde.

Alarmed again, Elrabin pounded on the door and shouted, but Scar was gone.

After amoment Elrabin gave up caling to him. He cir-cled the small room and thumped the cabinet,
which waslocked. How stupid could he be, teling astranger hisred name, letting himsalf beled right
into atrap. Now hewaslocked in, and al Scar had to do was sell him down the—

The door opened without warning. Scar stood there. With him was a short, rotund Myal with a
shaggy black and gold mane that hung over hisdark, beady eyes.

"Barthul," Scar said by way of scant introduction.

The Myd advanced bowlegged into the room, sticking out his paunch, and cocked his head ashe
looked Elrabin over. His eyes were cold and shrewd, utterly without mercy. "What's your red name?' he



asked at last. "What's your registration number?'

Elrabin met his gaze with dl the defiance he had |ft. "If 1'd wanted that known, | wouldn't have had
my implant cut out.”

"Try again,” Scar said quietly. It wasawarning.
Elrabin said nothing.

Barthul croaked out alaugh and curled his prehensletall tightly againgt hisbackside. "He's usdess.
Tooold for training. Too sick. Look at hiseyes. He's no fighter.”

Elrabin squared his shoulders with hislast remnants of pride. "I can run any gambling table you got. |
can mark Junta cards. | can work the—"

"Usdess." Barthul turned hisback on Elrabin and started to walk out.

Scar was leaning againgt thewall, cleaning his clawswith thetip of his sticker. He let Barthul get to
the doorway before he said, "How about a dust runner?’

Barthul hated on the threshold and stared at Scar in-creduloudly. "A runner? Him?"
"Why not?'
"He's got worker grade stamped al over him. Look at him. He couldn't fool a patroller one minute.”

"Doesn't have to. Clean him up. Put him on the citizen run, yeah, and let him work that route. He
looks employed, acts honest, blendsright in with the rest of the citizens, only he'sout in plain Sght. Might
work. The patrollersain't expecting that.”

It was the most Scar had ever said a once since Elrabin had met him. Elrabin stared at the youith,
astonished that Scar was actualy speaking up for him, trying to get him ajob. Not that it mattered.

"I'll do anything but sell dust,” Elrabin said. "I can get you into any dock warehouse you—"

"Nah," Barthul said, cutting him off with agesture. "Docks ain't my turf. Stay away from there.” He
dtared hard at Scar. "Y ou think so?"

"Sure," Scar said eadily, till cleaning hisclaws. "Worth atry, once he's straightened out.”
Elrabin glared at them both. "L ook. | asked for ajob, but not—"
Barthul grimaced, making acurt gesture. "Too much trouble. Kill the nob.”

"Wait!" Elrabin said, lifting his hands even as Scar's eyes went intense, cold, and scary. Insde, Elrabin
was curs-ing himsdf for getting into this. ' "My apologies. | can learn your rules. Sdlling dust is better than
garving. And | need your protection.”

Barthul and Scar gared at him along, tense moment. "Glad you seeit our way," Barthul said. Pedling
up hisbroad lip, he dug out astring of food from between his teeth and flicked it away. Then he gestured
at Scar, who went back to leaning againgt thewall.

Elrabin stared at the youth doubtfully. Could he just switch it on and off—thewillingnessto kill? Did
taking life mean so little to him that he actualy didn't care one way or another?

Elrabin panted. "I'll follow orders," he said, feding ashamed of himself. But desperation canceled out
good in-tentions every time,

"See?' Scar said.

"Nah," Barthul replied. "Thisonesa nolo, afool."
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Scar grinned in hislopsided, insolent way, and after amoment Barthul tilted back hishead and



guffawed, holding hisround sdes. "'l got you," he said in gpprovd. "Run adouble blind and bluff them.”
"Yeah"

Barthul nodded and dapped Scar on the shoulder. "Good, good,” he said. "Train him and put him on
therun."

He handed Scar adim pouch of something, and Scar dipped it out of sight fast into his pocket.
Satisfaction gleamed in Scar's eyes and he went on smiling to himself as Barthul walked out.

Elrabin watched Scar warily. "So I'min?" he said.

The smile faded from Scar's eyes. He looked almost an-gry again. ' 'Y eah, no thanksto you," he said
withagrowl. "You redly that supid or isit fever you got?'

Choosing not to answer that one, Elrabin glanced around. "Do | stay here?"

"No." Scar walked over to the cabinet and unlocked the top drawer with aquick punch of numbers
on the keypad that he concedled from Elrabin with his body.

The drawer popped open, and Scar pulled out abasin and a couple of medica packetsin bright pink
fail.

Seeing them, Elrabin's eyeswidened. Those were med-ical packets from an actua Visclinic, the
kind of place he couldn't afford back in good times, even if they admitted abiru, which they didn't. He
watched Scar's nimble hands break the sedls and spill out the stolen contents.

"Red medicine," Elrabin bresthed, impressed. Thiswasn't the synthetic, cheap stuff. Thiswould do
him good. He couldn't believe Scar's generosity. " Thank you.”

"Don't thank me," Scar said irritably. He dapped amedicine patch onto Elrabin's |eft shoulder with
more force than was necessary for it to stick.

The effect on Elrabin's bloodstream was immediate and soothing. He stopped bracing himself againgt
the pain, fed-ing it fade, and let out his bresth in along whoosh.

Scar put the basin in Elrabin'slap and draped his septic arm acrossit. "Hold ill. Thisain't pretty, but
it works."

He swiped the needle-thin blade of his sticker with dis-infectant and dashed down the infected stresk
in Elrabin'sarm. Despite the painkiller, Elrabin felt the cut burn through him.

Hejerked in abregth, but Scar glared at him and after hisinitid flinch Elrabin didn't move again.

Blood, bright and filled with angry pus, splattered into the basin. Scar opened the infected incision
with another quick, sure dash of hisblade, as ddicate and precise with it asasurgeon. Then he
uncapped a bottle of brown liquid and poured it liberaly over the cuts.

Elrabin expected that to hurt likefire, but it didn't. The liquid felt cool and soothing. He relaxed again
asthe drugstook hold in his system, and without concern watched him-sdlf bleed into the bowl.

After ashort time, Scar bandaged him, ripped off the painkiller patch, and applied something else
instead. He emptied and cleaned the basin, and threw out the used foil packets. Locking the cabinet once
more, he hoisted Elrabin to hisfet.

"You come," he said, supporting most of Elrabin'sweight.

Elrabin wasfloating. If hisfeet moved at dl, he couldn't fed them. They went along the tunnd to
another room, alarger onefitted with several bunks. Most of them were occupied. Snoring buzzed in the
room.

Scar lowered Elrabin to abunk and tossed a blanket over him. "Y ou deep,” he ordered. "In morning,



no fever. Y ou be ready to work, yeah?"

"Yeah," Elrabin mumbled drowsly. He wanted to find the words to thank Scar for hishelp, but his
tongue fdt too large and clumsy to talk now.

Scar stood over him amoment longer, aslent, dim shadow in the gloom. "Y eah," he said softly, his
tonelow and grim. ' 'Stupid little citizen. Think you found ahome. Y ou ain't found nothing but trouble.”

Elrabin heard Scar's voice from far away, a sound too distant to listen to. "Scar?' he said, seeking
reassurance.

Scar leaned over him and put his hand briefly on Elra-bin's brow, where Magathin used to lick him
when hewaslittle. "Sleep," Scar said gruffly, and walked away.

CHAPTER

The Kaa shifted on his high-backed chair and sighed. Knedling at hisfeet, Ampris dared stedl aquick
peek at hisface, then quickly looked down again. He looked so blesk, like a stranger. With al her heart
shewanted to ask about Israi, but she dared say nothing. Without turning her head, she tried to look
toward Isral's bed to see how her friend was doing, but the angle was al wrong.

"Ampris." The Kaas deegp voice made her jJump. "Thisisaterrible day."

Gaveid prodded her again with his staff, and Ampris bowed lower until her head nearly touched the
floor.""Yes, sre" she whispered. Because she was Aaroun and not Vs, she could not call him Imperia
Father asthe othersat court did. "A very terrible day.”

"Y ou are beloved of the Imperia Daughter,” the Kaasaid. "For her sake, we will dlow you to tdl us
what oc-curred on the side of the mountain.”

Although stern, hisvoice held no anger, no accusation. Relieved, Ampris looked up. ' 'Will she bedl
right? s she badly hurt?'

TheKaasrill lifted, and Chancdlor Gaveld cleared histhroat in hasty warning.

Ampris gulped and lowered her eyes at once.

"It isthe Imperid Father who asksthe questions,” Gav-eid told her. "Not you."

She nodded, keeping her gaze down. "I'm sorry," she whispered, trying not to whimper.

Silencefell over the room, and the chancellor sighed. " Perhaps another gpproach is needed, sire.”
The Kaa gestured assent and leaned his head back wear-ily againgt hischair.

"Ampris" Gaveid said in agentle voice, "why did you and the Imperiad Daughter avoid the main trail ?*

It was easier to talk to the chancedllor than the Kaa. In rdlief, Ampristurned to Gaveid. "The shortcut
isquicker and morefun.”

"It isdangerous.”

Ampris shrugged. "We've been up it before.”

The Kaamade afaint sound but gestured for the chan-cellor to continue.
"Wasit your ideato take the Imperia Daughter up thistrail ?"

"No," Amprisanswered honestly. "We were trying to hurry to avoid Lady Lenith. We were going on
apicnic, you see, and she would have had us spend the afternoon doing needle art or something boring.”

"'Why did the Imperiad Daughter not take her guards as she was supposed to?"

Ampris backed her ears, wondering how to explain the obvious to an adult. "We were pretending,”
shesaid a lagt. "It's hard to do that with them aong.”



"'Why did you urge the Imperia Daughter to keep climb-ing when Lord Fazhmind called out to her to
return?'

"But | didn't."

Gaveid'scynica ydlow eyesgrew quite cold, and he inflated hisair sacs. "On the contrary, cub,” he
sad very gently. "Lord Fazhmind witnessed you doing exactly that.”

"l didn't."

"Denial does not dter what he has said. The Imperial Daughter walked before you up thetrail, aswas
proper, until Lord Fazhmind called out. Then you pushed ahead of her and pulled her onto the rocks
after you."

"Oh, that," Ampris said, comprehending now. "We were wearing these silly old costumes, as part of
our pre-tending, but they were too long and awfully in theway."

"Most unsuitable garments,” the chancellor agreed. His eyeswatched her like araptul's.

"'So | took mine off, but |srai—the sri-Kaa—kept hers on. I'm a better climber than sheis, so |
climbed to theledgefirst so | could pull her up after me. She knows | am stronger and said it would be
eader for meto asss her that way than to boost her from behind.”

"l see. And again, you did this by the sri-Kaas order?"

"Well..." Amprisfrowned, trying to remember. "Yes, or perhaps| suggested it and she agreed to it.
All I know is, we didn't want to go back down. We were going to hide from Lord Fazhmind."

The Kaaflicked out histongue, and both Ampris and Gaveid glanced at him.,
He gestured impatiently. "Continue.”
Gaveid bowed. "Now, Ampris, about the—"

"'But if Lord Fazhmind saysthat | made Israi climb up therocks, that isn't so," Amprissaid hotly. "He
was too far down the mountain to see everything that happened. He couldn't hear what was said—we
wanted to get away from him, so we were hurrying too fast. The sri-Kaa started climbing above the
ledge by hersdlf, without waiting for meto help her. | didn't see how she dipped, but suddenly she was
fdling. If | hadn't—"

She stopped, panting and near tears, reiving the horror of that moment in her mind.
"Yes?' the chancellor prodded. "If you hadn't what?"

"If I hadn't caught her by the leg, she would have gone over the ledge and maybe been killed. When
shefainted, | thought she was dead.” Tears choked Amprissvoice, and she could no longer hold them
back. "l got Moscar—"

"A servant, dre” Gaveld said in aquick aside.

"We wrapped her in ablanket, and he started carrying her down the mountain. That'sal that
happened. It wasn't anyone'sfault. She dipped.” Ampris sniffed and licked away the tears dampening her
muzzle. " 'If Lord Fazhmind wantsto blame anyone, let it be himsdf for following us—"

"Silence," Gaveid snapped. "Y ou are here to give an account of yourself, not to accuse your betters.”
From the bed, Israi moaned.

At once the Kaa shot from his chair and hurried to her sde. He bent over her, stroking her rill ashe
murmured to her.

"Ampris” lsral called.
Amprisran to her, duding the chancellor's grab at her shoulder.



Isral lay curled among her nest of pillows, looking the color of dust benesth abandage across her left
temple. Her arms and hands were bruised and scraped. Her green eyes were heavy with drugs, but she
smiled when she saw Am-pris crowding next to the Kaas side.

"Ampris," shewhispered again, and tried to stretch out her hand.

Ampriswould have moved closer to touch her fingers, but the Kaa gripped her shoulder, holding her
back.

"You must ret, preciousone,” he said, hisvoice thick with emotion. "Go back to deep.”

Isral looked at him, blinking dowly, her green eyes clouded and dull. "1 heard you talking. Don't be
angry. | didn't wait for her to help me. | didn't take off the robelike she... urged meto." Israi'seyes
drifted closed. "My fault,” she murmured, and fell adeep.

The Kaa bent over her and blew gently across her ear dimple, then straightened and stood staring
down a Am-pris. Thistime she met his gaze without fear.

He stared at her for what seemed like forever before something indefinable shifted in the depths of his
brilliant blue eyes. "We see" hesad. "Very well."

Turning from the bedside, he walked away. Ampristook astep after him.
""May | say with her, Sre?’
The Kaa paused in mid-stride and glanced back. "It iswhat she would wish."

Hewalked on, and his guards hastened to open the doors for him. In the outer sitting room, muffled
commotion rose up as the ladies jumped to their feet and asked questions. The physician returned to
Israi's bedside, and the doors were closed, shutting out the noise.

Gaveid stood on the crimson runner of carpet and beck-oned to Ampris, who joined him.

"Asfathful asever,” he murmured. "Y ou have been agood companion for the sri-Kag, despite dl the
consgterna-tion you have caused.”

Amprisgrinned.

"But it isnot enough to beasmple follower," he ad-monished her. ' 'Doing whatever she suggests,
and agreeing to her schemes. The si-Kaais headstrong and impetuous. She runswith avery light rein
indeed, and in his devoted love for her, the Kaa has perhaps been too lenient. | believe you have some
common sensein that Aaroun head of yours. Do you?"

Perhaps a hundred years spanned between their ages, yet at that moment Amprisfet in complete
accord with the chancellor. "1 think so, Lord Gaveld," she said.

"Timeyou both grew up alittle. The freedom of tas-chunenhad ispassing.”

Ampris backed her ears. She didn't want to hear what he was saying, yet a the same time she knew
hewas right. It was frightening, but |srai'sinjuries were frightening too.

"Lord Fazhmind has no influence with the sri-Kaa, and Lady Lenith very little," Gaveld continued.
"Y ou, on the other hand, are her mogt intimate companion. And athough you are young, | believe you
capable of usng good sense when it comes to these escapades. Persuade her toward more caution,
toward safer adventures.”

"But she sayswhat we will do—"

"Doesshe?' Lord Gaveid flicked out histongue. "Does she think of everything?'
Amprismet hiswise gaze and could not lie. Reluctantly she shook her head.
"Ah," hesad. "Then you underd¢and me."



He turned to go, and Ampris|ooked from him to the physician, who was running a scanner over |sal.
Sheran after Gaveld. "Please, my lord. Isshegoing to die?!

"Hmm?" He paused reluctantly and raised hisrill when he redlized she was clutching hisdeeve.
Amprisreleased him and stepped back. ' 'Please. No onewill tell me anything.”

"No, of course sheisn't going to die. She has a broken rib and some painful cuts and scrapes.
According to the physician, her beauty will not be marred by theseinjuries.” Gaveid's cynicd eyes
softened amoment and he patted Ampris on the head. ™Y ou weep for the sri-Kag, little one?"

Ampriswiped her eyes, too overwhelmed with relief to speak.

"Ah," hesad, histone strange. "In dl theimperid court, who cares more deeply than a
half-domesticated Aar-oun? Truly, the Imperia Daughter chosewell inyou, cub. | trust she will dways
remember your vaue."

"Of course"” Amprisdidn't understand him. It was as though he spoke with hidden meaningsto his
words. "l will dways be her friend. Always. And she mine. We promised.”

"Ah." He patted her head again. "Stay with her, cub. She callsfor you every time she wakes."

Israi recovered very quickly, while everyone spoiled her and brought her presents astokens of their
good wishes. The Kaavidited her twice daily. Lord Fazhmind and Lady

Lenith were banned from the sickroom, and Israi gloated over this.

"They have been dismissed from my service,” shesaid. "1 am sure of it. Don't you think so, Ampris?
Oh, | hope so. They are tedious, both of them.”

This hope proved to be unfounded. But it was the phy-sician's recommendation that Israi be rel eased
from her les-sons and responsibilities until summer, to ensure acomplete recovery of both body and
spirit. Thus, Lady Lenith was given leaveto vist her family. Lord Fazhmind remained at court, but
without assigned duties.

When Israi was deemed well enough to travel, the Kaareturned to the imperid paaceat Vir. By
then, the buds were beginning to swell in the palace gardens as harbingers of spring. All talk focused on
the coming Festival. Ladies a court grew absentminded and silly, neglecting their du-tiesand giggling at
the least provocation. Ambassadors brought new wives to the Kaa, who made his selections and sent the
othersto his country estates.

Amprisand Israi ran free, roaming the palace at will, keeping whatever hours they chose, egting
whatever they liked, doing what they pleased. They had no routine, no lessons, no one to hinder their fun.

Subi, the old Keith nursemaid, grumbled and tried to impose order, but they only laughed &t her.

The physician's methods apparently worked. Israi not only healed without ablemish, but she
blossomed aswell. She grew several inches that spring, and her coloring ac-quired anew glow that gave
her beauty a hint of coming maturity. She was at the age where most adolescent V Uis femal es become
gawky and impossible. But Israi remained graceful, dender, and lovely. Her voice degpened dightly,
becoming more melodic than ever. The dope of her jaw, the brightness of her teeth, the brilliance of her
eyes, the arch of her throat arrested the gaze of everyone who saw her. New courtiers, upon catching a
glimpse of her, often lost the thread of their conversations. Older courtiers gazed at her with knowing
looks, murmuring behind their fans.

The sri-Kaa was growing up.

But neither Isral nor Ampriswere ready to acknowledge that. They had these |ast few months of
freedom, as though tas-chunenhal and all its magic had been given an exten-sion, and they were
determined to make the most of it.



They played harder than ever, giggling and pulling pranks on everyone in the pal ace except the Kaa
and Chan-cdllor Gaveid. Even the lesser chancellors and ministers were not exempt.

Visitors of minor importance discovered unpleasant sur-prisesin their beds. Hot water was
mysterioudy cut off from al the bathing chambers for an entire day. Wivesfound bitter salt intheir
desserts because pranksters had substituted it for siweetener in the kitchens. Lord Fazhmind found
soilwormsin hisdrinking cup and exploding powder in hiskerchiefs. Bizarre, dien music was piped into
his bedchamber in the dead of night, giving him nightmares.

The mgordomo of the palace, in charge of theimmense and complex preparations for Sahvrazaa,
lived in agonized fear that the pranksters would sabotage the banquets and ruin hislife.

Complaintsranrifein the palace, yet no one dared de-mand punishment. The Kaa himsalf, vaguely
awarethat |srai was up to considerable mischief, merely remarked that it was splendid shefelt so
energetic. Therefore, nothing could be done to stop her, and everyone prayed that she would soon tire of
these games and leave them in peace.

Then Lady Zuredl arrived at court, and the pranks stopped cold.

Amprisand Israi werelying idly in the shade near the garden pool one day when Amprisheard a
commoation from indde. She sat up, listening.

"More new candidates for the wives court have ar-rived," she said eagerly. "Do you want to go and
look at them?'

Israi rolled onto her side and draped her arm across her eye. "No," she said, sounding bored. "'l am
deepy.”
"May | go?'

Israi lifted her arm just enough to shoot Amprisalook of exasperation. ' 'Why do you care about
them? New wives are dways Slly. They overdress and wear too much per-fume. All they candoiis
giggle and dare a themsdvesin the mirrors.”

"'l want to see what they are wearing. | want to seetheir jewels,” Amprissaid.
Israi flicked out her tongue and said nothing.

Amprisstared at her amoment. Israi had been in astrange mood al day, grouchy and lazy. All she
wanted to do was lie by the pool, and Ampriswas bored. Anything, even staring at fine court ladies, was
preferabletothis.

"Please?' Ampris asked.
"Yes, yes, go," Isra said withirritation. "At least then you will be quiet and | can ngp in peace.”

Her words were unkind, for Ampris had not been chat-tering to her. Ampris|et it pass, however, and
bounded up before Israi could change her mind.

Shetrotted through the loggia and its wel come shade, then entered through open doorsinto the long
gdlery. Her feet made no sound on the polished stone floors, and she hurried to catch up with the
courtiers gathering in the main audience hal to observe the officia arrival and presentation of thislast
batch of imperid brides.

Ampris ebowed her way through the crowd, and the onlookers reluctantly made way for her to edge
to the front, where she could see without hindrance. In the past month Ampris had suddenly shot up in
height, growing gawky and ill at ease with her changing body. She found hersdf clumsy when she had
never been so before. Her hands and feet did not seem to belong to her. She had outgrown her clothes
twice, making Subi grumble about the cost and bother of replacements. And she was hungry al thetime,
congtantly craving mest, which was not dlowed her. Lady Lenith said she was getting too big. Feding



ugly and in-creasingly self-conscious, Ampris sometimes worried that 1sra would send her away for
having changed so much.

Now, shetook care not to venture too near the most important courtiers or to stand too closeto the
carpet runner stretching from the main entrance to the Kaa's throne. Sheignored the whispers from those
who disapproved of her gppearing in public when Isral was not present to command her.

However, the imminent presentation of the brides created agenerd air of excitement that soon
eclipsed Ampriss presence. The hall filled with whispering and speculation, and as dways Ampris
enjoyed watching and listening. She didn't understand why Israi wanted to missthe fun.

New spring fashions among V s femaes dictated afuller sweep in the skirts of court gowns, creating
an angular line in the back that completely concealed their tails and made their upper bodies ook dender
and long. Amprisliked the new style, dthough she was grateful she didn't have to dressin such away.

Thehall smelled of fragrant white flowers, the Kaa's favorite, and soft ftytamusic played in the
background. Then ceremonia chimes sounded, and a procession of sing-ersin green cloaks entered,
tossing flower petds asthey came. Behind them walked the brides, velled and gowned in breathtaking
regalia. Each female was escorted by her sponsoring ambassador, in full court uniform.

One by one, they were led to the foot of the throne. A page uttered each lady’'s name, and the
ambassador un-veiled her before the Kaa. She bowed low and presented asmall gift token, then stood
with blushing rill and downcast eyeswhile the Kaa scrutinized her. Beside the Kaastood aminister with a
data screen of bloodlines and family his-tories, constantly murmuring informetion to the sovereign.

The Kaanever hurried his sdlection, allowing anticipa-tion to fill the hal as everyone watched
breathlesdy. All the brides were here as the result of long and delicate ne-gotiations that went on
throughout the year. However, those persondly selected by the Kaatoday would remain at court with
the supreme standing of favorite wife. Each would be specidly courted by the Kaain the next few weeks
as Festival approached, and on the specia day, the favored few would go to the sacred Chamber of
Hatching to lay their eggs. Those not smiled at today would be taken away from court, forever to live
pampered, secluded lives, but far from the Kaaand hiscircle.

The last bride was presented and unveiled. A collective aah rose from the watching courtiers.
"The Lady Zuresal," announced the ambassador, and she bowed to the Kaa.

Even Ampris caught her breath, for Zureal waslovely. Green-skinned with delicate bone structure
and graceful movements, she possessed large, tilted eyes of an exotic shade of amethyst. Asthe Kaa
stared at her, she extended her rill aboveitsjeweed collar, and it blushed a matching hue of ddlicate
purple.

"Lady Zured isnewly adult, Sre," the ambassador said. " She begs you to accept this token of her
devotion.”

The Kaaroseto hisfeet—asign of great honor—and smiled at the lady. Hetook her gift with his
own hand, making the spectators gasp and nudge each other. His gaze never left the lady's sweet
countenance.

"Wearewd|-pleased," he said, and her rill blushed again.

Taking her hand, he led her away without warning. He did not bother to dismissthe courtiers, to take
his farewell from the ambassadors, or to give even a second glance to the other brides, who stood
gtricken with drooping rills.

Stunned slencefilled the hdl, then as the Kaavanished with his new favorite, aloud buzz arose.

"Well," said acourtier near Ampris. "Well "



"Indeed," agreed another. "Have you ever seen her equd?'
"She dmodt rivasthe si-Kaas beauty.”
"Almogt! | would venture that she surpassesit.”

Ampriswaited to hear no more. Bursting with the news, she went rushing back to the garden to tell
Isral al that she had seen.

"Oh, hush," Israi said, till bored and cranky. "I told you | care nothing for these creatures. Thereisa
new fa-vorite every year. It means nothing.”

"But Lady Zured isbeautiful,” Amprissaid in excite-ment. " Such coloring. Everyoneistaking about
her. And the Kaa could not take his gaze from her. Truly, sheisexotic. She blushes purple, not indigo.”

"Purplel” Isral sat up and flicked out her tonguein dis-gust. * 'l have never heard of something so silly.
Who could be enchanted with that?"

"But it matchesthe color of her eyes. Sheisdifferent.”

Israi'srill darkened. "How different?’

"Like nothing ever seen. Everyone—"

"l am not interested in the opinions of the court,” Isral said sharply. "'Is she really beautiful ?"
Ampris Sghed and nodded. "Breathtaking."

A drangelight gppeared in Igra's eyes. "More beautiful than 17"

Ampris had not foreseen that question. She hesitated, warned too late by Israi's darkening rill. "Wall,
sheisdif-ferent,” shesad dumgly.

"Asyousad.

"No one could be more beautiful than you, Isral,” Am-prissaid out of loyalty, yet... "Itishard to
explain. She moveslike she's gliding on water. When you're adult, you'll dso—"

"Also!" Igral said in ahuff, jumping to her feet. She kicked her pillowsinto the pool, wherethey
bobbed and floated like fat, blood-red water blossoms. "Thereisno also! How dare you compare her to
mal”

"That isn't what | meant,” Ampris said hadtily, trying to avert the coming tantrum. ' 'l wastrying to
explainthat shes—"

"l don't wish to discuss her further," Isral said. "Which is better, alady who walks like she'sgliding on
water—or me, when | have been compared to the lightness of a sum-mer's breeze?"

"You, of course. Y ou're magnificent,” Amprissaid, try-ing to soothe her. "After dl, you're
golden-skinned and she's only—"

"What?' |sral demanded. "What is her color? Blue?!

"Green," Amprissaid, and waited.

Israi's eyes widened, then narrowed. Shetilted her head to one side. ' 'Green?’ she asked smugly.
Amprisnodded. "Green."

Isra hooted in triumph. "The most common hue! Then sheis nothing compared to me. Nothing!"
"Well, no, but her combination issriking,” Amprissaid.

"Phoo," Iga said, dismissing this quibble. " Striking combinationsfade. In ayear, shélll be nothing a
al out of the ordinary. I'll even wager that she's had her rill dtered, for it to turn such ahue.”



Ampris gasped in shock. "Would she dare”?’

"Oh, yes, shewould,” Israi said with al the wisdom of being both older and more sophisticated. "I've
heard how the wivestak. Thereis so much competition among brides to be selected as favorites that
they'll do anything, submit themsdavesto any procedure, in order to enhance their looks. When my father
finds out, shell be exiled fagter than she can blink."

It ssemed ashameto Ampris, for Lady Zured really was pretty, but she wasn't about to say soto
Israi. The near-tantrum had been averted, and Ampris wasn't going to risk another.

"Comeon!" Israi grabbed Ampriss hand, and together they ran from the garden.
"Where are we going?' Ampris asked, taking care not to outrun Israi.
"Somewhere different to think. | need aplan.”

"What sort of plan?"

"1 want to play the ultimate prank, and | need ingpira-tion."

Ampris couldn't keep hersdlf from sighing. "Haven't we played enough pranks?’
"But thisonewill be supreme,” Isral said, her green eyes glowing.

"Fazhmind isn't even funny to watch anymore,” Ampris said, bored with theidea. ' 'Hejust yelsand
hisrill turnsred.”

"We aren't going to bother with Fazhmind," Isral said with scorn.
"Who, then?"

Israi laughed and yanked Ampristo ahalt behind a carved stone pillar. She put her finger between
her nogtrilsin warning and glanced around to make sure no one could overhesr.

"The Lady Zured," she whispered.

What?'

"Don't look so shocked. She'sthe perfect target.”

"But—but she'sabride. Festival iscoming!”

"Yes, isn't that perfect? No one will expect usto pick on her."

"But that'sunkind.”

Igral stared at her. "Ampris! Areyou on my side, or hers?'

"Yours, of course.

"Then stop objecting. | want to think up something that will drive her avay.”
"But if she'sthe new—"

"Hush! Well make her hysterical and silly. Shelll plead to be sent away. 1t will be wonderful!”

Amprisdidn't like what she was hearing. She looked at her friend in dismay. ' 'Y ou mean, just
because Lady Zured is beautiful, you want to drive her away from court? Y ou don't want her to bea
possiblerivd to you inlooks? Isthat why?"

Israi'srill snapped up. "How dare you say such athing to me. Y ou are not alowed to question me."
Amprisflinched, but she didn't back down. "Then who will, if | do not?!
"You are on her Sde," Isral said in outrage. "Y ou like her better than me.”

"Of course not. | couldn't,” Amprissaid. "It'sjust that if you pick on her, you make her important.



And you'rethe si-Kaa, while she's only awife. Shouldn't you be kind, if youre—"

"Get away fromme," Isral said, furious. ™Y ou've turned against me. Y ou think I'mwrong. Y ou won't
help me. Then go fawn over her, if that'swhat you want. Go!™

"But, lga—"

Israi snapped at her blindly, and missed. Hissing, the sri-Kaa pushed away from Ampris and ran off,
leaving Ampristo Stare after her in dismay.

"Y ou argue with sri-Kaa?' Subi said from behind Am-pris. "Bad, you are.”

Ampristurned to the old nursemaid, whose fur smelled of cleaning powder and age. "Y ou overheard
lﬁl

"l hear enough.”

Frudtration welled up insde Ampris. "I don't understand her. She doesn't have to be jedl ous of
Zured. It'sglly.”

"'Nothing issilly when you are young V Usfemae, grow-ing up.”
Shocked, Ampris stared wide-eyed at the old Keth. "Sheisn't growing up. Not yet!"

"Thetimeiscoming. Sheisnot of age yet to have eggs, but she feesthe urges of Festiva thisyear.
They confuse her. She does not understand what she feels yet, but next year or the year after that, she
will. It will be better then."

"l don't fed any urges," Amprissaid. Y et even as she spoke she wondered, for she was much bigger
than she used to be, and more impatient. Sometimes she ached and felt restless. Was this growing up?
"Fedtiva isjust atimeto dressin fancy clothes and have fun,” sheinssted.

Subi bared her yellowed teeth. "That is because you are not Vis."

"Wadl, I'm glad. If you haveto throw fitsand yell at people and hate everyone, I'd rather be Aaroun
and never grow up,” Amprissaid. "l don't see why she hasto act thisway."

Subi gave Amprisalittle push. ' 'Y ou go find her. Play with her. Make her happy again. Thisanger, it
will pass”

"She doesn't want to be my friend anymore. She'sangry with me."

"Not with you. At what she feds. Make her happy, Am-pris. That isyour responsbility.”

Backing her ears, Ampris struggled to make Subi under-stand that things weren't that smple. Israi
was acting like astranger, and Ampris didn't think she could reach her.

"Agree with her. Play her games," Subi said, dmost asthough she could reed Amprissmind. "L et her
run free. Don't stop her in whatever she wantsto do."

Amprisblinked. "Y ou're dways saying we should have rules.”

"Thisisher last goring to be ta-chune,” Subi said. "When she becomes vi-adult, al will be different.”
"But—"

"'Run after her, now, and play what shewants. It isnot your place to be her guide or conscience.”

That wasjust the opposite of what Chancellor Gaveid had said. Ampris didn't bother trying to sort it
out. What mattered wasthat |srai was angry with her. Subi's advice made sense, and soon Ampriswas
running through the pa-ace to catch up with her and try again to be the faithful, unquestioning companion
that Israi wanted her to be.

CHAPTER OURTEEN



Isral wasn't in Sght. She could have gone anywhere within the vast palace complex. She was adept at
following old passageways, snesking aong the servant routes, and evad-ing just about anyone who
wanted to find her. But she could not hide from Ampris, who tracked her scent from the wives court,
through the main public section, and on along the old concourse that led into the original structures, where
restoration work was now in progress.

Savesof dl races hammered, cut, carved, and polished in a ceasd ess cacophony, punctuated by
shouted instruc-tions from supervisors and the architects.

The area smdlled of paint, heated metal, and |aborer sweet. A fine coating of white dust covered
everything. Two specidized construction robots worked independently, hoisting support beams and
soldering boltsinto place. But Ampris saw aline of dead robots stacked in adiscard hegp along one
wall. She wasn't surprised. Most machinery like that was antiquated and failed to work well. The Vs,
es-pecially the Kaa, preferred hand labor. It provided a specid quality to whatever was being
constructed. Indeed, the res-toration process seemed to require extensive amounts of skilled
handcrafting, for Ampris saw such workers every-where,

At present, most of the work was focused on what had been the original throne room. As she
scurried past, Ampris caught a glimpse of avast chamber every bit aslarge asthe audience hal currently
inuse. Scaffolding filled the throne room from floor to ceiling, and workers swarmed up and down with
buckets and tools. Plasterers and carvers crouched at the very top of the scaffolding with their shoul-ders
hunched againgt the vaulting beams, busy restoring the ceiling to its former magnificence. At adistance
from the scaffolding, aMyal baanced on tall stiltswith his prehen-gletail stuck out behind him for
bal ance was skillfully applying gold leaf to the ddlicate leaves carved into awdl pand. A Visarchitect
stood in the center of the room, wearing the white cape of his profession and pointing to aholographic
schematic as he explained something to asec-ond VUsin an artist's sash. The two were arguing
vehe-mently, frequently stabbing their fingersinto the holo image or making sweeping gestures at the
caling far overhead.

Isral was not in there. Sneezing againgt the dust, Ampris hurried on.

It was hard to follow Israi'strail through the congtruction zone. Chemical and congtruction smells
overlaid Israi's scent, and Amprisfound it difficult to imagine why the sri-Kaawould cometo such adirty
and noisy section of the paace.

Sheturned acorner and saw Isral standing next to a pillar swathed with drop cloths. The sri-Kaa had
her back par-tially to Ampris and did not see her approach. Israi was scowling into the distance, and her
green eyes held degp unhappiness.

Remembering what Subi had said, Ampriswalked up to her and nuzzled the back of her rill with
ampleaffection.

"I'm sorry," Amprissaid. "'l waswrong to argue with you. Please forgive me.”
Isral flashed her an angry glare and turned away. Her dender back wasrigid, her rill dark indigo.

"Please," Ampris said, anxious to make amends. "1 shall do anything you say. Let'sthink up away to
redly ruin Lady Zured's happiness.”

Isral glared at her again. "Don't say it likethat," she said. ' 'Why must you sympathize with her?"

"l don't,” Ampris said, holding back asigh. Sheld erred again, but she wasn't sure how. "I'm on your
side. | prom-ise. Maybe we could put dye into her cosmetics and turn her face a strange color.”

Isral released agusty sigh and walked on without looking back.

Amprisfrowned, patiently following a Israi'sheds. Israi said nothing, but that was dl right. If shewas
gl angry, she would have ordered Ampristo leave her. It took timefor |srai's temper to cool. Soon she



would befull of smilesand mischief again, and al would be well.

The farther they walked, the cleaner and quieter the pas-sageway became. The construction noise
faded behind them, and there was only the smell of clean, polished stone and new plaster. Relieved,
Ampris blew through her nogtrilsto clear them.

Ahead, the passageway ended at aclosed set of doors beneath an archway of dressed stone. Above
it hung an inscription that Ampris could not read.

Isral paused, tipping back her head to look at it. ' 'Knowl-edge is for the many," she read aoud.
"What aquaint saying."

"What languageisit?' Ampris asked.

"Vis slly.”

"But | can't read it."

"OldVis" Iga said impatiently. "Two thousand years ago. When this palace wasfirst built.”

"o

Amprissquinted at the letters, but they were no more decipherable than before.

"The year four hundred ninety-five, in the third dynasty of the Vrahd," said aquiet voice from behind
them. "That's when that quotation was chiseed into the stone and alibrary was established to hold the
palace records.”

Amprisand Israi turned, and found aMya standing there with a neatly wrapped packagein his
hands.

Ampris sniffed and knew the package held hislunch. She could smell afruit medley tossed in alight
vinaigrette mixed with stouraseeds and honey.

Hewas short, coming no taller than her shoulder, a-though he was adult. He had stippled black and
glver fur, very diginguished, and afull Slver manefloated in slky strands about hisintelligent face.
Something dert and kind in his black eyes made Amprislike him immediately.

He carried hislong prehensiletail negtly curled and tucked up againgt his hindquarters. His short,
bowed legs and soft pouchy belly made him look like ascholar.

Isral wore her haughty expression, standing straight and tall with her head held high. Her green eyes
glittered in sudden tension.

Ampristook onelook at her and stepped quietly between her friend and this stranger. Although he
was only aMyal, and probably harmless, Amprisfound her heart beating fas-ter.

It was one thing to run freely about the safe confines of the new palace, with guards stationed at the
doorsto pro-vide unobtrusive protection and courtiers and attendants al-ways nearby. It was another
thing to venture here, deep into the old palace, with its unknown corners, construction laborers,
locked-away sectionsthat were completely falen into ruin and disuse, and lack of security. Amprisfound
hersdf very conscious of Israi's vulnerability. Without at-tendants of any kind, the sri-Kaahad only
Ampris as pro-tection.

The fur on Ampriss neck bristled, and she stood ready to defend her friend.
"Who areyou?' Ampris asked, making the question achdlenge.

TheMyd smiled in agentle, friendly way. He made no threatening moves, and seemed either
unaware of or unin-terested intheir darm. "Bish ismy name," he said. "Chief archivigt of thelibrariesand
records.”



He spoke hisanswer in the V Us language, not in dave patois. Ampris thought she was the only abiru
allowed to spesk V Us. She took immediate offense.

"Bow when you speak,” she said sharply. "Are you V Us, to speak in the tongue of your masters?
Keep your eyes down. Show respect to the sri-Kaal"

Bish'sdark eyes widened. He gasped dightly and gave Israi adeep bow. "Forgive me," he said with
the utmost respect in histone, dthough he till spoke Vis. "The sri-Kaal did not recognize. No one
informed us of an officid vigt."

Amprisstemper grew hot. From deep in her throat came arumbling growl.

"Amprig" Isral said in swift rebuke. "Stop that. Heisan archivist and researcher. He hastheright to
use our language.”

Amprisblinked, feding both undermined and foolish. "Why?'
Israi flicked out her tongue, and Ampris bowed her head, | etting the question drop at once.

Already she knew the answer. Bish could speak Vs be-cause it was allowed by the complexities of
court protocol. Archivigts, whatever they were, clearly had privileges.

"Well, Bish," Isral said, doing her best to achieve the | ofty tones of ennui affected by so many
courtiers, "we have come unannounced in an unofficia cagpacity. What in the Archiveswill you show us?*

Bish bowed low again. ' 'The sri-Kaa honors me with the presence of hersalf and her golden pet. Of
course. | should have immediately recognized the golden pair of such re-nown. For such an error, may |
be forgiven? Asfor the

Archives, the entire collection stands at the Imperid Daughter'sdigposal. All can be seen, if the
Imperia Daugh-ter hastime.”

Isral gave him adignified gesture, and Ampris struggled to hold back agiggle. She knew how much
Isral loved to play the grand lady, and thissilly Myal believed every bit of it. Amprisknew Israi would let
Bish chatter on with his boring lectures until the tour was actualy started, then she would back out and
leave him standing there looking fool-ish, puzzled asto how he had offended.

Stepping around them, Bish approached the doors and spoke a clear command in coded words.

A light flashed upon him from overhead, scanning him. Then the doors unlocked and swung dowly
open.
Bish hurried indde and bowed to Isral again. "Please enter.”

Amprismet Isra's eyes and saw the mischief gleaming there. Again, she gifled agiggle. "lsn't he
boring?' she whispered. "Areyou actudly going in?'

Israi blinked at her intheir secret look. "Yes," she whis-pered back. "' want ideas for our next
project.”

They laughed together.

"Please,” Bishsad. "Comeingde.”

Another worry touched Ampris, and shetugged at Israi's deeve. "Isit safe? Without your guards?'
"Don't be so protective. Of courseit's safe.” With her head held high, Isral swept inside.
Amprisfollowed, and the doors swung shut autometi-caly behind her.

""The Archiveswere thefirst part of the restoration pro-ject to be completed,” Bish said proudly. He
gestured at the room around them. "This main exhibit chamber and two other areas are redone. Our
offices have been updated, and my staff isbusy cataloging an incredible warren of old materids. It will



take us yearsto sort through everything. A fabulous opportunity for study lies here.”

At first Ampriswondered when they planned to fill this empty room, then as Bish and Isral walked
on, with Bish chatting and pointing out various items to the si-Kaa, she redlized the room was supposed
to be empty. Only what hung on thewalls held any importance.

She glanced around and caught her breath. Panel after pand of constellation maps depicted various
populated worlds within the far-flung V Uis empire. Despite the politi-ca and civicslessons Ampris had
yawned her way through, for thefirst time shereceived avery clear, graphic grasp of just how immense
the VUs holdings were.

Beyond the congtellation panel s hung holograms of plan-etsrotating in midair, ddinested perfectly to
scale, with continents and oceans diding beneath the clouds of atmo-sphere.

Israi stopped between two spinning planets and laughed. "Rogis Four and Mynchepop. .. Father
loves Mynchepop. He speaks of it often. He has promised me that when | reach adulthood | may travel
there”

"From dl accountsit isaworld of breathtaking beauty," Bish said agreeably.

He glanced at Ampris and pointed at another planet, asmall, dusty brown world that spun dowly as
though tired. A dender band of water encircled its equator. The rest was solid landmass.

"'Homeworld of the Aarouns," he said quietly to Am-pris, his black eyes bright and watchful. "The
origin point of your race, young cub.”

Startled, Amprisfrowned at him, then stared at the planet in curiosity. It was an ugly world, especidly
when com-pared to others with interesting continents mottled green between large blue oceans.

She wondered what it had been liketo live on such asmal, brown world, and could not imagineit.
Stll, Aarouns had come from it. Her ancestors had once walked its ground and breathed itsair. Theidea
of it intrigued her. For thefirst time, she could visudize the homeworld as an actud place.

"What isit called?' she asked.

"Bish!" Isral said imperioudy before he could reply. "I wish to examine the jewelry collection. My
father has told me much about the old State jewels, but | have never seen them.”

Bish bowed to her a once. "Yes, of course. They are locked in the specid vaults on afloor below
thisone. Let usgo down."

But as he spoke, he glanced at Ampris again and touched a button on the projector base beneath the
planet hologram. Aaroun homeworld vanished and in its stead appeared avistaof open sky tinged a
pearly-gray hue with wide grass-lands spread benegath it. Hot, dry wind gusted into Amprissface, and
she smelled a mingled wedlth of new scents: the bitter, herbal scent of thetal grass, the hot arid ground,
and an anima scent—perhapsthat of asmal fearful rodent. Ingtinctsinside her quickened automatically.
Her mouth watered with an unfamiliar anticipation. Her nose twitched, attuning itself as shelocated the
rodent nibbling at the roots of the grass stems. She focused on it, fedling her muscles ripple across her
back. It was prey.

"Amprid"” Isra said sharply. "Have you gone deaf? Come at once.”

Startled, and with afeeling of disorientation, Ampris came back to the here and now.

Bish pushed a button, and the grasdands vanished, leav-ing only the spinning planet in their place.
Amprisfrowned in disgppointment, finding hersdlf yearning to see more.

"Come," Bish said gently to her. "There are other thingsto show you."

Again shefollowed Israi and Bish, thistime down anar-row spiraling staircase into a darker, more



cramped region of small exhibit rooms, offices, and cleaning chambersthat held long tables stacked with
rotting fabrics and rusted ar-tifacts. They walked past alibrary holding scroll cases, bound volumes,
fragile tape spools, disks preserved in clear cases, and endless racks of sivo data crystals.

Ampriss head swiveled constantly as she stared, fasci-nated by the wealth of things here. She
expected Israil to stop a any moment and turn back. That was, after dl, the game. But Bish was il
chattering about the jewels, de-scribing them and their vivid histories, along with accounts of the imperia
personages who had worn them. Israi was rapt, as though she had forgotten the prank she wanted to

pl.

Just before they reached the vault, Bish paused and opened adoor that reveded a dim, shadowy
room. "Per-haps you would care to look inside here" he said to Am-prisin his gentle way.

His eyes, however, bored into her with an intengity she did not understand.
"What isthere?' |srai asked sharply, her rill haf-raised. "Why do you send my Ampristhere?"

Bish turned back to the sri-Kaa and bowed. "I thought she might find it interesting. It hasinformation
on her peo-ple. Why should an Aaroun care about the jewelswhich will one day be the exclusive
property of the sri-Kaa?'

Isral lowered her rill and flicked Amprisacasua glance of permission. "Go in there, and see your
history," she said, and turned away.

Therewas aderisve, dmaost contemptuous note in her voice as she spoke. Amprisdid not mind it.
She knew that none of the dave races had illustrious histories, nothing to compare with the advanced Vs
cvilizationanditsglory.

Still, perhaps there might be something as interesting as the hologram of the grasdands had been.
Obediently Am-pris stepped into the room.

At firg it looked dusty and poorly lit. She saw ajumbled stack of things on thelong table. Sighing,
shewalked over to look at the pictures on the wall. Some were authentic paintings. Otherswere
computer-generated reconstructions. She saw portraits of Aarouns of al agesand colors, their
long-lashed eyes staring gravely at her from the past. There was something unusua about them,
something she could not quite define,

Unless... She suddenly redlized how bold their eyes were, how free. They stood straight, without the
hunch of submission. They looked fearless and content.

A lump filled her throat, choking her before she swal-lowed it away. Shelooked at other pictures,
seeing settle-ments, towns, and individua houses. The architecturd styles seemed smple—squares and
rectangles, mud brick and stucco congtruction, natura shelters both functional and efficient that were
appropriate to the landscape. She found hersalf studying one house that was larger and far more
elaborate than the rest. Low to the ground, it surrounded a courtyard and loggia. A smple pool of water
adorned the courtyard. Aaroun youngsters crouched there among clay pots of flowers. She could seethe
carved pebblesin the cubs hands, and the game board they played with.

Again alumpfilled her throat. All her life shedd believed her people to be nothing. Sheld never
understood that once they had been separate and independent of the VV Uis empire, with their own lifestyles
and their own customs.

She moved on to another display, and learned abouit birth celebrations, adulthood rituas, wedding
ceremonies, and funerds. Then she cameto adisplay case that lit automat-ically when she gpproached.
Within, anecklace hung sus-pended. At first she saw nothing specia about it, for compared to Israi's
jewdry this piecelooked smple and plain. A leather thong, brittle with age, was strung through asmdll
disk with radiating points, like asun. The center of the disk held asmooth, clear ssone—amost as clear
as glass, except she could see minute flecks and inclusions within it. Squinting for acloser look, Ampris



thought for a split second that she saw aspark of radiance cometo life in the transparent stone's center.
Her heartbeat quickened in response, and she felt suddenly breathless, athough she knew not why. Then
the fleeting radiance vanished, and it was just an old amulet hanging on an age-worn thong of leather,
nothing specid a dl.

"That isan Eye of Clarity.”
Ampristurned and saw Bish standing in the doorway, aone.

" "The sri-Kaa occupies hersdf in trying on necklacesin the vault,” he said before Ampris could ask.
Hewalked into the room on his short bowed legs, hisblack eyesintent on her. "Have you ever seen an
Eye of Clarity before?'

Fedling overwheimed and confused by al sheld seen in thisroom, Ampris shook her heed. "1t looks
likean old amulet. Why—"

"Ah, but it is so much more. In centuries past, our greatest, most visonary leaders al wore Eyes of
Clarity.”

"Myd leaders?’

He shook back his mane. His dark eyes glowed, lumi-nous and intense. "Not just Myals, but Aarouns
aswdl. And others. The Eyes of Clarity belong to no single culture or race.”

"I've never seen one before or even heard of them,” she said, wondering why he spoke so
passionately about the old artifact. "The V Us courtiersin the palace don't wear them. Nor do the
chancellors, and they are very important.”

Bish snorted. "No VUs can wear this."

"Y ou mean no Vs would weer it,” she said, turning her gaze on the smple necklace again. "It's not
pretty enough.”
"Pretty?" he echoed, affronted. "Alas, young cub, have the V Uis corrupted you so that you judge value

by superfi-cid standards? Rub the age-tarnish from its surface, and it will shineasmuch asany Vis
trinket. Exchange the leather cord for adelicate chain of gold, and would it not look fine?"

"l guess s0," Ampris said, not sure why he was so of-fended.
He stared at her long and hard. "How the V s have clouded your young mind."

She stared right back. "'l have been trained to appreciate art and aesthetics. | meant you no insult. All
| said wasit wouldn't appeal toaVis."

"It isnot meant to," he said with some asperity. "No Viis can wear one, even if its gppearance did not
offend VUs aesthetics”

"Why not?"

""That isamystery. | cannot provide you with an answer. But it isso. And what the V Us themselves
cannot use, they never vaue."

His criticism made Ampris uneasy. She glanced at the door and tried to change the subject. "What
was the Eye of Clarity used for?'

"Ah," Bish said, and hisvoice held atinge of awe. "It holds great power and wisdom. When awearer
proves him or hersdf worthy, an Eye of Clarity will shareits secrets.”

Amprisfrowned a the old amulet, not certain she be-lieved anything he was saying. ' 'How do you
become wor-thy?"

Bish spread out his expressve handsin adight shrug. "Alas, such knowledgeislos.”



"| thought s0." Bored, Ampris headed for the door.

He blocked her path, however. "Please, young cub. Do not be so skeptical, so impatient. | can teach
you much about your kind, if you will dlow me."

"| take my lessonswith the sri-Kag," Ampris said haughtily, then felt arush of shame at having spoken
so rudely.

He regarded her along moment in silence, with his hands folded over hisrounded bely. Ampriswas
thefirst to drop her gaze.

"| ask pardon,” she said quietly. "1 have spoken to you with disrespect.”

"Y ou have much spirit, much firein your soul, young cub. Even if it sometimes|eads you to spesk
rashly, a least it has not been crushed.” Bish smiled at her in forgiveness. Taking her by the shoulders, he
turned her around to once more face the display case containing the Eye of Clarity.

"The oldest writings indicate that the key to understand-ing its power liesinsde each wearer," he said
asthough they'd never gotten off the subject. "A journey of sorts.”

Amprisswalowed aggh. Bish wasjust like Israi'stutor, dull and persstent, lecturing on forever. But
having apol-ogized once for showing bad manners, she forced hersdlf to be palite thistime. "What kind
of power?' she asked. "Do you mean it can make things blow up? Can it sart fires?'

"To be great or powerful isnot dwaysto be destruc-tive,”" Bish replied patiently. "According to the
legends, the Eyes of Clarity were once pathways to the very center of that which powersthe universe,
Can you tamethat?'

She blinked at him and did not answer.

"Well," he said and smiled in hisgentle way. "So little is now taught, handed down in song from
Aaroun mother to daughter. Did your mother never sing to you, golden one?’

Ampriss eyeswidened. No one had ever called her that before. Or had they? A whisper of memory
brushed through her mind, elusive, resisting capture. She backed her ears, shaking old thoughts away.
She wasn't going to think about the Scary Timeif she could help it.

"I have no mother," she said, and even to her ears her voice sounded harsh and flat. ' 'The sri-Kaa
raised me. | am forever indebted to her for her kindness and benevolence.”

"Yes," hesad, hisvoice softer and more gentle than ever. "Then it is good you have come here to
learn your heritage." He gestured at the exhibitsfilling the room. "Y ou are heir to dl this, and much more.”

Ampris backed her earsin puzzlement. "Thisbelongsto the Kaa."

"To you, Ampris. Y our heritage belongsto you and to al other Aarouns" he said. "The artifacts the
Kaamay own, but your history, your ancestry, and your lost culture he does not own. Such intangibles
can bethe richest pos-sessonsof al. They are yours.”

She said nothing. Such words were intoxicating, yet they sounded like treason.

He walked over to one of the history panels and pointed at aname. ' 'Read here about Zimbarl,
leader of the Hevaclan in the northern hemisphere. He was responsible for pulling the scattered Aaroun
tribes together into aunified nation. He created a country, established laws, civilized peopleinto working
together instead of againgt each other. Under hisleadership and vision, your people took giant strides
forward. For centuries Zimbarl was ahero. Have you ever heard of him?”'

Ampris shook her head. She drank in what Bish wastelling her, and was suddenly eager to hear
more. ' 'Zimbarl was ahero,” she echoed. "Like Havimehd the Greset."

Bish laughed, curling back his broad lips and shaking hismane. "Yes" hesaid. "Y ou know only the



typical Vs heroes, and none of your own?"

Shamefilled Ampris. Although his voice held no cen-sure, she felt asthough shed been judged and
found want-ing. "Why shouldn't I know about the Vis heroes? They are great legends. | hear about them
al thetime. They have accomplished much that isworthy."

"Of course. But ook here." He pointed at another pandl. "Read about Nithlived, an Aaroun priestess.
Inthefinad Aaroun uprising, sherdlied her people. They would have thrown off the V Uis yoke forever had
the Vs not cracked open their sun's center. The V Uis starforces directed the sun'sterrible energy against
the Aaroun homeworld."

Appdled, Ampris stared at him. She could not believe such aterrible story wastrue. "The Vs would
not do such athing.”

Bish'seyeswere grave. "But they did. Y our people make proud fighters, young cub. They resisted
and would not surrender themsalves, as other races did. They did not fall prey to the trickery and liesthat
brought the downfal of my own kind. No, the Aarouns wanted to remain free and independent. They
fought, but they could not win. Their world of grasdand and hunting waslaid waste. Every living thing not
evacuated from the planet was destroyed. Now it is bare, blasted rock, spinning in erratic orbit around its
dead sun. Thisthe Vs did to your homeworld, golden one.”

Ampristried to imagine it and couldn't. Shetried to sort out what shefelt and couldn't. She had never
been to the homeworld of her ancestors. She had never walked it, had never bresthed its scents... until a
few minutes ago, when she had experienced the hologram in the exhibit room. Still, to think about the
obliteration of an entireliving world chilled her. There could not exist such cruelty, yet into her mind came
the dreadful memory of the trophy room in the Kaa's mountain lodge, where Aaroun heads hung
mounted as gridy reminders of another uprising, and another failure.

Shaken, Ampris glanced around and once again saw the portraits of Aarounslong dead. Their eyes
seemed to look right into her, seemed to be pleading for her to do some-thing, as the ghosts of her
nightmares pleaded.

The room was suddenly too hot, too close. She backed up a step, the fur on her neck bristling.

Bish seemed unaware of her distress. He gestured at an-other exhibit. "But there are other thingsto
learn besides events of politics and war. Seethis? Did you know that an Aaroun female named L utishan
invented the flyta? That isavery great accomplishment indeed.”

"Impossible!™ Amprissaid in instant objection, dis-tracted from her distress, as perhaps he had
intended. ' TheflytaisaVismusicd instrument.”

"Oh, yes, it featuresin mogt of today's music. It isvery popular at court,” Bish agreed mildly. "But the
Visdid not invent it. They found it when they discovered your homeworld. Like many things from many
worlds, the flytawas absorbed into the culture of the empire.”

She 4till wasn't sure she could bdieve an Aaroun had actually created the flyta. And yet, a sense of
pride surged through her. She stared a Bish, dmost smiling. "Redly?"

He smiled back. "Redlly."

So it wastrue. She hugged the knowledge insde her, thrilled by it. That meant her people were
intelligent, ac-complished, and cultured too. Likethe Vs, only...

"Why isn't thisknown?" she asked. "Why isit kept secret?"

"Itisnot secret,” he replied. "Few Vs know the ori-gins of what they borrow and assmilate into their
everyday lives. Even fewer care. The empire conquers many worlds, taking the best they haveto offer
and discarding therest." He straightened histail momentarily, then coiled it around hisleft leg. "Thisisthe

way of tyranny."



Her eyes widened, and again she backed away from him. She did not like him, she decided. Each
time she began to find hisinformation interesting, he pushed some treasonous or disconcerting statement
at her. She could get into trouble listening to him. "I should go now," she said. "I must not stay absent
from the sri-Kaas sde.”

"Will you return?'
"l don't know. The sri-Kaa doesn't—"
"By yoursdlf, will you return?' he asked.

She stared a him, dightly darmed by his question. Why did he study her so intently? He seemed to
expect some-thing from her, something she did not understand.

"Have you any periods of freedom? Time of your own, gpart from the sri-Kaas activities?' he
perssted. "Axe you not interested in learning more about your people? The Aar-ouns have been a
conquered race for less than two hundred years. Before that, they were independent and progressive,
inventing their own technology, advancing at their own pace. Are you not curious about them, Ampris?’

"Yes" shesad warily, and it was the truth. None of this had ever been told to her before. Shed
aways thought Aarouns had been davesforever. Now her mind felt ex-panded by thisradical new
information. She needed to get away and think it over.

"Then come back,” he urged her. "By yoursdf. | can teach you much.”
"You are Myd," she said. "Not Aaroun. Why do you care about my race instead of your own?"

Impatience flickered in his eyes before he amiled again. ' 'The history of my raceisnot lost. Nor
should the history of other races be lost. Y ou are special, Ampris. Thefirst Aaroun, thefirst of any of the
abiru, to beraised in the imperia household. Y ou, done of dl Aarouns, are permit-ted to speak Vs
because you belong to that household.”

"Y ou can speak VUs," Ampris protested.
"Because of my position, because of my work," he said. "Not because of who | am.”
"But—"

"You are aspecid friend to the next ruler of the em-pire,” he said, his gaze boring into her. "Thisgives
you great opportunity. Y our influence, used wisdly, could be of great help to your people, my people, all
the abiru races. Think of it, Ampris. To you, o muchisavailable.”

His eyeswere blazing with afervor that darmed her.

She hurried toward the door. "I must go,” she said.

"Ampris" he caled after her.

She wanted to rush out, but something in histone made her pause. She glanced back reluctantly.

"Comeagan," hesad, gesturing a the room. "There is o much more to show you, so much more
than you canimagine.”

She backed her ears.
"Pleass" hesad. "Will you return?’
"Perhaps,”" she said, unwilling to promise.

"Ah." He smiled asthough satisfied, and the intengity in his gaze faded. Folding his hands together
over hislittle paunch, he gave her adight bow. "For now, that is suffi-cient. Knowledge cannot be forced
upon another. What you have learned today, you will think about. When you are ready to learn more,
you will come back."



She stared at him, uncertain of what to say, then turned and fled.

Isral was emerging from the vault, looking pleased and content. A pendant of a pebble-sized Gaza
stone hung on agold chain about her neck.

"Ampris, good,” Isral said. "l wasjust about to call you. Seewhat | am wearing?' she asked.

Ampris obediently admired the fiery green facets of the jewel. "But are you alowed to take it?" she
asked.

Israi's eyesflashed. "Of course. Am | not sri-Kaa?'

"But does not everything here belong to the Kaa your father?" Ampris asked. "1 do not wish you to
be pun-ished.”

Israi sghed and stamped her foot. "I hate this," she said, and yanked off the necklace. "How long
must | wait until | cando as| please?"

She tossed the necklace on the floor and walked past Bish, who stared at the discarded jewelry with
astonished eyes. He hurried to scoop it up and handed it to another Myal, who had appeared with a
folded paper in his hands.

Taking the paper, Bish caught up with Israi and bowed. "For the Imperiad Daughter, as requested.”
She nodded at Ampris, who took the paper for her.
"Thank you," Amprissaid for her.

Bish'sblack eyes shifted to Ampris. Again he seemed to want to say something to her, but he merely
bowed. "To serve has been an honor. The Imperia Daughter and her companion are always welcome.”

Isral left the Archivesin haughty silence, her expression petulant. Ampris walked beside her, saying
nothing. Shewasn't sureif Isral was annoyed with her specifically or just put out because she couldn't
keep the necklace.

Right then, Ampris hardly cared. She wastoo busy think-ing about the things Bish had told her. All
her life, she had believed that Aarouns were barely useful barbarians able to do manual labor and not
much s, less-than-bright crea-turestolerated for their strength and staminaaone.

For thefirst time sheredlized she didn't have to feel ashamed of being Aaroun. Her people had once
had their own culture, their own art, their own intelligence, and their own future, before the Viis had
conquered them and robbed them of everything, even their memories.

Amprisglanced at Isra, bursting to tell her friend of what she had discovered. "Isra,” shesaid at last,
her voice swelling with excitement, ' 'l have so much to tell you about what | saw."

Isral took the paper from her hands. "Hmm?" she said absently, unfolding it asthey hurried through
the construc-tion zone without pausing. " The Aaroun exhibit? Poor Am-pris, I'm sorry about that. |
shouldn't havelet him put you in that room by yoursalf. Were you bored? Are you upset because you
didn't seethejewes?’

"No, |—"

"They were boring too,” Isral said, cutting off Ampriss answer. "Old, uncleaned, and out-of-date.”
She crumpled the paper in her hands and tossed it on the floor. " That was an inventory list of them,
prepared especidly for me" She laughed with scorn. "How glly."

Amprisrefrained from mentioning the necklace Isral had wanted. "Why did you look at them so
long?'

Israi flicked her tongue and changed the subject. ' 'Could you believe that Myal? What a strange one!
He actudly thought we were interested in his ancient information. How usdlessto preserve such things.



And you, sveet Ampris, you didn't even complain about being stuck in there with bits of old grassand

Amprisblinked. "There wasn't—"

"'After dl, thereis nothing to learn from the ancient pasts of the abiru races,”" Israi continued.
"Nothing! The notion of the Archivesis quaint, but I'm sure only my father and the Myals care anything
about it. | certainly don't.”

"Someof it wasinteresting,” Amprissaid inasmdl voice.

"Wasit?' Isral paused to stroke her rill and rearrange its folds above her collar. "Perhgpsasa
curiogty. Wasn't the Aaroun homeworld ugly? | could barely stand to look at it. Now Mynchepop is
reputed to be lovely. Fortunately we weren't forced to destroy entire landmasses in order to gain their
cooperation.” She laughed. "They are—"

"What do you mean?' Ampris asked, feding the hair stand up aong her spine. Bish's words about the
fate of her homeworld came back to her, and she felt suddenly desperate to silence her friend. "It isn't so.
L andmasses— continents—can't be—they wouldn't be—"

Pridefilled Israi'sface. "Yes, of courseit can be done. My father explained it to me only afew days
past. Redly, the procedureis avery smple matter, especialy with our advanced technology.”

"lgal, | would rather not—"

"Don't be squeamish,” Isral said, not heeding Ampriss protest. "Why should it matter to you? That
planet was destroyed centuries ago, and it was never your home. My father says that our fleet comesup
to aworld, surveysit to seeif it has anything useful to offer us, then we request their surrender. If they
refuse, we can attack them from space. Y ou know, diag continents with such intense heat al the
vegetation is burned off and nothing can grow or live there. We dso decimate entire populations,
athough that isn't cost-effectiveif the people can be used in some man-ner. We can poison the oceans,
or even rip away their atmo-sphere. Usually they surrender when we threaten them. Only the Stupid ones
ress.”

"l understand,” Ampris said quickly, anxious to stop the explanation. She thought of the Aaroun
portraits she had seen—intelligent, happy faces of purpose and vision—and felt sick to her somach.
How could the V Us be so arrogant, so dismissive of others? How could Israi be proud of it?

Isral squeezed her arm and gave alittle skip. ' 'l am glad we came down here. Ampris, | havea
brilliant idea of what we can doto Lady Zured. Ligen..."

She pulled Ampris close and whispered plansin her ear. Amprislistened and smiled, but her heart
was not init. All she could think about were the proud faces in the pictures, faces that had been burned
to dust and ashes.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

That night, while Israi dept soundly in her nest of cushions, Ampris crept from her cot and Ieft the
bedchamber. On slent feet she moved past the dozing attendants and dipped into the narrow study
adcovewherelsra usudly worked on her lessons. Pulling the door shut silently, Amprisfet her way
through the shadows, taking care not to stumble over the chairs, and opened the tall window by the desk.

Moonlight streamed in, bathing the alcovein its pearly luminescence. In the distance Ampris could see
thefat, pae orb shimmering its reflection on theriver's surface, but she was not interested in the view.

Instead, she turned on the data screen and caled up In-formation. At night she often used Isra's
study toolsto privately supplement her own education. Aslong as no one caught her, she could study
what sheliked, as thoroughly as she wished, without being interrupted and directed by Israi'swhims.



Her favorite subject was Architecture, with Mathematics and Natronics running a close second and
third. But tonight she called up History and sought the entry for Aaroun.

The screen shimmered amoment, then displayed in vivid graphicsamae of her species. Impatiently
skipping this subentry, Ampris cross-indexed her request to Aaroun homeworld. As she entered the
request, it occurred to her that she did not know the planet's name. She felt ashamed of her ignorance.

An astronomy map shimmered onto the screen with an arrow pointing to where the planet should
have been, /ar-roun homeworld,'t read the caption across the bottom of the screen, /location in sargas
solar system, galactic

CENTER SEVEN POINT NINE NINE BY SEVEN. THIRD WORLD IN SYSTEM.
INCAPABLE OF SUPPORTING LIFE.'t

Anger dithered through her heart, but she ignored the emotion and asked for a cross-reference to
Sargasli|.

No response registered from the equipment for along time. Then finally, anew caption crawled
across the screen. /information deleted by order of high council A

Frustrated, Ampris glared at it, but she knew an infor-mation deletion could not be countermanded.
Trying to dig further might even dert Security, athough she doubted they would dare to shut down any
activity requeststhat came from the si-Kaals data screen.

Instead, she requested information on Zimbarl. Again there was along pause. Again the answer came:
finfor-mation DELETED BY ORDER OF HIGH COUNCIL.'t

She requested information on Nithlived, and received the same reply. Snarling to hersdlf, she asked
about the Hevaclan.

Thistime, she recelved asplit screen of captions and new graphics of afawn-colored Aaroun femae
with brown spots and alight brown mask across her eyes. The female was mature, well into her middie
years by the heavy bulk and musculature of her neck and shoulders. Her eyes were keen and far-seeing.

/hevaclan,'t read the caption on the right Side of the screen, /tribal designation for the species arroun,

CARNIVORES ORIGINATING IN SARGAS SYSTEM, TECHNOL-OGY GRADE THREE.
SOCIOLOGICAL PATTERN INDICATES

THIRTY CLANSWITHIN FIVE PRIMARY TRIBES. HEVA CLAN IS't

Amprisfrowned when the screen failed to automaticaly scroll. Shetouched it with her fingertip, but it
did not re-spond. She touched it again. The screen went blank, except for one blinking message:

flinformation deleted by order of high councilA

Growling to hersdlf, Ampristried every cross-referencein the index she could think of, and came up
with nothing else. Then she heard afaint sound outside the door.

Swift asthought, she shut off the screen and closed the window. Blanketed by the resulting darkness,
she crouched on the floor with her back against a cabinet.

The door siwung open.

Amprisdrew in aswift breath and held it, feeling her heart thump harder. The shadows were thick.
She could not see who stood at the doorway. No light shone for ether of them. Neither breathing nor
moving, Ampris let her nostrils widen to take scent.

She samelled skin ail, aspecid blend of cynribal, koi-kai, and ohl favored by Lady Lenith. But the
chief lady in wait-ing usualy retired to her own gpartments at night, leaving lesser attendantsto guard the
sri-Kaas deep. That meant someone el se had been dipping into Lady Lenith's perfume pots.



Who would dare?
No one, save lsrai hersdf.

Relieved, Ampris caught the sri-Kaa's true skin scent benegath the cloying perfume and started to
Speak.

But an indtinctive sense of caution held her silent. Sheredlized that aslong asthe lights stayed off, she
could not be seen in the thick pool of shadows where she was hiding. And athough Isral probably would
not punish her for using the data screen without permission, Ampris did not want to explain what she had
been looking up or why. And so she ed silent on her haunches, while the memory of Israi's -arelessy
cruel wordsin the Archives throbbed through her mind.

It wasdl true, Ampris thought. Everything Bish had told her wastrue. The Vs had captured,
plundered, endaved, and conquered the Aarouns. They had destroyed everything they did not take,
leaving nothing for the Aarouns to go hometo. They had even taken the planet's name.

Israi did not care.
No Vs cared.

For thefirst timein her life, Amprisfelt agulf widening between her and her friend. For no matter how
true and wonderful afriend Israi was, she would aways be V Us, a descendant of atrocity and conquest.
And no matter how long Amprislived in the paace, favored, and pampered, and loved, she would
always be Aaroun, descendant of daves.

"Your heritageishere," Bish had told her in the Ar-chives. "It belongsto you, Ampris."

She crouched in the shadows, waiting for Israi to speak her name and demand she come forth. But
dthough Isral's scent dtered dightly with heet, indicating she sensed that Ampriswasin there hiding from
her, Isral said nothing. After along, long moment, she softly closed the door and went away.

Amprislet out her breath, but felt no relief. Something was happening between them. She did not
know what it was. She did not want to know what it meant. Perhaps Israi had dways known she
sneaked in here to use the data screen at night. Perhaps not. Amprisredlized, however, that she would
never daredip in hereagain. Isra's very silence wasawarning.

But | will know the answers to my questions, Ampristhought. / must learn more about my
people.

The next day, when Israi joined the Kaafor a private lesson, Ampris stole away to the Archives. She
found Bish bent over atable of dirt-encrusted artifacts, carefully clean-ing an object with atiny brush.

"Teach me," she said without even agreeting, making him start and whirl around. "l want to learn
more about my people. When did we come to be daves? Two hundred years ago? What did we do
before then? Did we have our own space travel, our own technology? What happened to—"

"Gently, young cub,” Bish said, holding up his hands. "Gently. So many questions. So much
impatience. Let usded with one subject at atime."

"l don't have much time" Amprissaid impatiently. "I must go back soon or | will be missed. Almost
every entry in the data screen has been deleted. | can find out nothing about—"

Bish'slips parted in abroad smile. He drew a smadll object from his pocket and handed it to her.

It was asivo data crystal. Ampris hefted it on her palm, then curled her fingersaround it. Shefelt as
though she had been handed atreasure trove. ' 'How much information does it contain?' she asked.

"Thecrygd isfull,” hereplied, shaking back hismane. ™Y ou have many days worth of learning in
your hand, golden one. Learn it well—"



"Il ligento it tonight—"

"Sowly," hesad inwarning, histail whipping out be-hind himinadarm. "Ligento it dowly, insmal
bits. Do not rush your lessons.”

"BUﬂ—"

"Honor your peopl€'s history,” he said, hisvoice sud-denly stern. ' Trest thiswith care. Do not tell
anyone | have given thisto you. Do you understand?”

Histone and the fiercelook in his eyes darmed her. She blinked at him, clutching the crystdl in her
hand. "Isit forbidden for meto havethis?' she asked in asmall voice.

"Itis"

Her mouth went dry, and she found hersalf panting. She wished she had never come back, had never
let her curiogity carry her past common sense. Shetried to return it to him. "I will commit no treason.”

"But you dready have," Bish said, very softly. Helooked at her with compassion, seeing the fear that
dawned in her eyes. ' 'When you sought deleted information on the data screen. When you came here
just now, asking ques-tions. Even when you listened to me uttering forbidden names yesterday.”

She gasped and turned her back to him. "1 didn't know they were forbidden. | didn't—"
"Ampris," hesaid. "Fear isnot for one such asyou. Look a me."

Shefroze, her heart hammering hard. She would be ar-rested, dragged from Israi's Side, and thrown
into the Pit of Questioning. She would be daughtered, her head and hands cut off, and—

"Ampris," Bish said moreforcefully, "turn around.”

She complied with great reluctance, tempted to dash the svo crystal on the floor and break it into
pieces. Already Israi knew. She had to know. She had come to the acove door, but she had not
spoken. Yet if she had not spoken, what did that mean? Wasit awarning, as Ampris had first thought?
Or did it mean she gave her permission for Am-pristo learn?

Rdief swept Ampriswith such intengity it was almost painful. She met Bish's eyes and saw open
concern in hisgentle gaze.

"Ah," he said with ablink. ™Y ou have found your cour-age again.”
Amprisnodded. "I think s0."

"That iswell. Take care with this. Show it to no one, not even the sri-Kaa"
Amprisnodded again. ' 'When must | return it? Tomor-row? '

"'No. Do not come again so soon. | told you to study the contents dowly. Take your time, young
cub. Impatienceisno virtue."

She frowned at the crystd within her fist. "Areyou say-ing thisisdl the information you have?'

"Study that, then come for more." Bish sighed. "Y ou must learn not to make assumptions, golden one.
Y ou must learn wisdom if you are to save your people.”

Her ears snapped forward, and she stared at him. "What?"
"A gregt opportunity isyours," hesaid. "Y ou are rare and unusua. Y ou are surely our hope."
"What do you—"

"Y ou have been raised with the sri-Kaa hersdlf," he said as though she hadn't interrupted. "' One day
when she as-cends to the throne, perhaps you will be there with her.”

"Of course" Amprissaid blankly. "I shdl dwaysbewith Isra.”



"Never, indl thelong mingled histories of the abiru folk, has something like this happened,” Bish said,
hisdark eyes glowing. "Y ou will one day be in a postion to give much help to your people, and to dl the
abirufolk. Perhapsyou are Zimbarl or Nithlived come again.”

She shivered at hiswords. "I don't understand.”

"Perhapsin you the abiru races will find anew symbol of hope. Perhgpsin yearsto come you will
raly them for rebdlion.”

Fresh darm flared insde her. Ampris backed up astep. "1 am not atraitor,” she said angrily, and
shook her figt a him. "If thiscontains only liesto twist my thinking, | will surely throw it intheriver. No
matter what you tell me, | will never turn againg Israi or the Kaa—"

"This has not been asked of you," Bish replied, just as sharply. "We do not seek war, Ampris. We
want freedom. Freedom as a gift one day from the sri-Kaa. Y ou can per-suade her, Ampris. Y ou must.”

"BL[t—"

"Not now, little one. Not now," he said, Soreading out his handsin a caming gesture. "Forgive mefor
speaking about that which must wait for the future. Y ou are very young. Thereistimefor al that must be
learned firgt. Free-dom isnot gained in an ingtant. Nor isit ever granted ess-ily."

He seemed to be talking to himsdlf more than to her. Ampris stared at him, swallowing an involuntary
growl of uneasein her throat. His words both exhilarated and fright-ened her. She wished she had never
come here, never fol-lowed Israi here yesterday, never returned on her own today. But her feet seemed
to have taken to a path that she could not step away from. She wanted to jump back, to keep things as
they had dways been. But aready every-thing seemed to be changing.

"l should not have come," Ampris said, backing awvay now. "I think you have misinterpreted my

interest in old history." Shelaid the sivo crystal on the corner of the ar-tifact table and turned away. "I
must go."

"Afraidto seeif destiny's hand lies on your shoulder, young cub?”

His question came at her in mocking challenge. She stiff-ened her spine and spun around with her
teeth bared.

"l am not afraid," she said, squaring her shouldersin-gtinctively to make herself ook bigger.

Hisdark eyesflashed, and he pointed at the crystal with thetip of histail. "Then take it and make use
of it. Or liveinignorance, like the Aaroun daves outside the paace. It isyour choice.”

Anger filled her, and with it came defiance mixed with arush of arrogance. She was nothing like the
daves. Shewasfriend of the sri-Kaa. He had no right to compare her to those lesser creatures.

Huffing to hersdlf, she hesitated a moment, longing to leave and never come back. But he had piqued
her curiosity too much yesterday. She wanted to know more. She craved it as she craved cool water on
asummer'sday. And she had come hereto get it, after all.

In the end, she gave up struggling with hersalf. Darting forward, she grabbed the crystal off the table
and tucked it into her pocket.

Bish smiled and bowed to her. "Excdlent. Go forth and study, my young cub. | look forward to the
moment you return with more questions.™

Ampris shot him one last ook and rushed out, heading back to the part of the palace where she
belonged. When she reached Israi's quarters, she prowled around until the cleaning maids lft the
bedchamber, then pulled out her small chest of bel ongings from beneath her cot and con-cedled the Sivo
crystal among her pebble collection. As she closed the pouch containing them and tucked it back
be-neath her other meager treasures, Ampris growled thought-fully to hersdf. She would study the



contents of the crystal, to assuage her curiosity, but she did not think she would go back to Bish again.

The old Mya was half-crazed, no doubt from too many years of breathing dust and studying the
ancient texts of dead people.

Andyet... destiny? To lead the abiru folk to freedom? What if Bish'swords were true?

Congdering this, Ampris smoothed her pams acrossthelid of the chest and shoved it back into
place. For amoment she dreamed of the fierce priestess Nithlived, ralying the people, leading themina
great march...

Towhere?
Sargas |1 was abare, blasted rock spinning in space. They could not go back toit.

Thevisonsfaded from her head, and Ampris rubbed her muzzle with asigh over her own foolishness.
Perhaps mad-ness was contagious. If she wasn't careful, she might catch some of it from Bish.

"Amprid" oneof theladiesin waiting called to her from the Stting room. "What are you doing in
there? The sri-Kaa awaits your presence immediately. Come a once.”

And sheforgot her dreamsin running to do as she was bid.

Hoursater, Bish left hisworktable and descended deeper into the oldest, most shadowed
passageways of the Ar-chives. Stretching for klick after klick, the underground sec-tions of the Greet
Library of the Kaas now held row after row of crumbling documents, priceless treasures of knowl-edge
fading to dust before it could be transferred to new, more stable media of data storage. He could work a
lifetime here and never save more than afraction of it.

But tonight Bish's thoughts revolved around another matter. When he reached a small conference
chamber where only antiquated torches burned to provide illumination be-cause to use modem sources
of light would have aerted Security to the chamber's existence—and use—he found a quiet gathering of
sx other Myaswaiting for him.

Their muted conversationsfaded at hisarrival. Antici-pation filled the air. Bright-eyed and smiling,
they watched him take his seet. Bish stared at the floor, unable to meet such eager gazes.

"Wel?' Prynan, the youngest, asked. He was forever impatient and usudly the first to spesk on any
matter. "Did she come back? Did she listen?

"She came." Bish swdlowed asigh.
Around him, they brokeinto exclamations of triumph and excitement.

Old Lomat raised hishandsin theair. "At last. At last it can begin,” hesaid. "1 havelived to seeits
beginning. Now | can facethe end of my life'sjourney without re-gret.”

"Wait!" Bish sad sharply, unableto let them celebrate unchecked. His sense of guilt weighed heavily
on his shoul-ders. "My brothers, it is premature to rejoice yet. | fear | have poiled everything.”

Silence fdl upon the shadowy room like athudding weight. The torchlight flickered unevenly across
their faces, shining reflectionsin their eyes.
""What happened?' Lomat asked, the quaver of old age heard plainly in hisvoice. "Bish, you must tell

us

Bish lowered his gaze from theirs, remorse bitter in histhroat. "I spoke too much too soon. In my
excitement, | said she was surely destined to free us. | am sorry, my brothers. My unbridled tongue has
frightened the cub. | fear we havelost her."



The others exchanged glances while Bish berated himself internally once again. He wanted to cut off
his manein shame. They had trusted him to peak to the golden one, believing in hisjudgment, but he had
blundered like an untried novice. Prating of destiny and freedom, leading her sraight into the jaws of
treason.

He groaned aoud. "Thisrequired delicacy and tact. | wished to entice her dong the path of
knowledge, but in-stead | dumped everything at her feet. | said too much. | frightened her away."

"But she cameto you aone, did she not?' Prynan asked, breaking another silence. " She came. That
shows the cub has courage.”

"Yes" Lomat agreed. " Shelistened, did she not?"

"Sheligened," Bish said blekly. "To too much."

"Thetruth may frighten, but it never doeslasting harm,” Lomat said.
"Did the cub take the crysta?' Avnal asked from the back.

Hope touched Bigh's heart, the only hope he had | eft after his mistakes. He straightened his shoulders.
"Shedid. But not without much coaxing on my part. Will she ever—"

"Itisin her possesson. Shewill useit,” Lomat said with certainty. "Let us not fear. The seeds have
been planted. If our causeisfavored, those seedswill grow.” He came and linked hislong tail with Bish's,
coiling them tightly together. "Y ou did the task alotted you, Brother Bish. Therest isup to her now, if she
istheone”

CHAPTER IXTIIN

Twelve sunsets theregfter, the bells of Sahvrazaa Festival began to toll acrossthe city. A glorious
blaze of cord, green, and dusky lavender filled the sky, and the setting sun turned the surface of the Cuna
Dar River to molten copper. Meodious and loud, the bells pedled joyoudy from the spires. The Vs
popul ace came pouring from shops and houses to cheer, to fling silk scarvesin the air so that thewind
caught them and sent them sailing forth. They greeted the viis maes from other communities arriving on
foot in large ceremonia processions.

In the palace, dl was merriment and excitement. Fragrant festoons of flowers draped across every
doorway and win-dow in the wives court, and there was much hastening to and fro, much calling to
attendants, much damming of doors and giddy laughter and even arguments of excite-ment.

Gowned in green silk and wearing arill collar studded with delicate river pearls, Israi tiptoed across
her bedcham-ber in her new sandas and listened at the door, then nodded at Ampris.

Her golden fur cleaned and fluffed to perfection, Ampriswore ascratchy garland of fragrant yellow
lileas around her neck. At Israi'ssignal, Amprisrolled back the rag on the floor and opened the secret
hiding place. She withdrew adender crystd via with a stopper carved in the knot that symbolized love.

Ampris could not help but sniff at the stopper, inhaing the musky fragrance of the perfumeinsde. The
scent of it was intoxicating, overwheming. It made Amprisstongue curl againgt the roof of her mouth and
her eyesroll back in her head.

"Amprid" Isra whispered angrily. "Stop that! | havetold you severd times. | shal not tell you again.”

Abashed, Amprislowered the vid and came hurrying to Isral with it. She handed it over, panting with
anticipation. Isral carefully placed it insde the tiny wrist bag that matched her gown and that was
supposed to hold her fan, her gold toothpick, and any dainty giftsthat might be given to her thisevening
at the banquet.

Tonight wasthefirg time Isral would be Sitting at the table with her father, a public announcement to
the court that she was now to be considered vi-adult, old enough for inclusion at select functions. It wasa



heady time, the mo-ment every young V Us female dreamed of, when she offi-cidly stepped onto the
threshold of adulthood and waited poised to crossit.

Isral was glowing with excitement, her rill flushed, her breathing rapid, and her vivid green eyes
brighter than the stars just starting to appear in the evening sky.

"Dont letit spill," Ampris said as she watched her friend's unsteady fingersfit the perffume vid into the
wrist bag.
"Gods, no," Isral breathed. She secured it and drew the cords to close the top of the bag.

Her eyesflashed & Ampris, and they held not just antic-ipation but triumph aswell. "The moment isat
hand," she said breethlessly. "Within hours, my enemy will know how | can strike.”

Ampris nodded, her own heart thumping fast with ex-citement. " She will never live down the
embarrassment.”

Together they gripped hands and laughed.

"Now," Isral said quickly. "Remember to stay dert and watch for my signd. If my father will low me
to approach his precious favorite, | shadl give her the gift with my own hand. But if not, then you must
dipit from my wrist bag during the dancing and smuggleit into her bedchamber. Can you do it?"

Ampris drew adeep breath, ready to take on any task Isral set for her. "Yes.™

"Good." Igra ran to activate the wall mirror and swiftly checked her gppearance one last time. Her
eyeswere glit-tering with more maice than mischief. "Have you heard the latest gossp? It seemsthe
Magter of the Hatching has been ingtructed to alow Zuredl to lay her eggsin a separate place from the
others. That way my father will know which are hers." Israi dapped her palm against the mirror, making
itsenergy field bulge and crackle. Fury blazed across her rill, turning it dark blue. "Imagineit! If he should
choose anew sri-Kaafrom her brood, | could be ripped from my placein an instant.”

Dismayed, Amprisran to her and stroked her rill, trying to makeit lower. "No, no,” she sad, trying to
soothe Is-rai's distress. "It cannot happen. It will not happen. Y ou are his favorite. He has named you so.
Hewill not change."

"But she fillshiseyesnow," Isral said, making arasping sound in the back of her throat. The
variegated skin of green and blue around her eyesturned pae. "It is she he sendsfor. | have not spoken
to him snceshecame.”

"That will soon change," Ampris assured her. "We have seen to that.”

Isral nodded, trying to control her breething. She gripped her wrist bag fiercdly. "This hasto work,"
shesad. "It hasto!"

"It will. Compose yoursdf. Y ou mustn't let anyone see how much you care.”

"No, you areright.” Israi dabbed at her face and low-ered her rill in avisible effort to achieve cam.
"My dearest Ampris, what would | do without you?'

Amprisgrinned at her. " Just keep thinking about how this potion is going to work. That will support
your com-posure.”

Isral burst into laughter and finished repairsto her com-plexion. "Y es, indeed.”

They were still giggling when the doors opened and Lady Lenith svept ingde. Gowned in resplendent
magenta and dripping with numerous jewel ed necklaces and bracelets, Lady Lenith bowed deeply to
lga.

"By the Imperial Daughter'sleave,” she said. "A gift-bearing messenger has come from Lady Zured."
Israi's eyes dilated, and Ampris barely suppressed a gasp. She watched Israil, seeing a blush spread



up her rill. Keep your temper, Ampristhought, never taking her gaze off her friend. Do not spoil this
chance.

"How—how delightful," Israi said, layering honeyed tones over the congraint in her voice. "Permit the
messen-ger to enter.”

Lady Lenith turned aside and clapped her hands. At once a servant entered, cringing low in respect,
eyes carefully averted. The servant carried a package in festive wrapping.

Isral glanced at Ampris and gestured imperioudy. Am-priswent and took the package.
"Compliments of Lady Zured," the servant said.

Isral smiled. She nodded again to Ampris, who opened the package. Inside was a holographic cube
filled with pretty but juvenileimages. Amprisheld it up.

Israi's amile suddenly looked asthough it had been set in plagter. "How pretty,” shesaid in aflat
voice. "Please convey my thanksto Lady Zured."

The servant bowed and hurried out. For amoment there was only taut silencein the room. Then Lady
Lenith walked over to Ampris and took the cube from her hand.

Sheheldit up, turning it thisway and that. "It was well-meant,” she said.

Isral whirled around and took it from her, smashing it to the floor in fury. "Well-meant!" she shouted.
"I am vi-adult, and she knowsit! I'm not a hatchling, to be given something like this."

"It was the gesture of the gift which must be held charm-ing,”" Lady Lenith corrected her. "A most
agreeablereviva of an old custom, this exchange of gifts between moth—"

"Mother?' Isral said with adangerousflash of her tiny, razor-sharp teeth. "Zured is not my mother.
She may have displaced Lady Myneith as First Wife, but shewill never be—"

"Stll," Lady Lenith interrupted in her cool manner, "no insult was intended, and the Imperid Daughter
should not lose her temper. Instead, why not consider the intent behind the gesture and respond to that?"

"Intent?’ |sral stood there with her eyes narrowed, breathing hard as she visibly battled her temper. '
'Oh, yes, Lady Lenith. | think | understand the intent very wdl."

"It is perhaps unwiseto read too much into this," Lady Lenith said mildly. ' "Zuredl is not acomplex
person. | am sure her motives are kind generosity, nothing more.”

"Yes" Isra sad flatly. "No doubt.” Her gaze went to Ampris. ' Then | should give her agift in return,
should | not?'

Lady Lenith gestured approvd. "Why, Isral, that is splendid of you. Very grown up.”

Still looking at Ampris, Isral flicked her tonguein and out rapidly. "1 meant to give her something at
the banquet, but thisis better. Don't you think?*

Ampriss eyes widened as she understood.

Lady Lenith, obliviousto the hidden meaning benegth |srai'swords, replied, "Why, yes. It is charming
to exchange gifts of affection in private before the festivities officially commence. So very gppropriate. |
am proud of you."

Isral drew thevia from her wrist bag and held it up carefully. "Ampris,” she said.

Hardly daring to breathe lest she burst into gleeful laugh-ter, Ampriswalked forward and took the via
from Israi's dender fingers. Thelight shone through its clear Sdes, bur-nishing the pale amber liquid
ingde. What they had gone through to get it—petitioning for permission to leave the paace and setting
out with guards and escorts to an obscure little shop just off the Avenue of Triumph. The potion had been



prepared for avery generous sum. Israi had spent her entire allowance for the quarter on this, and she
was count-ing on it to work.

Now, Israi's gaze bored into Ampris. ™Y ou will take this Sraight to the chambers of Lady Zured," she
commanded. ' 'Giveit to the lady hersalf and no other. Make her under-stand that it comes from me."

They had argued about this before, with Amprisingsting that the perfume should be an anonymous
gift. But Isral consdered therivary shefdt with Lady Zured to be war, and she would not heed caution.
Shewanted Zureal to know they were enemies, and after tonight that would cer-tainly be very clear.

"Ampris" Isal said sharply. "Put it directly into her hands."
Ampristook adeep breath. "Yes, Isra," shesaid.
"And hurry. Y ou must catch her before she leaves for the banquet.”

Ampris nodded and went out the door with the precious weapon, while behind her she overheard
Lady Lenith praisiing Isra again for her courtesy and generosity.

Stifling asnort of laughter, Ampris hurried out into the corridor and headed straight to the chambers
of Lady Zu-red.

There, the attendants stopped her, flicking out their aris-tocratic V Us tongues with disdain.
"'What do you want here?' one asked.

"l am sent by the sri-Kaa," Ampris said with dignity. She had dedlt with disdainful courtiersand ladies
inwaiting dl her life. "I bring the Imperiad Daughter's complimentsto Lady Zured in theform of an advent
gift"

"How nice," thefemde said, holding out her hand. "I shdl giveit to her."

Ampris clutched the perfumevid firmly. "My indruc-tions are to give it to the lady personaly.”

They al laughed.

"Nonsense," the femaein charge said, spreading her rill. ' 'Y ou are an unworthy dave. Giveit to me,
and | shall seethat Lady Zured receivesit.”

Amprisgrowled a her. Y ou insult the sri-Kaal Y ou would keep her gift for yoursdlf."
Anger filled thefemadeseyes. "You little—"

"What isit, Mavia?' amelodic voice asked from the other room in the suite. ' 'Who are you talking
to?'
The doors opened, and Lady Zureal stood revealed in the soft lamplight. She wore aloose dressing

robe that did not conceal the swelling in her body from the eggs she carried. Her pale green skin was
radiant, and her amethyst eyes gazed upon Ampriswith kindness.

"Oh," she said, and smiled. "Are you not the pet of the sri-Kaa?"

The lady's charm was irresistible. She had atrick of fas-tening her tilted eyes on someone and making
them fedl they werethe only creaturein the universe at that moment. Amprisfound hersaf smiling back,
then realized what she was doing and hastily walked forward with abow.

"Yes my lady," shesaid politdy. "I bring gregtings of Festival from the sri-Kaa. She sendsyou a gift
tonight in hopesthat you will lay many eggs.”
Pleasure sent an amethyst blush up the lady'srill. "How charming! That dear chune. | am as enchanted

with her asis her esteemed father.” She held out her hand with agrace-ful droop to her wrist. "Please
bring it to me."

Ampris obeyed, concedling her glee at how well the plan wasworking so far. And yet, as she handed



over the per-fume and received yet another smile from Zureal, Amprisfelt aquiver of regret passthrough
her.

Zured redly was nice, she thought. Not conceited or temperamentd at all, like so many of the wives,
Although she had become an instant favorite, clearly besotting the Kaaand creating much gossip thereby,
shedid not seem vain about it. She had not given hersdf airs or tried to place hersdlf higher than her
position alowed. Ampriswished that Israi did not hate Zured so much. She amost found herself warning
Zuredl not to wear the perfume, and had to bite her tongue.

Meanwhile, Zured was sniffing the stopper. Heady fra-grance filled the room, and she quickly
replaced it. With little exclamations, the others gathered around her.

"What isit?| have never smdled anything quitelikeit.”

Amprismet Zuredl's gaze with growing discomfort. "The sri-Kaahad it specialy formulated for you,”
shere-plied. "l must go."

"Thank her," Lady Zured said with Sncerity. "Thisisalovely gift indeed.”

Ampris bowed, suddenly desperate to get out of there. But Lady Zurea reached out to stop her and
stroked Am-pris's head between her ears.

"You arelovely too," shesaid kindly. "What are you cdled?"
"Ampris”

"Y ou look very pretty tonight, with your collar of flow-ers. Will you be permitted to see any of the
banquet?'

Amprisdrew hersdf up with pride. "1 am attending,” she said. "The sri-Kaawill recline tonight at the
table asavi-adult, and | am permitted to stand behind her.”

Zured'slovely eyesdilated in dismay. "Oh, dear,” she said, letting her rill fal. "I had not redlized. That
is—I am pleased a such an honor for the sri-Kaa. But | thought her younger.”

"No," Amprissaid flatly, enjoying Zured's discomfi-ture. " Sheisnot."
"Then | have erred with her Festivd gift,” Zured said.

"'Mavia, we must find something else. Wasthe sri-Kaain-sulted by the cube? | have seen her so
little, and everyone talks so indulgently about her pranks and immature behav-ior. I'm afraid | thought her
quiteachune.

Embarrassment flooded Ampris. She dropped her gaze, understanding how a stranger might
miscongtrue Israi's re-cent wild behavior. Yes, Isral had been running about the palace asfree and wild
as she pleased. But that was over. As soon as Festival ended, lessons and the old routine would
recommence. But Amprisdid not know how to ex-plain dl of that to Zureal, who was directing Maviato
look for apretty scarf or bracelet.

"Here," she said, pressing acrimson and blue scarf into Ampriss hands. "Give her this, and ask her to
come to me when Festival isover. We must talk, she and |, must come to know each other and
understand each other better. | want to be friends with her. And sheisnow at the age when she may
wish to be friendswith someone alittle older. Tell her these things, Ampris, and give her my gpology for
the mis-teke."

Horrified, Ampris stared at the scarf in her hands. It was beautiful, cosily, exactly the sort of thing
Isral would love. And yet, that hateful bottle of perfume was being carried away to a place of honor on
Zured'sdressing table. Ampris stared at it, wishing she could find away to run after Maviaand knock it
from her hand.

She was ashamed of hersalf and more ashamed of Isral, who had judged this female with prejudice



and meanness of spirit. Isral was acting from petty motives, exactly like asdfish hatchling. And Zured did
not deserve her spite. "l j_ "

"Yes, Ampris" Zured said with adismissve gesture. "1 know | have given you along message, but
do try to convey as much of it asyou can to your mistress. Run aong now. | have much to do to get

resdy."
Ampris bowed and backed away from her, wanting to tell her the truth, yet not knowing how.
"Oh, and Ampris?'
Amprisglanced up. "Yes, my lady?'

Zured beamed a her.' Tdl the sri-Kaathat | shdl wear her lovely perfume tonight. In fact, I'm going
to put it on now."

Heat flashed through Ampris. She opened her mouth to protest, but Mavia and the other attendants
shoved her out-side into the corridor. The door shut firmly, and the chance was | ost.

Ampris stood there, clutching the fine scarf, knowing it would never be worn. Israi was going to get
into such awful trouble.

Worried, she debated what to do. It wastoo late now to stop Zureal from putting on the potion. That
meant |srai's only hope wasto confess everything immediately to the Kaa, explain why it had al come
about, and ask for his pardon, aswell asthe forbearance of the Lady Zuredl.

Growling to hersalf, Amprishurried away. |sral was go-ing to get into terrible, terrible trouble.

"Apologize?' |srai's voice rose sharply, causing severa courtiersto glancein her direction. Spreading
her rill and turning her back on them, she bent low and whispered fu-rioudy in Ampriss ear, "Never!
Never! Never! You havelost your wits."

"But, lsa—"

The sri-Kaaturned away from Ampris and walked deeper into the crowded audience hall. The entire
court was dowly assembling there, waiting for the signd to enter the banquet chamber. Courtiers bowed
to lsra as shewaked past them, and Ampris hurried in her wake.

Findly Isral paused near a.column, poising hersalf with her head held high. Her eyeswere glittering,
and her rill extended far aboveits collar. Despite her youth she looked magnificent, and formidable.

"She didn't understand,” Ampris said, catching up. " She sent me back with abeautiful gift, and—"

"l don't want to hear this," Isral said, her voice em-phatic and flat. ™Y ou were seduced by her charm,
asiseveryone. But | refuse.”

"lga—"'
Israi turned on Ampriswith aflash of her eyes. "Si-lencel™ she commanded. "Keep your place.”

The harsh rebuke stung Ampris deeply. She clamped her jaws shut and said nothing more. Her eyes
reproached Igral for being so unjust. After al, shewas only trying to help.

Then Israi gazed at the assembly and did not ook at Amprisagain.

Trumpets sounded in afanfare that stopped the generd babble of conversation. Courtiers turned to
face the tall open doorswhere guardsin green cloaks werefiling through to stand in adouble row. A
command rang out, and the guards drew ceremonid swords, holding them in an arch.

The Kaa appeared, tall and resplendent in arill collar of solid gold and acoat of myriad colorsthat
swirled and changed with his every movement. His bronze skin gleamed with supple hedlth, and if the
lamplight caught it just right it looked iridescent. Never had helooked more virile or magnificent.



A sigh of reverence passed through the crowd, and everyone bowed low.

The Kaawaked beneath the arch of swords, followed by Lady Zured, Lady Myneith, Lady Abiya,
and the other favorite wives. The trumpets sounded again, and the crowd surged forward to follow them
into the banquet chamber, their chatter swelling up and drowning out the music that began to play.

Heralds and stewards scurried in al directions to guide banquetersto their correct places. Circular
arrangements of reclining couchesfilled the room, with the most important circles being closest to the
Kaas.

On agpacious dais at one end of the banquet chamber, the couches for theimperia party were
arranged around alow, round table of costly wood. The Kaa's couch was draped in crimson velvet
bound at the corners with fat bul-lion tassals. Isral was positioned on the Kaas right; Lady Zureal took
her place on hisleft. Lightly rubbing her jaw with addicate motion, Lady Zured alowed her attendants
to arrange thefolds of her gown, then sent asmilein Isra'sdirection.

Israi nodded to her and sent a perfunctory smile back.

The other wivestook ther places with much giggling and rustling of their aborate gowns. They were
al swollen with eggs, dow-moving, and treated with extra solicitude by attendants, servers, and the Kaa
himsdlf.

Ampris stood at thefoot of Israi's couch, both proud at the privilege of being present at such an
important occasion and deeply apprehensive of what was about to occur.

Shelet her gaze stray to Lady Zured, wondering if the potion was working yet.
"Ampris" lsral sad.
At once Ampris hurried to take asmal dish from the sri-Kaa's hand.

"These spiced antas are particularly good,” Isral said, her eyes dancing. "Seethat Lady Zured tries
them.”

Ampris presented them to Lady Zurea with abow. She couldn't take her eyes off the lady's jaw,
where her ddlicate skin was beginning to mottle yellow and pale green.

"Antas?' the Kaa said with interest, taking amorsel off the dish Amprisheld. He popped it into his
mouth and gazed a Zured with deep tendernessin hiseyes. "Déli-cious. Try it, our dearest.”

Lady Zureal seemed distracted and uncomfortable, but she inclined her head to the Kaa and took an
anta. More yelow splotches were breaking out across her forehead and below her ear dimples. Her
wrigtslooked puffy and splotchy aswell.

The Kaadared a her. "Areyou feding unwell?'

Lady Zurea murmured something inaudible and rubbed at her wrist and then her face. The rubbing
seemed to make the breakouts worse. "'l don't know," she said, rubbing harder. | fed very strange.”

Watching in horrified fascination, Ampris stepped back. She glanced at Israi, who flicked out her
tonguein satis-faction.

The Kaa continued to stare at hisfavorite, who was now making soft little cries of distressand
constantly rubbing her face and throat. ' 'What iswrong?' he asked her.

"l don't know!" she cried.

He gestured, and attendants hurried forward. "Assst Lady Zured. Sheisill.”

The courtiers had begun to notice. Several were staring, and someone pointed. "L ook at her face!”
Lady Zured gasped and put her pAms againgt her jaws.



Isral buried her face againgt her cushionsfor amoment, then looked up. "How ugly!" shesaidina
loud voice. "What adreadful rash. It quite destroys her beauty.”

Lady Zurea began to rock from side to side, making arasping sound in the back of her throat.
Her attendants hurried to surround her, assisting her to her feet and leading her away.

Also standing, the Kaa summoned a steward. ' 'Send for the physician, immediately.”
"Atonce, dre" The steward vanished at arun.

The whole banquet chamber filled with buzzing specu-lation. Courtiers stopped eating and rose to
their feet be-cause the Kaawas standing. They stared as Lady Zureal was ushered out.

"Cover me," she kept saying, her voice raw with shame. "'Cover me."

Murmuring soothing platitudes, her ladies veiled her face with scarves and vanished with her.
The Kaastood there, puffing hisair sacsin and out, until Chancellor Gaveid approached him.
"'It would be best, Sire, to resume the banquet as though nothing iswrong."

The Kaamade an impatient gesture. " Sheisill. Disease has struck her on the eve of Festival. Her
eggs could bein jeopardy.”

"A amall rash, sre" Gaveid said soothingly. "L et us not overreact and cause unseemly gossip.”

The Kaanodded reluctantly and glanced at Ampris, who frozein place. Her heart suddenly pounded,
and she was certain he was going to accuse her then and there.

But his gaze shifted away, and he returned to his couch. The other wives plied him with questions and
speculations, their chatter serving to distract him.

Isral kept on edting, keeping her gaze away from her father, but Ampris could see the grin that kept
straying across her face. Beneath her gown, her tail switched from sdeto side.

Ampriswanted to nip her. Shewas going to give every-thing away if she didn't master her
composure. The rash had been everything the potion maker had promised. Those large yellow blotches
were perfect. Lady Zured had been publicly humiliated, but Amprisfelt no satisfaction. Instead, she felt
shame and worry, and she wished Israi would not gloat so much.

After severa minutes word was brought to the Kaa that the lady was not serioudly ill. The cause of
the rash reemained amystery, but it accompanied no fever. Perhaps too much excitement had distressed

thelady.
"Thelady isresting now. Her physcians have given her asedative. All iswell.”

Isral glanced at Amprisand smiled in satisfaction, then turned to the Kaa and touched hisdeeve.

"There, Father," she said brightly. "All iswell. Y ou know how high-strung and ddlicate some of the
southerners can be."

Hewas il puffing hisair sacs. "It would seem s0."

"'Put it from your mind this evening. Sheis comfortable now. Tomorrow al will bewdl,” Isra said. "'l
want to ask you about the processiona and what surprises have been planned.”

Her chatter went on, occupying the Kaéls attention and distracting him from fretting over Lady Zuredl.
Severa times during the long evening Ampris caught Chancellor Gaveid looking at Isral in approval.

Ampris had to admit that her friend wasin perfect form tonight. Gone was the wild behavior and
rudenessthat Israi so often exhibited. Tonight she appeared poised, accom-plished, articulate. Her
comments were witty and displayed her educated mind well. She acted mature for her years, and only
Amprisknew the truth.



Isral was happiest when playing arole, as she did to-night. When she had charmed and impressed
everyone, in-cluding her preoccupied father, she finally took her leave at the proper time, heeding Lady
Lenith'sdiscreet Sgnd without any protests.

"It isthe hour of my retirement,” she announced with a pretty little Sigh, tilting her head to show the
Kaa her regret before she rose from her couch with lithe grace. ' 'En-joy the remainder of the revels,
Father."

Sheleaned over and blew in hisear canal, and he patted her hand in return.

"Well done, Daughter,” he said with pride. Y ou have comported yoursalf well. We are most pleased
with how much you have grown up.”

Isral glowed at hispraise, and a blush colored her rill. She bowed low, then with shining eyes turned
to the wives and wished them wel on the morrow.

Then she hurried out, with Amprisfaithfully a her heels. Many of the courtiers bowed to her in open
admiration, and Israi's eyes glittered with satisfaction.

Israi'sladiesin waiting had to trot to keep up with her. As soon asthe tal doorsto the banquet
chamber closed, Israi tipped back her head and unleashed a pedl of laughter.

"Wedid it, Ampris. It was perfect!" she crowed.
Mortified, Amprislonged to shush her.

Naturaly Lady Lenith's suspicionswereimmediately aroused. ' 'l suspected the Imperia Daughter
was too well-behaved tonight," she said, eyeing them both. "What prank have you pulled now?"

Isral threw up her hands and spun around and around until her gown belled around her legs. Without
answering Lady Lenith, shelaughed again and then ran to her cham-bers, leaving her attendantsfar
behind.

Slamming shut the door, Israi whirled around and gripped Ampris by both hands. "Wedid it!" she
sad. "Public humiliation and embarrassment for that Silly, vain puff of nothing! Hal"

Giving Amprisaswift hug, she pushed away and began to dance across her Stting room.

Lady Lenith entered with the attendants and saw Ampris pulling off her scratchy flower garland while
Isral danced inglee.

"Undressme!" Isral commanded even as she eluded the attendants approach. "I am ready for bed. It
has been aperfect day, and asplendid evening.”

The attendants looked at each other, and even Subi— standing in the doorway of the bathing
chamber—shook her head.

"Too much wine" someone sad.

They surrounded Israi and eventualy managed to un-dress, bathe, and bed her. When the lamps
were turned down low, and Ampris lay curled on her cot a the foot of Israi's round bed, she could ill
hear Isral humming and chuckling to hersalf. Ampris closed her eyes, trying to shut out the sound. She
wished she could joinin Isra's happi-ness, but her fegling of guilt and shame wouldn't go away. It was
onething to pick on Fazhmind, who was pompous, horrid, and deserving of what he got. But Lady
Zured hadn't deserved this, and Amprisfdt crud. They had gone too far tonight, and she wished she
knew how they could undoiit.

CHAPTERSEVENTEEN
The doors crashed open with aloud bang, awakening Am-pris.
She sat bolt upright, darmed and blinking, trying to claw her way awake.



Inthe dim gray light of dawn that illuminated |srai's bedchamber, atall figurein long robes stood
Slhouetted in the doorway.

Aningtinctive growl rumbled in Amprissthroat even as she recognized the Kaa. Horrified at hersdlf,
she clamped her hands over her muzzle and scrambled out of bed as he came striding forward.

He didn't even appear to notice Ampriss presence. His whole attention was focused on Israi, who sat
up and yawned.

"Father?' she said drowslly.

The Kads eyesblazed at her, and hisrill stood at full extension without the support of acollar. It
glowed adull crimson, and Ampriss heart sank.

He had found out.
"lsral, get up,” he said. Every word wasterse and cold.

Histone got through to Isral. Y awning and rubbing her head, she obeyed him and stood therein her
deeping robe, disheveled and haf-awake.

"'What did you give her?" he demanded.

Isral blinked at him and finaly focused. She opened her mouth, and for amoment Ampristhought she
was going to be evasive or at least pretend not to know what he was talking abouit.

But he wastoo angry. Towering above his daughter, he stood there with hisair sacsinflated, hisrill a
full exten-sion, and histail switching from side to side benegth hisrobe. Pouches of exhaustion bagged
beneath his eyes, which never left Isra'sface.

Mesting that furious gaze, Israi dowly drew herself up-right and squared her shoulders.
"l gave her perfume,” shereplied.

He snarled an oath that made |srai's rill go pae. "What was in the perfume? Encetylide," he said,
answering his own question before Israi could. "An odorless compound that reacts chemically with the
skin, causing swelling, dis-coloration, and severeitching.”

Isral dared smile. "Yes, likeitching powder, except it blotches the skin.”
"How much did you pay the perfumer for thisillega transaction?'
"Twenty imperids,” shesad.

Ampris couldn't believe how unconcerned, how confi-dent she was. Israi stood there, imperviousto
the Kad's anger.

"Rather agtiff priceto pay for aprank,” he sad.

She shrugged. ' 'Perhaps. It took al my allowance to per-suade him.”

"You didn't pay him enough,” the Kaasaid in avoice so low it was amost agrowl.
"Why do you say that?'

"'Because we ordered his neck broken this morning when he confessed. And twenty imperidsisa
very smdl inher-itance for hiswife and family to console themsdlves with."

Ampriss jaw dropped open, and shefelt cold inside with shock.

Isral stared at her father, her rill flat on her shoulders. Findly shesaid, ' 'Y ou killed him? For asilly
prank?| don't believeit."

"Believeit!" heroared, hisvoicerising suddenly in vol-ume. ™Y ou caused Zured distress—''



"Her own vanity caused thedistress,” Isral said dismis-sively. " 'All the court doesistak about how
beautiful sheis, and she believes every word. Take away her beauty for afew hours, and sheis reduced
to acrying, pathetic hegp. Sheisnothing but avain and silly creature.”

The Kaa's hand shot out and gripped Israi by the shoul-der. He shook her, hard.
"Father!" Israi said in darm, gasping in pain. "Y ou're hurting me.”

"Arewe?" he said through histeeth. "And what of Zuredl's hurt, our daughter?’
"Sheélll get over it as soon as the blotches go avay—"

"Will she? Will she get over theloss of her eggsinthe night?”

Isral stared at him, looking stunned. ' 'What?"

He released her, giving her alittle shove against the bed as he turned away. Back and forth he paced,
histongue flicking rapidly, hisrill redder than ever, hiseyesraw with regeand grief. "Yes, Iga, yed" he
sad. "Shemiscar-ried.”

Israi stood in silence, severa expressions chasing them-selves across her face. "Oh, Father,” she said
quietly at ladt.

"'Do you know how dangerousit isto miscarry thislate in term? The physicians worked for hours,
trying to save them... and her."

Israi's eyes dilated, but it was Ampris who asked in a shaky voice, "Is she dead?”

Hedidn't look up, didn't appear to notice who it was he answered. "No," he said, ill pacing. "But
sheisgravely ill. The eggs could not be saved. They raptured inside her and—"

Breaking off abruptly, he turned and strode to the win-dow.

Ampriss heart grieved for him and the lost hatchlings. She was well-aware of how precious offspring
wereto the Vs, who had fewer and fewer every year. The dropping birthrate concerned everyone, and
now thistragedy had struck on the opening day of Festival, atime when every-one should have been
rgoicing as eggs were laid both herein the palace and out in the public hatchery in the city.

More than that, Amprisfelt sorry for lovely Zurea, who was young, kindhearted, and caught up in the
joy of her first days at court. Zured hadn't deserved thistragedy.

"Butit'sdl soslly,” Isra sad into the sllence. Her voice was cool and unconcerned. " Such aterrible,
tragic response to asmple prank—}"

"It was not asmple prank!" the Kaa said, turning on her so violently she shrank back. "Abovedl
else, Daugh-ter, do not lie about that."

IIBL[t_H

""Y ou have been jedlous of Zured since the day of her arrival. Y ou have refused to greet her, to
speak to her, or to be kind to her. Smple courtesies are part of your re-sponsibilities. Y ou know that!"

"l was courteous,” Israi said, blinking rapidly as ablush degpened in her rill. ' 'I exchanged gifts—"
"Y ou set her up for intense public humiliation a her firgt officid function.”

"'If sheisgoing to be at court, she must learn—"

"Silencel" the Kaaroared.

Eyesdilated, srai stood there, breathing hard with shock. ™Y ou are angry with me,” shesaidin
agonishment.

Even Ampris stared at him, amazed. She had never seen the Kaalose hisimperial composure. She



had never heard him raise hisvoice, and certainly he had never spoken to Israi like thisbefore.

"Itisnot your place, I5a, to dictate what our wiveswill and will not learn,” he said, raging. "You are
sri-Kaa, but that does not set you so high you are above every conse-quence. Y ou will be punished,
Daughter. Itis you whowill learn.”

"Father, nol" Isral protested in dismay. She held out her hands. "I meant no harm to the eggs. For
this, | will gpol-ogize—"

"For that, but nothing dse," he said flatly, glaring & her.

Isral blinked a him. "1 don't understand.”

"Wethink you do."

"The blotches are not permanent,” Israi said finaly. " She will recover her looksin aday or two."

Disappointment filled his eyes. "Isthis our beautiful daughter?' he asked. "Isher heart so cold, so
petty, that she fedls naither pity nor remorse?"

Isral flicked out her tongue. ' 'Very well, Father, if youwish | will spesk to Zureal persona ly—"
"Wethink not."
""Then what isit you wish from me?'

The Kaadlowed hisrill to lower. "All your life you have been spoiled and indulged. Weloved you,
Isral, so very much. Too much, it ssems. We have given you every-thing, and you repay uswith behavior
unworthy of even abarbarian.”

Her rill flushed, and anger touched her eyes. "Father, thet isvery harsh.”

"Harsh?' he repeated in amild voice that sent ashiver through Ampris. "We have never shown you
harshness. Perhapsit istimewe did. The Imperia Daughter has been shielded from grief and loss such as
that which she hasinflicted. Now that will change.”

Isral looked unessy. "Itisunfair to punish mefor her overreaction.”

The Kaalifted hishand to silence her. ' 'Never again will we hear you assign blameto Lady Zured.
Theblameisyours, and you will learn what it meansto fed sorry. Y ou will suffer as Zured has suffered.”

Israi backed away from him. "Father!" she said in pro-test. "Surely you aren't going to make me wear
that per-fume.”

"Guards!" he shouted, and they appeared a once from the sitting room. The Kaa swung around and
pointed straight at Ampris.

""That Aaroun isthe only thing you appear to care about besides yoursdf,” he said while Ampris
gasped in dawning horror. ™Y ou will lose her aswe have lost our unborn eggs. Grievefor her aswe
grievefor them.”

Fearfully Ampris backed away, but the guards pounced on her before she could el ude them.
Growling, she sngpped and struggled, but they held her firmly.

Isral sared. ™Y ou wouldn't take Amprisaway from me," shesaid in disbdlief. "I don't bdieveit.”

The Kaa's face might have been carved from stone. Grief raged unchecked in his eyes. He pointed at
the door and said to his guards, "Dispose of her at once.”

Amprishowled infear, and Isral surged forward, scream-ing.

The guards, however, held the sri-Kaaback as Ampris was carried out, kicking and struggling. She
could hear Israi pleading, could hear her cries, but more guards came to shut and bolt the doorsto Israi's
bedchamber, locking the sri-Kaain.



Theredlity of their separation sank in. Y et Ampris re-fused to accept it. No one could take her away
from Israi. No one.

Amprisloosed agutturd roar from deep inside her throat and lunged at the guard on her left. Her
teeth snapped closed on hisrill and she shook her head with al her might, ripping the flesh with aspurt of
blood that tasted sour and aien on her tongue.

The guard screamed, and his companion hammered a blow across Ampriss shoulders that drove her
to her knees.

With her earsflattened to her skull, she hardly felt the blow and heeded nothing save the fury
pounding through her. Pivoting on her knees, she swiped with her claws, going for the guard'stail. Body
armor protected it, however, and they dragged her upright, one holding her while the other hit her

repeatedly.
Stunned, her wits spinning, Ampris lunged again with her teeth bared, but missed thistime. They
dragged her out bodily into the corridor, where courtiers had begun to ap-pear, gawking in curiosity.

Lady Lenith emerged from her own smal quarters, swathed in robes and |ooking bleary-eyed.

Ampris surged toward her, only to be pulled back by the guards. "Lady Lenith!" she called ouit.
"Have mercy on me!*

Lady Lenith came hurrying forward. "Ampris? What isthis?' she demanded. "What's amiss?'

A sergeant at arms stepped between her and Ampris. "We're acting on the Kaas direct order, my
lady," hesad. "Do not interfere.”

Another guard rushed up with arestraint bar and muzzle. The latter he rammed down over Ampriss
head. Whirling, she butted him with her skull before he could switch on the restraint field, and ripped at
his body armor with her claws.

"Get back, my lady!" the sergeant said, sweeping Lady Lenith asde. "Guards, restrain this savage at
oncel"

Battered to the floor, Ampris snarled and struggled with al her might, but she was no match for the
training of palace guards. Within minutes the restraint bar was clamped across her wrists and a control on
her muzzle was switched on. A force fidd shimmered around her, engulfing her. Her muscles spasmed
and then locked up. Immobile, shelay there helplesdy, unable to even spesk.

The guard she'd wounded swabbed at the blood dripping from hisrill and swore, low and furioudly.

Behind them, Isral was <till pounding on her locked doors and shouting. Hearing her muffled cries,
Ampris struggled to rise, but the restraints held her fast. Fear re-turned to her asthe guards dragged her
upright. Her gaze went to Lady Lenith, beseeching her silently for aid. But Lady Lenith said nothingin
Amprissdefense.

Fazhmind came up, robed in vivid purple and fanning himself. A little purple cap of silk perched atop
his head. It looked so ridiculous Ampriswanted to laugh, but she couldn't. Tearswelled up in her eyes,
blurring her vison. She wished now sheld never played any tricks on him. She wished sheld never hitten
him when she wasllittle. Maybe then he would have had pity on her now.

"The mercy of the gods befdl ud" he sad, extending hisrill. "This creature hasfindly turned on her
illustrious mistress like the savage beast sheis. Hear the wounded cries of the sri-Kaa."

Around him the courtiers murmured in outrage and shock, while fresh fury filled Ampris. Glaring at
Fazhmind, she strained againgt the force field which imprisoned her, longing to sink her teeth into his sour
old hide. How dare he say such lies. Shewould never harm Isra—never.

"The sri-Kaaiswell," the sergeant hastened to an-nounce before the crowd could panic. " Step aside,



and let us carry out our orders.”

The courtiers parted, and Ampris was dragged bodily away. No one spoke in her defense. No one
protested this cruel separation ordered by the Kaa.

Ampriswanted to cry out, to call to them again for mercy. These were people shed known al her
life. People who had trained her and helped raise her. Evenif shedidn't like them, they were family. And
now they refused to save her.

Bitter tears Ssung Ampriss eyes. She couldn't believeit. And yet, the guards were carrying her away
like garbage to be thrown out.

"Fromthefirst day | predicted thistrouble," Fazhmind said loudly. "Did | not say shewould grow up
into an unruly beast? Yes, | said it. | warned the Kaa repeatedly, and now | am proven right. Good
riddance!"

Ampris shut her eyes, hating him, hating the Kaa, hating everyone who stood in the palace corridors
and watched her go by. But even those who stared and whispered could not distract her from the awful
words that kept echoing in her head: Dispose of her at once.

Cold words, uttered without mercy by the Kaa, whom she had reverenced and admired with al her
heart. She had been aloydl, faithful subject. She had been petted by him, had received his smiles, had
benefited dl her lifefrom hiskindness. And now, he had turned on her, without justice, without regard for
anything except hisown loss.

She wanted to cry, to howl, to empty herself in her terror. Y et the restraint field kept her from doing
any of those things. There was only her pounding heart and the shortness of bresath in her lungs as she
was carried into the service area behind the palace.

A transport waited there, dready loaded with daves deemed too old, too stupid, or too untrainable.
A Gorlican dave merchant stood next to it, Sudying amanifest. The torso shell beneath histunic was
mottled orange and brown, and beneath his mask, his beaked mouth opened and closed while he
counted to himsdlf.

"Onemorefor theload,” the guards called to him.

The daver glanced up, took a second look at Ampris, and came forward with a sudden gleam of
interest in hisyellow eyes. "Thisone sure?' he asked.

The guards removed her earring of ownership and the restraints, then tossed her onto the transport.
Shefdl bodily against awhimpering Mya and wasthrust off with asharp elbow.

"She goes," the guards said, and walked away without looking back.

The daver dammed the hatch shut and peered ina Am-pris. "Very pretty,” he said in gpproval.
"Very good qua-ity. Y ou must have been abad Aaroun, to get yourself thrown out, en?"

Racked with misery, Ampris averted her gaze from him and wished with al her heart for Israi to come
running to get her. The sri-Kaawould not let this happen to her. She knew Israi would find away to
appease her father and make him relent.

She watched the rear entrance, certain that it would open and the guards would return for her. Or that
Subi would come. Or—

With awhine of its engines, the transport lifted above the ground and swung around, [aboring benesth
theload it carried. It flew away, and Ampriss hopes were | eft behind in the deserted service dley.

Thefirgt time Elrabin made adust run he was so scared he thought hisfur might fal out. The next time
he found the danger athrill. After that, it fell into an easy routine,

Elrabin was offered ataste hisfirst day. Like they thought him so stupid he didn't know whét it was.



He never explained that he hated the sight and smell of it, or that he knew every grade on the streets and
half the suppliersin the ghetto network. He wastoo rdieved at not having to sell it himsdf. Delivery
wasn't 0 bad, dthough the risks— and the pendtiesif caught with it—were plenty.

Scar'straining wassmple. "l give you these credit vouchers, see?' he said, handing over four thin
disks, each one smdler in diameter than Elrabin's pam and in four different colorsthat sgnified numerica
amounts.

Elrabin stared at them, trying not to gasp out loud. They represented more money than his da had
won in alifetimés gambling and grifting. Elrabin had never dreamed there could be so much money, at
least not resting in hishand.

"They'remarked,” Scar said sharply, watching him. "Y ou take off with them, you'll be dead in two
hours. Y ou follow?!

Panting, Elrabin nodded. He did not ask how he would be watched. He believed what Scar said.
"Good. You go to the Street of Two Faces, down on the south side. Y ou know where that is?*
"l canfindit."

"Y ou go Straight there, to the tattoo shop called Feileg's. Say it back to me.”

"Felleg's," Elrabin repeated impatiently. "On the Street of Two Faces. I've got it.”

"Yougoin, ask for Fellee in the back, and don't flash those disks! Y ou'll get your throat dit quicker
than you can blink, see?’

Elrabin's ears twitched nervoudy. He nodded.

"'Goin back and talk to Feilee. No one dse. Show him the disks. Tell him you're from Barthul. If he
don't believe you, tdl him the password | gave you thismorning. Y ou remember it?"

Elrabin repeated the strange words, feding hisfur prickle as he said them. He knew running dust
could get him killed if apatroller spotted him. He still wished héld never agreed to this. Likehehad a
choice. Like he would ever have a choice again. He belonged to Barthul now, and he might aswell bea
dave

"You give Felleethe disks" Scar said, "and take what-ever he gives you. Bring it back here tonight.”
Elrabin blinked in surprise. ' Tonight? Why not as soon as| get it?"

Scar bared hisyellowed teeth. "Stupid! Y ou think pa-trollers don't watch Feileg's? They know it'sa
drop-off point. Y ou got to lose the tail you'll be picking up as soon asyou walk out.”

Fear filled Elrabin's entrails, making them burn. For amoment he thought he would be sick. He
thought of the patrollers he had escaped in the Street of Regard, not be-cause he was clever or dick, but
because they had let him go. He remembered Cuvein's face, defeated and afraid. He remembered his
own humiliation and hel plessness when he'd faced the wrist cutters. How well would he face adesath

penelty?
Scar nipped hisear. "Y ou ligtening, fool ? Hey!"

Elrabin blinked away his memories and rubbed hissmarting ear. "Y esh, I'm listening,” he said. "I'm
sup-posed to lose the patrollers. Any ingtructions on that?"

"You figureit out. That'syour job," Scar said, swiv-ding hisone ear. "Just don't bring them here.”
"l won't," Elrabin said, but he was tempted to do ex-actly that.

Scar gtared at him amoment, evaluating him, looking doubtful. "Y ou goof this, you're dead. Y ou
follow me?'



"I follow."
"Thengo."

His mouth dry and his ears burning with determination, Elrabin |eft Barthul's stronghold and set out
through the city streets. It took him haf the day to find Feileg's grubby little shop. Once he had the dust
bags weighing down his pockets, he stepped out feeling as though he wore asign that said arrest me!

Hefound histal immediately. It was asurveillance scan-ner that floated dong after himin plain sght.
Elrabin nearly panicked and ran for it, but he knew that would be stupid. He kept coal, strolling dongin
crowds of other pedestrians. After two blocks, the scanner reached the end of its signd tether and
dropped him to float back to its pogt.

Elrabin managed to breathe dightly easier, but in afew minutes he discovered another tail, onefar less
obviousthan thefirgt.

Helost it with acouple of tricks. After that, he figured he was clear, but he took every precaution he
could think up. He came back to Barthul's at dark, exhausted and stressed from dodging al day. He
wasn't followed, and he faced Scar triumphantly, his chest bursting with pride at his accomplishment.

Scar took the bags from him and tossed them in the trash.
Elrabin gtared in dismay. "What're you doing?"
Scar laughed at him. "Just atest run, fool. Nothing but dirt you been carrying dl day."

Elrabin took a step back, trying to understand. Dirt? He had been carrying dirt al day? He had been
worrying him-sdlf gray trying to do agood job, and for nothing?

Furious, he glared at Scar and started to speak, but Scar grabbed him by the front of his new coat
and yanked him close.

Scar's eyes narrowed to dangerous dits, and he bared histeeth. ™Y ou got something to complain
about, supid?’

The threat, ungpoken, hung clearly between them. Elra-bin swallowed his anger, dthough it pained
him al the way down. Panting hard, he struggled with himsdlf, then said in ameek voice, "No, | got no
complant.”

Scar shoved him away, nearly making him stagger. "That's good. Get out of my way. Y ou'll make a
red runtomorrow.”

"Maybe," Elrabin shot off as Scar started to walk away. "And maybe you'll set me up to be afool
agan.

Scar turned on him fast and dammed him against thewall so hard dl the bresth was knocked from
Elrabin.

Wheezing for air, hefound Scar'steeth on histhroat. Terrified, Elrabin froze amoment, then stretched
out hisfingersin hopes of grabbing Scar's sticker. He never reached it, however.

Scar released him with agrowl, hiseyesholding cold, flat death. "Never question me," hesaidina
voicethat made Elrabin shiver. " 'If | send you out every day to bring homerocks, you'll doiit. If | tell you
to drink from the sewers, you'l do it. | saved your puny life, and you owe me. Y ou are mine. You
follow?'

Choking with anger and fear, Elrabin heard Scar's words through the roaring in hisears. Hemade a
strangled sound, not trusting himsdlf to say the correct thing.

Scar punched him in the somach with hisfist, doubling him over.
Coughing and gasping, Elrabin sagged to his knees. His ssomach hurt, and he couldn't do anything but



fight againgt throwing up. Hiswhole body was trembling, and it took him awhile before he was ableto
pull himsdlf together.

Finaly helooked up, but Scar was gone. Some of the others were watching him, grinning and nudging
each other.

Humiliation made Elrabin swing his gaze away. He stag-gered upright and thought about leaving. He
could take thelr precious dust and sell it on the black market, then turn in Barthul'slocation to the
patrollers. Sure, the gang would come after him, but he figured he could hide. He wasn't as stupid as
Scar thought.

But at the same time he remembered how close he'd come to starving on his own. Maybe he wasn't
asclever as he thought. The smell of hot food filled the air, and he dropped hisidea of running away. It
wouldn't prove any-thing to Scar, and it would only leave him without a place to go. He wasn't ready for
that. Not yet. He figured to-morrow had to get better.

[tdid.

Soon Elrabin had aregular collection of ddlivery routes. He did whatever Scar told him, and soon
Scar stopped threatening him and picking on him. Scar even occasiondly dropped him aword of praise
or alittle nod of approval.

Such rewards made Elrabin swell with pride. He found himself increasingly eager to please Scar. The
other thieves and runnersin the gang stayed a oof, insulting him when-ever hetried to join their tri-dice
gamesin the evenings. Londy, missing hisdaand the old life, Elrabin kept to himsdf and tried to believe
things would get better. At least he had food and shelter. He had ajob, although he wasn't paid. Scar
told him he had to pass his apprenticeship first before he could take a cut. Elrabin even gathered his
cour-age and asked Scar one day to teach him how to handle a sticker.

Scar laughed at him, but obliged with alesson.
Elrabin wastoo eager and too clumsy. He ended up cut. Y eping, he jumped back, giving up the fight.

Scar cleaned his sticker and put it away with alittle snarl of disgust. "Hopeless," he said, and walked
off.

Degected, Elrabin wrapped up his bleeding hand. He wasn't really cut out to be afighter, he admitted
to himself. No matter how much he wanted to be like Scar, he knew that surface imitationswere dl he
could achieve. He would never have the other youth's killer ingtincts or steely ruth-lessness. He didn't
have what it took, and he didn't know how to acquireit.

But the next day Scar sought him out. Expecting to get his orders, Elrabin faced Scar and tried to
look ready and competent. At least he could run dust. Maybe, if he ever gained acceptance, held ask
Barthul to let him open agam-bling shop.

"Which route today?" he asked.
Scar shook his head. " Something different. Come with me."

With no more explanation than that, Scar led him across the ghetto. Then they dipped through the
gates and headed toward K eskia and the better districts of the city. Elrabin was burgting with amixture
of curiosity and pride. For thefirst time he and Scar were working together. Elrabin knew Scar could
never be hisfriend, but at least he had compan-ionship. He wastired of solitude and loneliness.

Happy, he bounced along beside Scar. "I figured you were mad at me after yesterday,” he said.
Scar kept up afast, ground-eating stride. He grunted.

"Will you give me another lesson sometime?* Elrabin asked.

Scar backed his one ear.



Elrabin strode aong beside him for afew moments, then tried a different tack. "Where we going?'
Scar growled. He refused to look at Elrabin. "Big job today."
"Yeah, | guess so. You don't go along on runs much, do you, Scar?"

Scar dodged afemale V Us pedestrian who had stopped to rummage in her market basket. He didn't
reply to Elra-bin's question.

"So how big ajob we got?' Elrabin asked. "What are we going to do? Where are we going?'

Scar stopped so abruptly Elrabin had to skip Sdewaysto avoid crashing into him. Scar glared at him.
"Shut up,” hesaid. "Just shut up.”

He walked on, and Elrabin rushed to catch up with him. Elrabin was used to Scar's unpredictable
moods by now, so he didn't let today's bad temper upset him. He was just glad to be along, and proud
that Scar had chosen him as his helper. Maybe after today, the others wouldn't be so hard to get dong
with. Maybe thiswas abig part of passing his apprenticeship and soon he'd be accepted by everyonein
Barthul'sgang.

L eaving the broad avenue, they turned into a series of aleysthat grew increasingly narrow and
dilapidated. Skek eyes glowed in the shadows behind sewer grates, watching them walk by. Seeing the
old loading zones, rusted bars across doors that looked as though they hadn't been opened in years,
decayed pavement, crumbling bricks, and trash blown aimlesdy by thewind, Elrabin kept his senses dert
and drew closer to Scar's hedls. He saw the gang symbols painted on acorner and shivered. They were
intruding into someone el se'sterritory. Not for the first time he wished he carried aweapon like Scar.

The other Keith turned a corner and stopped with his back pressed to the wall. Elrabin copied him,
and they stood there, silent and listening, for severa seconds. Scar gestured for Elrabin to follow, and
they moved onin slence until Scar came to adoor no higher than his knees.

Crouching beforeit, he knocked once, twice, three timesin a distinctive pattern. Then he glanced up
at Elrabin. "Keep watch.”

Elrabin drew adeep breath and swung around to face the way they'd come. His ears shifted
constantly, aert and nervous. He was scared, and he wanted to whine deep in histhroat.

The small door opened from ingde, and Elrabin jumped. He turned around, trying to hide his nervous
resction.

A dender Vs with mottled blue and green skin and no more than avestigid rill crept out and
sraightened to face them. He was one of the Rejects, the subclass of V Uis deemed too ugly or maformed
to livein norma V Uis so-ciety. The Reects existed on the fringes, scavenging, scrounging, competing with
the abiru for scarce food and unsteady work.

Elrabin didn't like the Reects, finding most of them bor-derline psychotic and sour. They hated
everyone, including themsdlves, for they had to cope with the abhorrence they received from all
privileged Vis. A few were decent, but even they thought themsalves superior to the abiru. Elrabin had
watched little bands of Rejects begging near the glad-iator arena. They were pathetic, cringing up to
people with their tattered hoods drawn closdly about their faces. Most norma V iis wouldn't even toss
them atrangit token.

Scar murmured something too soft and quick to catch. The Reject looked at him and Elrabin, then
replied. Scar nodded, and handed over credit vouchers.

The Reect pamed them swiftly and crawled back through the low door.

Scar waited a second, then reached inside the cavity. Drawing out abag, he tossed it to Elrabin, who
barely caught it in time. He tossed a second bag to Elrabin, then drew out two more and tucked them



into his own pockets.
The door dammed shut, and Scar climbed to hisfeet. He glanced at Elrabin. "Y ou ready?"
Elrabin felt breathless. He stuffed the bagsinto his pock-ets. "What do | do?"
"Double blind," Scar replied, glancing around. "We're running a bluff, see?"

Elrabin didn't understand, but he knew Scar hated to be asked too many questions. "What do | do?’
he asked again.

Scar met his eyes amoment, then did his gaze away. "We leave thisdley and split up. Y ou take your
usua precautions. Circle around, then drop the dust at Fellee's, see?”

Elrabin panted in excitement. "Sure," he said eagerly. "Thistime I'm delivering—"
"Yeah, you got it." Scar touched his shoulder with arare sign of affection. ' 'Now, try to look casud.
Try tolook the same when you go in. Dont tip off the survelllance, you. Don't be stupid.”

Elrabin scratched hisear. "1 understand. I'll do it exactly right. I'll wait until they are changing the sgna
loadsin the scanners, and then I'll go in. Surveillance aways gets fuzzy about then. I'll—"

"Yeah, you'll befine." Scar checked his pockets. "I'll go to that corner there and wait. Y ou go out of
the dley first, ahead of me. See?’

Elrabin bared histeeth, feding the chance of alifetimein his pocket. If he wanted to betray Barthul's
gang, thiswasthe day to doit. Or he could wait. Maybe he didn't want to put himself back on hisown
dodge just yet. He waved at Scar. " See you tonight.”

"Y eah, fool. Tonight. Go."

Elrabin trotted away, then steadied himself down to anorma stride. He glanced back once at Scar,
flashed him another grin, then moved out into the aley, keeping dert, feding competent and sure of
himsdlf. For afew seconds he could hear the quiet echo of Scar's footsteps behind him. Then the sound
faded. Elrabin glanced back and did not see Scar.

Admiration swelled through him. Scar was definitely good, almost as good at vanishing as Cuvein had
been.

"Stop right therel™

Thevoice, stern with authority, came blaring a Elrabin from nowhere. Startled, he whirled around
and found him-sdlf staring up at asniffer floating over his head. Elrabin couldn't believeit. Where had that
thing come from?How had it found him so fast?

Knowing he didn't want to find out, he dodged to one side and Started to run.
"Stop! Do not resst arrest!™

The mechanized voice called after him, but Elrabin ig-nored it. He streeked down the dley,
determined to bresk free before patrollers could catch up with their toy. Under his breath he was cursing.
He glanced back once, wonder-ing if Scar had been netted in asimilar trap.

The sniffer blared agren, its shrill sound making him yelp and run fagter. It wasfollowing him, dl right,
keeping pace easily. He swore &t it, knowing he had to lose this thing and fagt. It couldn't lock onto his
implant, but it could sight-follow him.

Worsg, thelarge streets of thisdigtrict were fairly re-gpectable. He couldn't go running through groups
of pe-destrians without bringing too much of thewrong kind of attention to himself.

Skidding to a hdt, Elrabin crouched and scooped up some broken chunks of pavement. He hurled
one at the sniffer, missed, and hurled another one. Thistime hismis-gle hit the sniffer squarely, knocking



it off-kilter. The Sren fatered, then resumed. Elrabin hit it again, knocking it into abuilding. The
machinery belched smoke and crumpled to the ground.

Running to it, Elrabin samped on its delicate casing, cracking it and crushing the partsinside.
Then he hurried on, telling himself to be scared later. He had to think now. He had to move.

But just as he reached the mouth of the aley, three pa-trollersin black uniforms stepped across his
path. Elrabin whirled to double back, but something hit him between the shoulder blades with enough
forceto knock him off hisfeet.

Crying out, he skidded across the pavement and found himsdlf lying facedown benesth a crashing
weight. He couldn't move. His muscles were stiffening, becoming par-alyzed. Elrabin groaned to himsdlf.
He'd been stunned. He was hel pless now, with no hope of moving at al, much less getting away. They
had him, and he was carrying two full bags of dust. That meant death, with no appea and no reprieve.

He wastoo frightened to even yelp when the patrollers reached him and dragged him upright. They
patted him down roughly for weapons, found none, and pulled the bags from his pockets. Elrabin
stopped breathing. The patrollers had the right to shoot him here and now. Possession of thismuchiillegal
substance marked him asa supplier.

Sometimes, though, the patrollers wanted to toy with their victimsfirst. They might torture him. They
might drag him off to prison or—

The patrollers dit open one of the bags, and black soil poured out. The patrollers stared t it, and
Elrabin stared at it. He sarted breething again, started hoping.

"'Gods, what isthis?' one of the patrollers asked in dis-gust.
"It'sdirt, ordinary dirt,” another one said.

Thefirg crouched and pinched somein his gloved fin-gers. He opened his visor and flicked out his
tonguetoit. "Dirt," he confirmed.

Rdief swept through Elrabin. "Nothing illega about carrying dirt, isthere?" he asked, his voice groggy
and garbled by the stun effect.

Oneof them struck him. "Silencel"

They searched him again, and thistime one of them picked atiny transmitter off the back of his
shoulder. "Look at this. He was marked for us."

The others swore, and Elrabin'srelief came crashing down. He stared at it, refusing to believe hisown
Suspi-cions.

"A doubleblind,” one of the patrollers said in disgust.

"We were bluffed as neat and dick asthough we just hatched out of the egg. Damn.”

Elrabin backed his ears. He remembered how grouchy Scar had been today, how Scar had refused
to meet hiseyesfor very long. Scar had planned thisfrom the first, had set him up to be caught. That
unexpected pat on the shoulder had concealed his planting of the transmitter. Scar had be-trayed him,
had intended to betray him from the hour he'd persuaded Barthul to let Elrabin join the gang. Elrabin
re-alized he had stupidly alowed Scar to make him into an expendabl e tool—one used and then
discarded.

Bitterness soured his mouth. He should have betrayed Scar first, only—

"Where did you get this?' the patrollers asked him. "Who gave you these bags? Who put this
transmitter on you?'

Elrabin clamped his jaws shut and refused to answer. If he mentioned Barthul's name here, the



patrollerswould take it as proof of hisguilt, nothing more.
They shook him hard enough to rattle histeeth.

"Dont be stupid,” the patrollerstold him. "Y ou're caught, either way. Y ou might aswell talk.
Protecting your partner won't help you now."

"1 have nothing to say," Elrabin muttered. "Carrying dirtisnot illegd ."
"Working as an accomplice to adust runner is"
Elrabin's gaze flashed up in mock outrage. "Y ou can't prove that.”

"We don't have to prove anything. Y ou resisted arrest. We received word a drop was going down in
thisaley, and out you came like a Skek. Y ou aso destroyed patroller property, and that isaClass F

fdony."
"Nothing," Elrabin said in defiance, trying to bluff. "I've done nothing."

The patrollerslooked at each other. "We can kill him anyway, then say it wasamistake," one of them
suggested.

"Too much paperwork involved,”" another said.

Thethird one stared at Elrabin without mercy. His V iis eyes were cold. ' 'Put him in the dave market.
Sdll him to labor and recoup our expensesthat way. It'll pay for anew sniffer and wewon't havetofilea
|oss-of -equipment form.”

Desperate, redizing his das fate was happening to him, Elrabin tried to struggle, but the stun effect il
held him pinned. He could do nothing but wriggle dightly. "Y ou can't sell mel" hesaid. "I got rightsasa
grade-two citizen. I'm free."

"Yes, freeto starve. Freeto steal and cause trouble. Even hard-labor daves eat better than you, little
grade-two citizen." The patroller flicked hisfingersat the others. "Sdll him."

CHAPTERHTEEN

With its engine rumbling loudly, the trangport lurched and veered through duggish traffic. Other
newer, deeker trans-ports passed it on al sdes. Their cargo was secured beneath opagque bubbles,
sometimes with force fields shimmering over them for extra security. The Gorlican daver's old transport,
however, had cheap crates stacked behind the driver's seat, while in the back cargo area, wire mesh
served as sides and top.

Wedged between several bodies and the side of the cargo hold, Ampris gripped the rusting mesh and
stared bleakly at the passing Streets. Any chance to leave the palace was rare. Ampris had alway's been
curious about the city, won-dering how many people lived init, and what they did dl day. From hints and
passing comments, she redized that common folk must lead livesfar different from those at the palace.
But today, shetook littleinterest in the Sghtsaround her.

The transport flew down one block of the famous Ze-hava—the richest shopping district of the
gaaxy, renowned for its floating wa kways and multileveled shops containing pricel ess wares of every
description—before atraffic mon-itor blew asren and warned it off.

Accordingly the trangport veered sharply away and lum-bered through less affluent, more
industrialized streets. Traffic congestion grew steadily thicker. Horns blared at dim racing skimmersthat
flitted illegaly in and out, nar-rowly missing the dower litters and trangports, and creating havoc asthey
went.

Ampristurned her head to watch apair of them dart by, racing for afew meters only to separate to
avoid an on-coming trangt module. Horns blared again, then the skim-merswere gone, leaving only a
curling wake of jetted exhaust behind them.



Israi would have admired them. Of |ate she had men-tioned that she would like to have a skimmer of
her own, something small and deek. She had said that perhaps she would even teach Ampristofly it.

Now such plans were like smoke, vanishing before they could be grasped. It wasimpossible to
believe thiswas happening. Ampris kept telling hersdlf thiswas redlity and no dream, but it was too awful
to comprehend.

An elbow dug into Amprissribs, prodding her from her thoughts.

"Look!" said ajeering voicein the dave patois. "It be the pampered pet herself. Ain't so pampered
now, beyou?'

Ampristurned around to meet the scornful eyes of an Aaroun male. Striped in shades of beige and
brown, he held hisright hand cradled protectively againgt hismidriff. A clumsy splint and bandage
covered the appendage.

When he caught her staring at it, helifted his hand and waved it under her nose. She caught a
sckly-sweet smdll of rotting flesh.

"Won't hed, will it?" he said. "Had me agood spot in the gardening corps. Did, till ascythe near cut it
off. Now I'm usdless. Cripples can't work. Some high-and-mighty Vs lord or lady might see me and be
offended.”

He stuck hisfurred face close to Amprissand glared at her. His breath stank of mest. "What'd you
do, you, to make offense? Threw you out with the rest of us garbage, didn't they?"

Fresh sorrow welled up insde Ampris. "It'samistake," she said. "They haveto rent.”

He drew back and bared his teeth, while some of the otherslaughed bitterly. "Haveto rlent,” he
said, mocking her. "Reent? What kind of uppity Visword isthat, you?'

Amprissad, "It meansto—"
He nipped her ear, and someone laughed.
Shocked, Ampris stared at them.

The Aaroun leaned closer. "Don't teach me nothing, you! Got no place over me, now. Be garbage
liketherest of us. You learn to keep quiet.”

Looking at their hostile faces, Ampris trembled and re-sisted the urge to rub her aching ear. She
refused to give him the satisfaction of knowing held hurt her. Asfor the others, now staring at her, why
did they al look so angry and bitter? Why did they resent her? She wasn't to blame for their troubles.

When she said nothing, did nothing in response, the Aar-oun bared his teeth again, looking more
scornful than ever.

"Fancy pet," he said, making the word sound dirty and vile. "But you be pet no more, you."

"Yeah!" put in aKeith femae, so old one of her eyes had filmed over and her muzzle had turned gray.
"'No more pet you be, eh? No more fancy food. No more fancy treats or fancy clothes or fancy life, no!”
Shelaughed glesfully, her one good eye glittering with maice.

Ampris stared at her, then at al of them. ' 'Why are you al so angry at me?' she asked. "I've done
nothing to any of you—"

They roared and surged toward her, making the transport dip to one side. Pummeled and bitten,
Ampris crouched low with her hands folded over her head as protection.

"Done nothing, that beright,” the Aaroun mae said.
"Lazy pet!" the old Keith added.



"Never worked aday," said someone else.
"Never known akick intheribs," said afourth voice.
"Or how it hurts, goin' without that supper.”

They went on hurling accusations at her, and their rough, angry words hurt. The daves closed inon
her, dragging her upright and pounding on her again.

Growling in her throat, Ampristried to fight back, but there were too many of them.

Then the trangport lurched to aviolent halt that threw severa of them off their feet. The Aaroun mae
landed on top of Ampris, his heavy weight nearly squashing her.

She grunted and flailed, but he took histime getting up and made sure he stepped on her fingers and
kicked her in the process. Curling up in pain, Amprislay on her sde while the otherswere herded off by
Gorlicans. Their cruelty left her dazed. All she wanted to do was hide from everyone and be |eft done.

But Gorlicans wearing stained legther jerkins over their torso shells and masks came stepping insde
the cargo hold, their eyes glowing yellow asthey shouted at her inill tem-per. Using their long staffs, they
prodded Ampris upright and sent her staggering down aloading ramp and into anarrow chute at the rear
of an assorted group of daves. There were four times the number that had been on her transport.

Ampristried to hang back from anyone she recogni zed, but the Gorlicans kept prodding her hard
with their saffs, sngpping and grumbling at her asthey forced her into the group.

Everyone was shoving and pushing, packed too close in the chute, shuffling forward yet unableto
move fast enough to avoid the staffs and shock-whips of their handlers.

Bruised and jostled, Ampris concentrated on keeping her balance. She was afraid if shefell down she
would be tram-pled to degth.

Behind her another load of daves came rushing down the loading ramp and into the chute, packing
her in even moretightly. Her fear increased, but there was nowhere to go except forward.

Gorlicans stood lined up on either side of the chute, pok-ing the daves through the dats. Other
Gorlicans paced overhead on ametal catwalk, their bootsteps making the mesh ring out.

The noise was deafening—all shouts and confusing com-mands. The stench nearly choked her. She
had never samdled such filthin her life. Dust hung in the air like afog, choking them, and the handlers kept
shouting and pushing, confusing Ampris and making her panic.

A shock-whip lashed across the shoulders of adave jos-tling next to her. Ampris heard the sizzle of

impact and smdled his singed fur and flesh. The dave yeped and dodged sdewaysinto Ampris, nearly
knocking her down.

She grabbed at the dats of the chute for balance, but a Gorlican on the other side of it snarled at her
and rapped his staff across her fingers.

Pain flared through her hand, and she snatched it back, whimpering. Cradling it against her ssomach,
shefought back her tears. It felt broken, the pain pulsing firein the delicate bones of her hand. Thinking
of the Aaroun gar-dener who'd been so hitter over hisinfected hand, Ampris gritted her teeth and flexed
her fingers. So her hand was not broken, but, gods, how it hurt.

A daff thudded againgt her shoulder biades. "Move on!" came the command, and Ampris shuffled
forward.

Ahead, the Gorlicans were opening small gatesin the sdes of the chute. With whips and shouts, they
sorted through the jostling daves, dividing them by Sze, breed, and age.

A saff struck Amprisin the back again, driving her for-ward with three others, but dmost



immediately agate snapped across the chutein front of her, blocking her path. Theyelsincreasedin
volume, and the daveswith Ampris milled around her in growing confusion.

"Her! Her!"

A Gorlican stood over her on the catwalk above her head. He poked his staff down to tap her onthe
shoulder. Ampris glanced up and frozein her tracks.

"Tel mewhat you want meto do!" sheyeled in ex-asperation.

He didn't answer. The handlers on the ground thrust their staffs through the sides of the chute,
separating the other davesfrom her.

The gate blocking the chute snapped out of the way, and Ampris was prodded forward.

Sheran, panting for breath and hearing the shouts of triumph. The gate dammed quickly behind her,
cutting her off from everyonedse.

For afew seconds she was alonein this section of the chute, alone except for the Gorlican who ran
aong the cat-walk overhead, keeping pace with her easily. He was chant-ing something and tapping his
gaff on the mesh above her. The noise and rhythm jangled her nerves. She wanted to scream at him to
stop.

Instead she hated abruptly, letting him run afew paces ahead of her. Gasping for breeth, she whirled
around and tried to run back the way sheld come, but the Gorlican overtook her in moments. His
shock-whip lashed out ahead of her, Szzling and snapping centimeters from her nose.

Terrified, Ampristurned back and ran in the direction he wanted. He kept pace with her, yeling as
though to urge her on faster.

More Gorlicans were waiting a short distance ahead, perched on thetop rail in ahuddle, making
tallies on hand-held data screens. At her approach, they scattered and ran to open another gate.

Going through it, Ampris turned and ran down asmaller chute, then through yet another gate, and
another, until shewas driven out into alarge circular pen of smooth welded mesh topped with the same
materid.

Behind her the gate dammed shut and was bolted. The
Gorlicansydled in satisfaction and ran back toward the chutes.

Breathing hard—more from fear than from exertion— Ampris redized they were through with her for
the mo-ment. She looked around, trying to steady herself, and saw that the pen held a central mound of
fresh straw and afew scattered pails of water. Around the perimeter stood five benches cut from heavy
blocks of stone and carved with graffiti. A few of the pen's occupants sat on them. The rest stood
huddled in small groups at the opposite side from Ampris.

No onelooked at her.

Finding this odd, she frowned and started to walk toward them. Then she stopped hersdlf and veered
away toward a deserted section of the pen. She remembered what had hap-pened to her inthe
trangport. It was better if she kept to hersalf.

Her legs were trembling. Crouching with her back to the fence, Ampris hugged herself and fought
back her tears. She sensed thiswas not a place to show vulnerability. And yet, again and again through
her mind flashed images of Israi's pretty apartment in the paace, the soothing, distant splashing of the
fountains, the clean, polished stone floors, the well-trained daves that were unobtrusive and silent, the
fragrant scents of flowers and perfumes. How long had it been—an hour, two hours since she'd been
ripped from her safe world? Sheld lost dll track of time.

Here, afoul stench hung over the chutes and pensthat stretched on one side as far as she could see.



On the other Sde, gray stonewallsrosein agrim, solid barrier. Cries of misery rose from the other pens.
In the distance, the Gor-licans yelled and banged their staffs ceaselesdy.

Surveillance scanners swiveled congtantly from every an-gle, keeping watch. A Gorlican handler
walked diagonally acrossthetop of her pen, darming Ampris until she redl-ized he was just aguard.

More daves came through the chutes. Most of them surged past the pen containing Ampris. She
didn't want to watch, and yet she couldn't help hersdlf.

The sorting and unloading went on all day. Now and then, the gate to Ampriss pen opened and a
dave or two were pushed inside, but most of the new arrivals went into other pens farther down the row.

Asthe day progressed, the noise grew louder. Clouds of dust Ieft ahazeintheair. The daves either
stood quietly, their heads low in subjection, or paced restlessly, shouted, and banged on the fences.

No one came with food until sunset. By then Ampriswas so ravenous she abandoned her sense of
caution and rushed forward with the othersto along metd trough. Gor-licans dumped pails of food into
the trough and jeered while the daves jostled and fought over the best pieces.

Ampris, being younger and smaler than most, had trou-ble elbowing her way through the crowd, but
shefindly reached the trough and peered into it eagerly.

It held scraps of half-rotted food, produce past its prime, hunks of stale bread, and meat globes.

Repulsed, Ampris drew back. A Zrhel pushed her aside with agreasy wing and began to pick over
thefood rapidly, nibbling asample, then tossing it back into the trough. He picked up something else and
tasted it, swore, tossed it back in, and reached for another piece.

Amprisstared in disgust, losing the rest of her appetite. "Must you do that?' she asked.

The Zrhd ignored her, nibbling and scratching itself. It dropped afew feathersin the trough and did
not pick them out.

"Get away!" Ampris shouted at him. ™Y ou're ruining the food. Have you no manners?’

The Zrhel turned his head to stare straight into her eyes. Beneath abad, domed head his face was
pinched and in-telligent, with keen, defiant eyes above a hooked nose. Still meeting her gaze, he belched
loudly, then turned his atten-tion back to picking through the food.

Ampris backed away, leaving the Zrhel aone at the trough. She crossed the pen, and some of the
otherslaughed at her.

One fema e Keith was gnawing on arock-hard crust of bread. She grinned at Ampris. " Get your food
before the Zrhel reaches the trough. Youl'l learn.”

Amprisreturned to her solitary spot, her somach growl-ing in frantic insistence. Trying to ignore her
misery, she sank down and stared at the stars beginning to twinkle in the spring sky overhead.

It wasalong, lonely night.

The next day, more daves arrived and were crowded into the pens. Ampris watched the
proceedings, telling herself this nightmare had to end soon. Surely the Kaawould relent and alow her to
go home.

But every time the gate to her pen opened, it wasto push in more arrivals. No one camefor her.

Ampriss spirits drooped, but shetold hersdlf to trust in Israi. Surdly the sri-Kaawould find away to
get her back.

By afternoon, however, she wasn't quite as sure. Ex-hausted and hot from gitting in the relentless sun,
Ampriswatched yet another batch of newcomers come stumbling into her pen.



It was getting very crowded now. She kept to herself, grateful to be left alone.

Then agroup of three Aarouns with spotted fur and heavy shoulders gathered around her. Their eyes
held only hodtility, and their short round ears wereflat to their skulls.

The onein the center gestured at her. "Clear out, fe-male," he said.
Ampris bared her teeth. "Why should I—"

They grabbed her and shoved her away bodily, causing her to sumble into anearly grown Keith,
who growled in warning.

Ampris moved back swiftly and turned on the Aaroun males who had taken her place. Angry, she
started toward them, but the Keith gripped her arm.

"Dont," hesaid in quiet warning. "Y ou can't take them.”

Theideaof fighting them fueled her anger. ' 'They have no right to—"
He pulled her away. "Come over here"

Shetried to twist free of hisgrasp, but he tightened hishold.

She struggled harder. "L et go of me.”

"Don't causetrouble. Stay quiet,” hetold her.

“Letgoof me"

Heglared at her. ' "Y ou cause trouble, you cause afight, the handlersll take you out and flay you.
Want thet, Gol-die?’

Shocked, Ampris didn't know whether to believe him or not. "How do you know?"

Herolled hiseyes at her, adirty youth with brindled, matted fur, dert, upright ears, and Stregtwise
eyes. He seemed to know everything, and she knew nothing.

On the opposite side of the pen, a short distance from the benches, he elbowed away for them next
to the fence and crouched there.

"Hereisbetter," he said. Hetugged a her wrist. "Sit. Make yourself dack.”

His coat was made of cheap, shiny cloth. It looked new, yet it was dready fraying at cuffs and collar.
Onedeevewastorn. A curious odor hung on him, something spicy and attractive, but somehow
repellent. She had never smelled anything like it before. Her ingtinctstold her to avoid him.

Y e, hislight brown eyesheld a hint of kindness, the first sheld encountered in this place.
She sat on the ground beside him, alittle wary of her newfound friend.

Hewas|ooking her over too, his gaze keen and apprais-ing. "Y ou look pretty pampered, Goldie.
Ever been in the dave market before?"

“No."

"Knew it." He rubbed hismuzzlein aquick nervous gesture. "Me neither.”

The confession made him somehow more likable. Am-pris edged closer. "Thisisahorrible place.”
He glanced around. Y eah, maybe. I'm caled Elrabin. How about yourself?*

"Ampris”

"Suitsyou, Goldie. Kind of fancy and... pretty,” he added dmost shyly.

Amprissmiled.



He smiled back. "When do they grill the grub?’

She gtared at him without comprehension. "'l beg your pardon?’
"Food," he snapped in exagperation. ™Y ou understand that?"

"Oh. Werefed at sunset.” Ampriswrinkled her nose. "It'sterrible.”
He grunted and didn't seem to believe her.

"I'mtelling thetruth,” she said. "It'slike garbage thrown away from the kitchens. Rotted, molded,
Sade—"

"Soundslike afeadt,”" he said, and made smacking sounds.

She couldn't tell if hewasjoking or serious. "'l couldn't egt it last night. Now dl | can think about is
food. I've never been this hungry before.”

The sympathy died in Elrabin's eyes. "Hungry?'Y ou been without food how long? A day? That's
nothing, Gol-die."

"It'shorrible!" she said. ™Y ou know nothing about how it feelsto be—"

"Shut up," he said fiercely. "Don't look down your nose a me! You'refat and deek. Y ou—"
"l am not fat!" she said with indignation. "l am in per-fect condition.”

He scowled, unimpressed, and flung open his coat. ' 'Fed my ribs."

She hesitated, staring at him.

With alittle growl of impeatience, Elrabin seized her hand and thrust it againgt hisside. Shefelt knobby
ribs under his pelt of rough hair, with practicaly no flesh in between.

"Yeah," hesaid, "and | been eating regular since | be-came arunner. Before that, | picked up garbage
off the Streets, fighting Skeksfor it."

"Skekd" shesaid in horror.

Hetilted his head to one side. "Where do you come from? 'Y ou don't know nothing. Y ou don't look
like you've worked."

"Worked?' She shook her head. "Of course not."

"Inthislife, you either work, Goldie, or you stedl.”

She graightened inindignation. "I am no thief. | would never take—"
"Stuff the howl," he said in sharp scorn.

"What?'

"Bequiet." Elrabin glanced around swiftly to seeif any-one was paying atention to them. ' 'Y ou better
learn fagter, Goldie, or you'refinished. Y ou follow?"

She frowned. "I'm not going to be herelong. They'll send for me."

"Who? Thefancy VUsfamily that owned you?'

Amprislifted her chin with pride.' T am Ampris, closest friend and companion of the sri-Kaa."
She expected him to be impressed, but his expression didn't change.

Hedidn't say anything ether.

Hisrefusa to believe her wasaninault. "l lived in the paace,” sheinggted. "All my lifel have been a
the sri-Kaa'sside."
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She drew an impatient breath. "I have permission to speak VUs. | can read and write. | have—"
"So what'd you do?'

She stopped her boasting and blinked at him. ' 'Do? Why, whatever the Imperiad Daughter wanted to
do. We—"

"No, stupid. Y ou must have done something wrong. Something to get you sent here.”
Amprisfdt fresh sorrow turn over inside her. She backed her ears.

"Just another of lifesinjustices," he said. Hiswords were sympathetic, but histone came out raw with
anger. "Y ou do your best and you still get dagged. Y ou think you know someone, but you never do. It's
dl alie, Goldie. Everythingisalie.

The bitternessin his voice was bdied by the apprehen-sion she saw lurking in hiseyes. She
understood then that his words were mostly bravado. Underneath his roughness, he wasjust as scared as
she

"'Why are you here?' she asked.
Thefaraway look in his eyes faded, to be replaced by anger. "I'm here on an arrest charge.”
Ampris had never talked to anyone who'd been arrested before. She stared at him. "Are you athief?"

Elrabin bared histeeth. "Nah. I'm above that, unlessforced to it. I've played the cons and the scams
with the best. Then | got in aspot, had to fall in with agang, see? Had to work for them. So | becamea
dust runner."

Amprisfound him very strange, and not at all under-standable. "Why would you run with dust?'

He threw back his head with shrill yips of laughter. "Gods, you're no more stregtwise than anewborn
lit. How've you survived thislong, not knowing anything?'

Then his eyes narrowed, and he gave her no chance to answer. "Y ou honest?" he asked. "Y ou talking
graight about living in the palace, and dl that?'

She nodded. "Everything is so different here.”

"Yeah, | guessitis." Helooked a the crowded pen, at the milling, uneasy occupants, at thefilth, a
the fence.

Overhead, agroup of Gorlicanswalked across the top of the pen, pausing to point and gesturein
earnest discussion.

Elrabin watched them amoment, then lowered his gaze to meet Ampriss. "Those are buyers,” he sad
grimly. "They'relooking us over before the auction.”

"What auction?' Amprissaid. "1 don't understand any-thing here. Please explain it to me."

He shifted his gaze away from hers and started drawing amlesdy in the dust. "Never been sold
before," he mut-tered, and his voice sounded scared now. ' 'Never worn an ownership number.”

She thought of her pretty ownership earring with Israi's cartouche. Her ear felt naked and light without
it. "It doesn't have to be bad."

He made no answer.

Hisfear increased Ampriss own. She reached out and gently took hishand in hers.

"What's going to become of us?' she asked.

Elrabin wouldn't look at her, but he didn't draw hishand away. "WEell gointhesde” hesaid, his



voicetight and low. "WEell be sold in the common market. They have different auctionsfor house daves
and highly skilled work-erslikethat Zrhel over there.”

Amprissfingerstightened on his. "I remember being taken from my mother when | was very young,
just afew daysold. Now it'slikethat is happening dl over again. Israi ismy family. | thought she would
have comefor me by now."

Panting, he sent her aglance of pity. "So you'reredly the one" he whispered. "The one I've heard
talked abouit. | even saw you once on the vid broadcast, riding in a parade or something. You'rethe
Imperia Daughter's pet.”

"l am ha friend,"” Amprissaid with pride.

"So why did she get angry at you and throw you out?"

"Shedidnt. It wasthe Kaa."

"So what did you do to the Kaa?"'

"Nothing,” Amprissaid with asigh. "I wastaken away to punish Isra for one of her pranks.”
Elrabin pricked hisears a her. " So they punished you for something she did?
Amprisdropped her gaze. "1—I guessso."

"That ginks."

Agreement made Amprissearsdroop. "Yes," shesad, very softly.

"Stll think she'syour friend?"

Shedidnt like hiscriticizing Isra. "It wasn't her fault. The Kaa decreed the punishment.”
"Sowhy didn't he punish Iga?'

The hair rose on the back of Amprissneck. "Don't call her that. Y ou do not have permission to—"

"Oh, dag that," he said rudely. " She's the one who should be punished, not you. She did the prank, so
what good doesit do to be rough on you?"

Amprisfound hersdf agreeing, and that scared her. ' 'If anyone hears you speaking against the Kaa,
you will lose your tongue. Maybe your head." She thought of the trophy room at the mountain lodge, and
shuddered.

"So | lose my tongue," he said with scorn, athough his ears swiveled nervoudy. "Isthat worse than
having my hand cut off if I'm caught steeling? Or being sold into hard labor tomorrow at auction? 1l
spend therest of my life hauling stones until my back snaps and I'm thrown into the sewersto rot. And
for what? The Kaa owns machinesthat could rebuild his precious old buildingsin afew months. But, no,
he wants everything done by hand the way it used to be. So he endaves entire races to do the work. He
tears families apart, the way he tore apart yours. He walks on our backs and crushesthelife from us. He
letstrangt sys-tems decay and buildings fal down and jump gatesfail, al because he cares more about
the past than he does the pres-ent.”

"Stop it!" Ampriscried, horrified by what came spew-ing from Elrabin. ™Y ou don't know what you're
saying. | know that past kaas have been crud, but this oneis good and kind. He cares about his
ubjects.”

Elrabin yipped with derison. "He cares nothing! Before she died, my mother worked herself to a
shadow for sub-grade wages and low food alotments that wouldn't feed the lits. My da—"

"That isaproblem of society,” Ampris said, quoting a courtier she had once overheard. "Chancellor
Gaveld saystha—"



"Him? All the commentators on the vids say he's againgt abiru reforms. He's our enemy.”
Amprisdrew back. "Y ou don't know him. Y ou've never met him."

Elrabin stared at her as though he could not believe what he saw. ' 'Y ou Sit here, inthe dirt, in an
auction pen where they sent you, and you defend them. Worse, you talk like aVis—al pride and
emptiness, blind to the way thingsreally are. What kind of Aaroun are you?"

Amprisfelt asthough al the wind had been crushed from her. Speechless, she stared back at him.
Her mind wound back to the data crystal Bish had given her about the once-proud history of her people.
She thought about the fate of her ancestors, how they had been torn from their homes and made into
davesto serve Vs society. She thought about her own trust and security, shattered in amoment by the
Kaasterrible wrath. Not even Israi had been able to save her from this place.

"You'reright," she said softly, bowing her head so that Elrabin could not see her shame. Retracting
her claws, she curled her handsinto fists. "'l just want to go home.”

Despite the sympathy in Elrabin's eyes, his expression remained bleak. "That will never happen,
Goldie. You might aswell face it. Aarouns are meant for labor. No mat-ter how pretty you are, your
essy lifeisover.”

Sheturned away from him, her heart pounding. "1 won't believe that. They haveto relent. They have
to!"

"Why should they?"
Battling her tangled emoations, she couldn't answer.

He touched her shoulder. "I'm sorry to carry you the bad news, Goldie, but you haveto faceit.
Sooner or later wedl cometo thewall.”

She shook her head. "I havelived dl my life with them. They treated melike... like a part of—"

"Yourenot VUis" hesad firmly. "Y ou know that. No matter if the Imperid Daughter played with you
or how many privilegesyou enjoyed, it'sover. Gods, | can't evenimaginethelife you've led. Everything
you wanted. Food every day. Jewe sto wear. Some dave waiting on you hand and foot. But it'snot redl,
Goldie"

He gestured across the pen to where the Zrhel was scratching his feathers and belching as away of
passng thetime. " Thisisredl. Thisstink holeiswhere you belong, and | belong, and dl of us belong.
Anything eseisadream, acloud inthemind.”

Tearswedled up in her eyes, hot and stinging. "'l want the dream,” she whispered. "I'velived init too
long. I want to go back."

"Y ou don't belong there. Y ou never did. And now they've put you out and closed the gates. Accept
i—"

"No!" shesaid. Sheglared a him, furiousnow. "I will never accept it. Israi will send for me. | know
shewill. She promised to aways take care of me, and she will keep that promise.”

"Believein nothing, Goldie. The V Us keep only the promises they want to keep. They areliars,
tyrants, and users. Everything they doisalie. Everything you've dwaysknownisalie."

"Yourewrong,” Amprissaid. "They'renot all likethat."

"Sure" he said, swivding hisears and moving away from her. "So tdl me again why you're here.”
And Ampriswas left with nothing eseto say.

CHAPTER INETEEN



At sunset, Ampris stayed crouched beside the fence while the others crowded and fought at the food
trough. Ampris refused to fight over the bad-quality food. She certainly had no intention of esting it, no
matter how strongly her som-ach gnawed againgt her backbone. She was beginning to fed dizzy
sometimes, but she didn't care. In the morning, she told hersdlf, the palace guards would come for her.
They would take her home, and Subi would feed her civa cakes and spicemests, as much as she wanted,
and then she would have abath. This place would be aforgotten night-mare, fading swiftly from her
mind.

If only she could drive it away now. Sheturned her back to the pen, staring through the fence at the
walls beyond. The squabbling, the screeching, the stench of too many un-washed bodiestoo close
together... shehated dl of it.

A claw-tipped hand gripped her shoulder, startling her to such adegree that she cried out. She
whirled around, her heart pounding, then saw it was only Elrabin.

Sherelaxed, letting out her breath in arumble. "Y ou scared me.”

"You'relikeacub," he said gruffly, placing achunk of greasy mest in her hand. "Never turn your back
onfolk. Always keep watch."

"l have no enemies here," she said, and then thought of the palace daves who had beaten her during
the ride in the trangport. She was glad none of them were in this pen.

Elrabin dropped to his haunches beside her and pulled a second chunk of mest from his pocket. He
sniffed it, then Sarted gnawing on it. "Enemies can come from nowhere," he said, and shot her asideways
look. "So you're spesking to me again?”

"Not willingly." Shetried to hand him her piece of mest. "No, thank you."

"Don't be stupid. Eat it before someone takesit from you." He bit off another piece, chewed, and
swalowed. " Sniff it for maggots, then eat around them. Don't look at it."

Ampris stared at the mesat in disgust and dropped it on the ground. "It has maggotsinit?| can't eat
suchathing.”

Swearing, Elrabin snatched the meat off the ground and thrust it deep in his pocket. "That was
stupid,” he said angrily. "Stupid, stupid, stupid. Never refuse food. Never . If you want to live, then you
got tolearn.”

"l will est tomorrow when | go home,” Amprissaid.

Elrabin scowled at her, then went back to eating. He ate his piece and hers, hunched up and wary as
though he ex-pected someoneto takeit from him.

Amprislistened to her ssomach growl and decided per-haps he was right about her being stupid. He
had been kind to bring her food, and sheld insulted him with her refusal.

Sghing, shefindly said, "I'm sorry."
Helicked his mouth and belched. "No good being sorry now. | ate your share."

"Never mind that. It was very kind of you to try and help me. Redlly it was. I'm sorry | didn't thank
you prop-erly for your care and concern.”

Still he wouldn't look at her. "It'sgone. Too late to get more, no matter how sorry you are.”

"I know. I'm not asking for the meat.” She looked at him with exasperation. "'I'm gpologizing, not
begoing.”

"Yeah." Heturned to face her. "Never met anyone like you. Abiru but not abiru. Y ou got education.
Youtak fancy. You're specid, Goldie."



Shefdt suddenly shy and embarrassed, yet warm insde. "Thank you.”

"l got no onenow," he said as the twilight shadows closed around them. "My family's gone. Asfor my
friends, they're nothing. Never were my friends. Never were." He scowled. "Don't want no more
friends”

"Y ou've been afriend to metoday,” Amprissaid shyly. "Thank you for that.”
"Quit thanking me," hesaid gruffly. "And | an't your friend."
She didn't want to argue with him, so she changed the subject. ' 'What will happen tomorrow?'

"Y ou got to be ready for the auction,” he said. "Y ou got to find away to take the shame of it, Goldie.
Otherwise, you won't makeit. Y ou follow me?

Dread roseinsde her, and shetried to ignoreit. "I think so. Only maybe—"

"Stop it!" He reached out and gripped her hand hard. " Stop thinking maybe. There's only now—what
isright now. Y ou follow? Y ou got to be strong insde yourself. Y ou can't let them break you. Y ou can't
let them beat you. Not inside, where it counts." He pressed hisfist againgt his heart. "It'sthe only way to
urvive”

"I'm afraid,” she said with ashiver, thinking about hiswords.

Around them, the other captives were talking among themsdves or pacing. It was arestless night;
tension could be felt in the air. Someone wailed in adistant pen, and was silenced.

Amprisredlized that Elrabin was right. She'd been fool-ing no one but hersalf with her optimism.
"I'm afraid too," Elrabin admitted softly. "1 dwayssad

| wastoo smart to get caught. Only, | waswrong. | let myself trust again, when all thetime | knew
better. Now | get to pay for that. Sold out. The law of the Streets. Sell out someone before they sdll you.”
He glanced a her. "Maybeit'sthe law of the palace too."

"No! Israi stood up for me."

"But shedidn't rescue you.”

Ampris backed her ears and said nothing ese. She couldn't keep denying it forever.
"When you're sold to someone,” she said in asoft voice, ' ‘what happens?'

"Depends. What kind of labor you go to. What you're trained for." Elrabin drew on the ground for a
few seconds, although it wastoo dark to see the pattern. "The auction ain't agood place, Goldie. Good
places are private mer-chants, private sales. The auction ain't good."

She wanted to ask more, but Elrabin abruptly turned his back on her and curled himself onthe
ground. ' 'Get some deep,” he said.

In the morning, the Gorlicans, yeling and snapping open gates, had them up at dawn. Whips cracked
and sizzled on dl sdes. They were prodded back into the chute, urged dong at aswift trot and crowded
too close together.

Ampris stumbled and would have falen had Elrabin not steadied her.

Shewas dizzy with thirst and hunger, fedling light-headed and frightened. Colors and shapes |ooked
alien to-day. Noises were too loud or too soft. Her kneesfelt unable to support her, yet she forced
hersdlf to keep up.

Elrabin kept shaking his head and muttering gloomy things about being the first lot on the block.
Ampristried to hang on to her failing courage.

She didn't know what to expect, but the humiliations she'd encountered up till now—Dbeing treated



like anon-sentient animal, being forced to live dirty, being forced to eat garbage—were nothing
compared to what lay ahead of her.

When she came staggering up aramp onto atall stone platform surrounded by agalery of seatsfilled
with spec-tators, her hide felt too tight for her body and her skin began to burn beneath her fur.

Surveillance cameras mounted on the walls swiveled thisway and that. The top of the market was
open to the sky, and the newly risen sun shone dazzling light over Ampris.

Gorlican buyers and agents whistled when they saw her. They stamped their round feet and began
taking rgpidly into their comms.

Shoved into asingle-file line behind Elrabin, Ampriswalked across the platform with the other daves
in her lot. They were forced to stop and face the spectators, then were prodded into a narrow holding
pen on the other side.

The handlers used staffs to separate one reddish-gold Mya from the others and sent him shuffling
back onto the platform aone. The auctioneer opened the bidding while buyers crowded around the
holding pen with avaricious eyes.

Every few minutes, the auctioneer cried, "Sold!" The handlerswould select another dave from the
pen, and the process would start again.

Appalled, Ampriswatched each dave go through humil-iating physica examinations. Some submitted
tamely, standing with faces averted in shame. Others fought and were whipped. The speed and efficiency
of the handlers and auctioneer kept everything moving fag, too fast.

Elrabin stood beside Ampris, close enough that she could fed him trembling. She saw that hiseyes
were wet and shiny.

He panted, and his ears moved constantly.

When Ampristouched hisarm gently in reassurance, he jumped.
Embarrassment clouded his eyes, and he dropped his gaze from hers.
"Why arethey so crudl?" Ampris asked in asoft voice.

"Why do they take so much joy in hurting, in shaming us?'

Elrabin shrugged. "My father was sold into hard labor,” he said inalow voice. "1 swore to mysdlf that
| would never share hisfate. | thought | was too smart, too clever to get caught. Now..." Helet hisvoice
trail off.

The handlers opened the holding pen and along hook reached through the milling davesto catch
Elrabin'scallar.

"No!" Ampris cried out, and reached for him.
Another handler sruck her in the ssomach with astaff, knocking her off her feet.

Winded, sherolled onto her knees and wheezed for breath. She fdt nauseated, and she couldn't
graighten from the pain in her somach.

By the time she staggered to her feet, Elrabin was being forced from the pen. He fought every step of
the way, panic and fury mingling in his howls. The handlers put arestraint noose around histhroat and
another around hisarms, bind-ing them. Still, it took three Gorlicans to push him onto the block.

"Hey, hey!" the auctioneer said loudly, hisvoice ech-oing over the speaker system. Hewaved hisflag
for the spectators atention. "A fine young Keith, full-grown or closetoit. A lifetime of work in his
muscles, eh? Bids are open!™



The bidding went swiftly, too much so for Ampristo comprehend.

"Sold!" the auctioneer said afew secondslater. A price flashed on the information board above his
head. "To Utar Dan Gladiator School."

The handlers shoved Elrabin off the block, pushing him from Ampriss sght. She redized suddenly
that she would never see him again. She hadn't even thanked him again for hiskindness. She hadn't even
said good-bye.

Grief swelled insde her. Frantically she threw hersdf against the mesh side of the pen. "Elrabin!” she
shouted at the top of her lungs. "Elrabin!"

But he was gone from sight, dready whisked away by the efficient system.
Amprisclung to thefence, ill cdling hisname.
The auctioneer glared a her and gestured for the handlers to bring her out.

Ampristried to run from them, but a shock-whip flicked across her shoulders. The sizzle of pain
locked her in mid-step, and she stumbled to her knees with her mouth openin asilent cry of agony.

They grabbed her by her arms and dragged her upright, dinging her around and pushing her from the
pen. At the steps leading up to the block, one of the handlers pushed his masked face close to hers.

She smelled hishat, fetid breath as his glowing yellow eyes bored deep into hers. Repulsed and
frightened, shetried to draw back, but he leaned closer.

"Y ou good property,” hesaid in ahoarse, guttura voice. ™Y ou bring good price. Walk straight. No
cry. No show pain. No cause trouble.”

She quivered in his hold, wanting to spit in hisface, wanting to claw and bite.
His eyes glowed brighter.' 'Good |ook. Spirit raise value.”
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But they shoved her up the steps onto the block and fitted her feet into two depressions that locked
onto her with vise-like strength, holding her fast. The handlers vanished, and the spectators shouted with
interest and questions.

The auctioneer's voice boomed over the speakers: " A fine specimen of the Aaroun breed. Y oung
enough to be trained. Strong and straight. We can certify no bones have been broken. Complete hedlth
and ahighleve of intelli-gence. Regard the quadity of this grade-twelve pelt, how thick and lustrousit is.
Unusud coloring, with no spots or stripes. This young female can be used to infuse your breeding stock
with new vigor."

Ampris shut out what he was saying. It was too awful, too embarrassing. Drenched with shame, she
stood there before the tiers of spectators with her earsflat to her skull and her claws digging into her
pams. Shewanted to die.

She had never been put on display like this before, had never been stared at thisway. They did not
treat her as a person, but instead as a piece of property to be bought or sold. In their eyes, she was only
goods, priced merchandise. For thefirst timein her life, she knew what it meant to beadave.

Humiliation burned inside her. She wanted to throw back her head and roar at them. She wanted to
break free of her bonds and attack the auctioneer, to bite him until he was silenced. She wanted to
charge at the agents who were put-ting in swift calsto potentia buyers over their comms. If shewere
grown, bigger and stronger, she thought, she could get |oose somehow and make them al sorry.

Then, just when she thought things couldn't get worse, the auctioneer activated a control at his podium
and sent her turning dowly around and around like wares on display in ashop.



Both shamed and furious, she fought back tears and in-stead held hersdlf proudly in defense. She
reminded hersdlf that she wasthe friend of the sri-Kaa. She had eaten from the Imperia Daughter's plate,
had walked everywhere the Imperial Daughter walked, had spent her life in the palace as one of the
favored. She had sometimes been permitted to lean against the Kaals knee when he read to hisyoung
daughter. In these things, Ampristook her pride and her identity. Even if she had lost everything else,
even if she had been turned againgt by al those whom sheloved, she could at least cling to the court
protocols that she had been so rigoroudy taught.

Thus, she stood straight and tal, holding her head high. She stared at no one, and let nothing cross her
face despite the pounding of her heart and the dryness on her tongue.

Murmurs of appreciation ran through the crowd. The auctioneer beamed.

Gorlican handlers came forward to hold up Amprissarms, calling out measurements of reach, then of
height and weight. One blew on her fur to certify its quaity. Although Amprisressted, they forced open
her mouth to examine her teeth.

"None missing," the auctioneer reported to the crowd. "None rotted.”
Then she was spun around again, rotating until she had to close her eyesto keep from getting dizzy.

"A prize of the very highest quality,” the auctioneer boomed over the speaker system. "Such an
opportunity comesto the market rarely. Asyou know, the best daves are usualy sold through private
agents. But she—"

"What is her provenance?' shouted someone.

"| certify her asalega acquisition,” the auctioneer said smoothly. "Now, let's open the bidding at—"
"Stop in the name of the sri-Kaal" called out astern voice in ringing tones.

Ampris opened her eyes as the spectators craned to look. The auctioneer's voice faltered.

Ampris saw asquadron of VUs guards wearing pal ace green come gtriding into the market. Their
captain swept one glance around the place, then trotted up the steps and went straight to the auctioneer.

The loudspeakers were sngpped off. Theinformation board went blank. Amid the buzz of
gpeculation, Ampris went on rotating around and around. Her hopes rose like bubbles. She had known
al dong that Israi would find away to save her.

"Weéreinthemiddle of asde," the auctioneer com-plained. "Bidding is at—"

"l am not interested in your activities," the captain said in asharp voice. He produced agold disk of
authority, and the auctioneer froze in place a the very sight of it.

'Y es, of—of course," the auctioneer said.' 'Whatever—"

"'"This Aaroun isthe property of the sri-Kaa, wrongfully taken from the palace. Sheisto be released
at once."

The auctioneer's mouth fell open. "But, Captain, | must protest this high-handed—"
"Do you dispute the sri-Kaa's authority ?"

Theauctioneer quailed. "No! Not at al. Not in theleast. Please do not misunderstand me. But—but
areyou certain this Aaroun isthe one you seek? Her vaueis extremely high, and amistake of identity
could cost me thousands of—"

"l am not interested in your cogts. This Aaroun isthe property of the sri-Kaa. ItisaClass A felony to
sl her without authority. Do you wish to be arrested for theft and—"

"No!" The auctioneer made placating gestures. "Not at al. | will make no protests. Such afine young



creature, but aas, some mistake must have been made. | do not under-stand how she cameto be here.
There isno ownership earring, no means of—Please, take her. Take her!”

He said the last sentence amost as an oath, snarling as he spoke, and pushed the control s that
stopped Amprisfrom rotating. Her foot restraints released her, and she stumbled across the platform to
the captain, eager to be taken away.

"The sri-Kaa has sent for me?" she asked.
The captain’'s glance was cursory. "Come a once.”
Intenserelief swept Ampris. Israi had not failed her after dl. She was saved.

Turning to join the other guards, Ampris saw the world suddenly tilt and spin around her. Everything
went blank, and when she blinked back to consciousnessit wasto find herself aboard askimmer with its
sren blaring. They surged through the open traffic lane that other vehicles cleared for them.

Amprisblinked and sat up, holding her head, which felt very strange and light. She had the feeling that
if it weren't attached, it might float off and be lost. Worse, aredtrictive tug of cable hampered her
movements. She discovered that she was wearing a broad collar around her throat, and awide cuff
around each wrist and ankle. Restraint cables, inactivated, snaked between each point, effectively binding
her.

Jerking the cable between her wrigts, she sat bolt upright, fighting afresh bout of vertigo. "What
happened?' she mumbled. "Why am | restrained?"

The captain sat next to her, his cloak fluttering in the wind. His attention seemed focused on the driver
of the skimmer, asthough he would have preferred to pilot it him-saf. At her question, heturned his
brilliant VVUs eyes upon her. "Asde from aroutine besting, what specid injuries havethey inflicted on
you?"

"1 don't know," Ampris said in confusion. Her head ached, and shefdt terrible. "I'm hungry. [—"

The captain flicked hisfingers, and an underling opened a compartment from which he produced a
bottle of puriskafruit juice and a packet of wafers.

Ampris consumed the food avidly, ignoring the fact that such snackswere usualy denied her.
Although everything tasted too sweet, she was too hungry and thirsty to care. She licked every crumb
and finished thejuiceto thefina drop.

Only then did she happen to glance up and see the paace spiresin the distance. ... behind them. Her
head swiveled around in darm. ' 'Where are we going? Why am | bound like this? | wish to be taken to
the sri-Kaa at once.”

"Silence," the captain sngpped. "Y ou do not give the orders here.”
Amprisglared a him. "And you will treat the compan-ion of the sri-Kaawith respect.”

Hisrill reddened, but his gaze did not shift from hers. "It is beneath me to argue with ahaf-grown
Aaroun. Keep slent as you have been commanded, or | will muzzle you.”

Shewas dready bound like acrimina. The muzzle would be the final humiliation. She had no desire
to wear one. Still, she did not understand where they were taking her. Unless... "Am | being solen?’ she
asked, backing her ears.

The captain uttered a Vs laugh, so contemptuousit cut like glass, and flicked out histongue &t her.
The other guards laughed too.

Amprisswalowed agrowl and glared at the passing buildings. "Where arewe going?' she
demanded, sitting erect in her seat. "Why do you not return me to the sri-Kaa?!



The captain's ook of amusement faded. Again heflicked hisfingers, and amuzzle was taken from a
storage com-partment. Seeing it, Ampris stiffened and howled in protest, but the muzzle was crammed
on her head and switched on. She opened her mouth, panting hard, but she could not utter asound. Her
throat felt as though it was being squeezed, although she could still bresthe. Miserable and frightened, she
no longer knew whét to think asthe skimmer flew farther and farther from the palace.

Still blaring its Sren, the skimmer crossed traffic lanes and dipped beneath a congested snarl at an
intersection. Looking down, Ampris saw adigtrict of faded glory. Houses of great age, with outdated
architectura details, sood crammed together aong narrow streets. Clusters of shopsfilled little squares.
Amprissaw atiny public garden surrounded by a security forcefield. V iis chunen played there under the
casud waich of their nursemaids.

The skimmer veered again, just as aloud boom rattled the buildings and made Amprisjump. A
gleaming shuttle launched into the sky, and to her horror Ampris reglized they were approaching one of
the terminas. Incoming shut-tles circled far overhead, and the boom of takeoffs came amost congtantly.

Ampris panted harder, unable to scream her protests. She couldn't believe this was happening. How
could these guards stedl her so openly? Why should they dare? Did they not fear the wrath of Israi when
this crime was discovered? She jerked at her bindings until the captain glared at her and threatened to
activate the entire restraint field. Glaring back, Ampristried to stand up, ready to hurl hersalf bodily off
the sSkimmer asit entered the gpproach-traffic channel that led into Vir Station Four, the cargo terminal
that served both domestic and offworld flights.

Swearing, the captain grabbed her by her collar and hauled her back into her seat so hard it jolted her
bones. "Be dtill," he said, hisrill adeep red. He yanked her close enough for her to see the finest
pebble-grain of hisfacid skin, and hiseyesbored into hers. "Y ou will cause no trouble,” he said in alow,
furious voice for her earsalone. "Y ou are here because the sri-Kaa has commanded you to be here.
Why she cares about your fate, no one knows, but she wishes you to have agood home with aworthy
famHly."

Listening to him, still unableto speak, Amprisfet her eyesfill with tears. She did not believe him. She
could not. Israi would not give her away. What was he saying?

" She has braved the wrath of the Kaa on your miserable behdf," the captain said. " She has persuaded
him to relent, and she even abased hersdlf to present aformal public apol-ogy to the Lady Zured for
what happened.”

Ampris closed her eyes amoment, awash with fedings of relief and bewilderment. If Israi had done
al that, why then was Ampris here?

"Now, will you behave?' the captain said sternly. "I do not wish to beat you, but | will if you do not
remember your training and act in asubdued manner.”

Opening her eyes, Amprisfelt ashuddering jolt pass through the skimmer asit waslocked into a
tractor field and pulled through the gpproach channd into the termind itsalf. Spans of trium aloy vaulted
high overhead, sup-porting panels of tinted glass through which the sky looked green. The termind
echoed with noise as robots |abeled cargo pods and tossed them onto moving belts.

Amprisforced hersdlf to meet the captain's merciless eyes. She il did not understand.
He switched off the restraint field on her muzzle, and she sagged, coughing in relief.

"Y ou will betreated better if you arrive looking and acting like adave of refinement and proper
training," he said to her. The skimmer halted with abump, and the other guards jumped off onto adock
platform. The captain rose to hisfeet and stared down at her. "Or you can remain savage, clampedina
restraint field, and find yoursdlf sold as soon asyou arrive.”

Ampris held out her bound wrists. "Take them off, please," she said, forcing her voice to be meek.



Heflicked out histongue. "Y ou must wear the cables during the shuttle flight. Regulations” he said.
"My adviceisto act asthough they are unnecessary. It isto your ad-vantage.”

Sheredized hewastrying, in hisown way, to be kind. Her heart lurched inside her, and she found
hersdf ill unable to believe thiswas happening. " Sheis sending me away from her?* Ampris asked
plaintively. "I do not un-derstand.”

The captain raised hisrill with visble impatience and looked past her at the other guards. They had
secured an empty cargo pod and were waiting.

The captain handed Amprisaholocube. "Thiswill ex-plain,” he said. "Now get in the pod and
behave. It'sashort flight to Maraaket. Y ou will prosper thereif you use good sense.”

Clutching the holocube, which bore Israi's sedl, Ampris started to speak, but the captain gave asigna
and the guards hauled Ampris off the skimmer and pushed her into the pod.

She howled, trying to climb out, but a ruthless hand shoved her down and the two halves of the pod
were snapped shut around her, closing her in.

Furious and frightened, she pounded on the sSides, but it did no good. In seconds, shefelt athump
from outside as her pod was labeled, then she was bounced onto a belt and borne away into the
controlled chaos of the cargo hold.

She could not escape the pod, and Ampris stopped pound-ing on it as she was jolted along. Instead,
she switched on the holocube, desperate for answers.

A second later, Isra's lovely face shimmered in the air before her. Israi's radiant eyes were dimmed
with sadness. "My dearest companion,” she said, and the sound of her voice made Amprisweep in
longing. "'l have pleaded long and hard for your return, but your own treachery has made my efforts
futile. I thought I knew you, my golden Ampris, but | was mistaken. The guardsfound asivo crystd of
forbidden information in your belongings chest, and my duty isclear.”

"No!" Ampriscried doud asthough theimage of Israi could hear her. "1 didn't ligento dl of it. |
never took thetime."

"Chancelor Gaveid says you cannot be trusted close to my imperia person,” Israi continued. "But
because | loved you once, |—"

"Youlovemedill," Amprissaid. "Y ou must!"

"—1 cannot alow you to be destroyed asthe Imperia Father commanded. Therefore, | have
arranged for you to be placed in the home of afamily of Lady Lenith's distant acquaintance. Perhaps
there you can begin again. Enclosed with this message is atoken of my regard. It has no rea worth, but
comes from the Aaroun culture, which you ap-parently value more than my company. Shame be on you,
Ampris, for breaking our happiness. Good-bye."

"No!" Ampris cried, but theimage vanished.

She played it again while her pod was being loaded onto ashuttle. And again during the flight. And
again upon ar-rival while her pod was unloaded. By then she had mem-orized every word of Israi's
parting message. |srai'stone held afindity that crushed Ampriss heart.

But it was o unfair. Ampris had done nothing wrong, nothing treacherous. The crystd'sinformation
held only history about the Aarouns. What harm lay in that? How could Israi say she was no longer
faithful, no longer to be trusted?

Worgt of dl, how could Israi blame her for what had happened, when the prank against Lady Zured
hed been Israi'sideain thefirst place? Ampris had tried to stop her friend and failed. Why, asElrabin
had pointed out, should she be punished? Why should she carry sole blame?



Twisting the bottom of the holocube, she opened its com-partment and withdrew anecklace on a
chegp meta chain. She held it up, and recognized the disk-shaped amulet with its distinctive center of
clear stone.

"An Eye of Clarity," she said doud in astonishment.
Worthless, according to Israi. Precious beyond al mea-sure, according to Bish.

Holding it in her hand, Ampris bowed her head in bit-terness and thought of what sheld |lost—the way
of life sheld dways known, the friend sheld loved from her ear-liest memories. For dl of that, the Eye of
Clarity seemed avery poor exchange.

And Ampriswept.
CHAPTER VENTY

The port of Maraaket was capitd of the southern continent, smaller than Vir and lacking both the
imperid city's Size and galactic importance. Located on awedge of land be-tween awide, duggish river
and the broad sweep of seabeyond, Maraaket rose in aglittering jumble of spires and domes painted
every bright color imaginable. Ba coniesjut-ted out beneath the windows, many of them lush with
blooming, vining plantsthat spilled vivid hues of pink and magenta down the Sdes of buildings. Seabirds
whedled around the eves of houses. Fat poufers strutted on the roof-tops, cooing to themselves. Bells
rang, traffic blared, in-coming sea vessals whooped approach sirensto warn off outgoing barges. The
activity never seemed to dacken.

Uninterested in politics or the governance of avast em-pire, and therefore free of aheavy
bureaucratic burden, Maraaket supported aflourishing trade center for mer-chants of al kinds.
Importers and exporters of exotic goods thronged the vast complex that was its cargo termind. Doz-ens
of didectsand languagesfilled the air with aracket that punctuated the generd noise of the city itsef—al
of it making Ampriss head spin. Parked on a pickup dock beside an impressive stack of crates that
smelled of spices, her restraint cables fastened to abolt clip stout enough to hold tonnage, Amprissat in
the broiling sun, panting in the heat, and unsure of what wasto befdl her next. Sheld been waiting two
hours, with nothing to do but count incoming shuttle flights, and it looked like the family Isral had sold her
to had no desire to come fetch her.

From her vantage point, she could glimpse the sea through a gap between distant buildings. But
athough shewas awed by its vast Sze—it stretched to the horizon and beyond—its scent impressed her
more. She had never be-fore smelled such abriny fragrance, or one so mingled with the odor of fish and
other sea creatures. Oh, she was used to the strong scent of the Cuna Dar River, with its muddy,
reed-strewn banks. But the sea.. .. inhaing deeply, Ampris closed her eyes and felt her senses surge
toward the glit-tering water. It was raw, primitive, elementd. It drew her in some mysterious way,
awakened strange urgesinside her, made her blood throb heavily in her veins. She wanted to roam. She
wanted to explore. She wanted to hunt.

But the cables held her in place. She wastied too short to allow her to stand and stretch her legs.
And there wasn't afinger's breadth of shade.

Periodicaly aVisdock guard swathed in awhite robe of strange coarse-woven fabric would walk
past her and make a notation on his manifest. Thistime, Ampris gazed up at him. "If no one comesto

pick me up, what will happen—"

With awordless exclamation, the guard undipped ashort bar from hisbelt and struck her withiit.
Knocked flat on her back, her chest and shoulder burning with pain, Ampris struggled for breath.

The guard stamped his booted foot on her wrigt, pinning her there. Hisrill, bright red, stood out in a
broad flare around hisface. "Abiru trash,” he said in avoice hoarse with anger. ' 'Defile my language
again with your unworthy tongue, and I'll cut it out.”



Shelay there, shocked and fighting back tears, and with a mutter the guard strode on. Sowly Ampris
righted herself and brushed off her fur. She swallowed her whimper of pain, refusing to surrender to it,
and told hersdf she must remember not to speak V iis again. Only it was more farmiliar to her than the
abiru patois that the daves spoke. She had spoken Vs dl her life, privileged by the wish of the sri-Kaa,
andit wasingrained in her.

Y et she knew she must break the habit, or suffer more beatings and attacks. She had to remember
that Israi no longer protected her. She was Smply adave now, and she belonged to someone el se.

Fresh grief welled up into her throat, and she had to struggle to contral it. Her pride would not alow
her to Sit out here on display, weeping openly and feding sorry for herslf. If thiswas her fate, then she
must cope with it and find what good she could in the Situation. She was certain Israi had found kind,
decent people to take her in. There had to be areason why they had not yet come to get her.

The sun had begun to sink beyond the outermost flank of the city, agreet fiery orb that il radiated
heat, before someone came striding onto the dock and stamped to a halt before her.

Ampris gazed up, squinting into the stern visage of an aging Vis mde, surdy alun-adult in hissixth life
cycle, garbed in pale coarse cloth and carrying aclaimstag that he matched to the one dangling from
Amprisscollar. Two bulky Aaroun malesin loose deeveless jerkins stood behind him.

"Stand up,” the Vs said to Amprisin strangely ac-cented patois.
"l cannot,” shereplied.

Red darkened hisrill and he whipped her across the chest with adim baton that stung. "Obey me at
once, you both-ersome cresture! | will have none of your foreign inso-lence.”

Swallowing agrowl, Ampris backed her ears and rose to a semicrouched stance which was asfar as
her cableswould alow.

"Straighten up,” he snapped at her. "Are you crippled, you wretched beast? Stand straight before me,
that | may see you properly.”

Ampris shifted her feet, trying not to lose her temper. "'l cannot,” she said. "The cableistoo short.”

From behind the VVUs, one of the Aarounslooked at her and silently shook his head. But hiswarning
cametoo late. The Vs whipped her repeatedly with short, stinging blows until she was shuddering from
both pain and the effort to hold hersdlf back from biting him.

"Insolent and disobedient,” he said at last, stopping his attack while she stood crouched before him
with her head held low and her breathing harsh and ragged. ' 'Small won-der you were thrown out of the
palace:

Ampriss head snapped up and she opened her mouth, only to stop herself from spesking at the last
ingant.

TheVisglared a her, hisar sacsinflating. "Improperly trained aswell,” he said at last, looking

disappointed when she said nothing. He dashed the air with his baton, then put it away and curled his
green-skinned, bony handsinto fists. ' ‘Can you serve table?'

"Yes," Ampris mumbled, aching from hisblows. Her pride revived within her, and shelifted her head
to meet hisgaze. "l served the sri-Kaaat—"

"Silence! None of your boasting will be tolerated here. Y ou serve the Hahveen family now. Y our
loyaty will beto them. Y our thoughts will be to please them. None but their wishes matter to you. Do
you understand, you Sm-pleton?”

"Yes," Amprissaid, pushing down her seething resent-ment. He was every bit as petty and horrid as
Lord Fazh-mind, and there was nothing she could do to escape him.



"Better," he said grudgingly, and drew himself erect. "Remember your place. Keep slent unlessyou
are ad-dressed directly. Answer only what you are asked. Do pre-cisdly what you aretold.”

She said nothing in response, and he flicked out histongue in displeasure and swung away from her.
Gesturing at the two Aarouns, he said, "Bring her," and strode away.

In the gathering twilight, she could see neither Aaroun clearly, except that they were full-grown adults.
One of them held her arm while the other one unsnapped her tether. Ampris straightened fully with a soft
groan of relief.

"That isKevarsh, seward of the household,” the largest Aaroun told her in avoice as soft asthe
evening breeze. He spoke the patoisin apeculiar sngsong rhythm that was far different from the way it
was spokenin Vir. "Hewill punish you with grest pleasureif you do not learn your duties quickly.”

"How will 1—"

"Hush," the Aaroun warned her, his voice so soft now she could bardly hear it. " 'l am called Fain, but
we are not permitted to chatter while on duty.”

Ampris backed her ears, unaccustomed to taking orders from anyone but Israi and Lady Lenith. She
didn't likeit, but she redlized Fain meant well.

He pointed at his silent companion, who opened his mouth. In the shadows Ampris could not see
anything clearly except afaint gleam of light reflecting off histeeth.

"Gur hasnotongue,” Fain told her. "Alwaystaking, thisone, until they silenced him for good. Now
come."

The Hahveen family lived in anarrow, three-storied house jammed between similar dwellings on the
Street of Thoughts. Arriving in darkness, Ampris received only a confused impression of lights blazing
from tall, rectangular windows before she was shoved through a side entrance on the ground floor,
whisked down anarrow hallway smelling of cleanser and stored food, and placed insde atiny cell
containing a sagging cot, a peg with aservant's tabard hanging on it, and asmall three-legged table
supporting abowl of cold mush. Gur removed her restraints, and while

Ampriswasflexing her aamsin relief, her escorts dammed and locked the door to her quarters,
leaving her in solitude.

She was glad to be alone. Hungry, she ate the mush, even though it was tastel ess and congealed into
acold lump. Once more she played the holocube with Israi's parting message, aching to be home with
her beloved friend. If only she could reach Isral, could somehow explain about the crystal, she was
certain she would beforgiven and alowed to return.

The cot provided no comfort, despite the fact that she kept telling hersdlf it was better than deeping
on the ground in the auction pens. She dept fitfully and awoke stiff-necked and sore from her beatings.
Muffled noisesin the distance told her the household was up.

Minutes later, her door opened without warning and afemae Keith stood there, clad in ayedlow
servant's tabard, teeth bared impatiently, ears pricked forward. "Aren't you ready?' she asked without
preamble. She pointed at the tabard hanging on the peg. "Put that on, and look sharp. Kevarsh dlows no
tardiness”

Ampris grabbed the article of clothing and pulled it on over her head. "My nameis Ampris,” shesaid.
"Whet is—"

"No timefor chatter," the Keith brokein, glancing over her shoulder. She beckoned impatiently.
"Quickly."
Emerging from her tiny cell, Ampris was grabbed by her elbow and hastened into a spacious,



low-cellinged room that held the kitchen, stored casks of wine with import marks stamped on their Sides,
long worktables, and an ac-counts office.

It was from the latter that Kevarsh emerged scant sec-onds after the Keith shoved Amprisinto line
with the other servants. Rowed in front of the ovens, they stood in silence for the V lis steward's scowling
ingpection. Counting from the corner of her eye, Ampris saw six servantsal together, including herself.
Therewas ashort Myal female, bowleg-ged and swathed in acook's gpron. She stood at the head of the
line, probably as servant of highest rank. Her red mane floated silkily about her face, and she endured
Kev-arsh'singpection with her tail coiled tight againgt her leg. Kevarsh eyed her closely but said nothing
to her. Next stood two Keiths, one the femae who had fetched Ampristhis morning, the other a
half-grown lit male, thin and slver-furred. He reminded Ampris of Elrabin. Kevarsh rep-rimanded the
femade Keth sharply for someill-completed task, cdling her Hama, and berating her until she stood with
head bowed and earsflat. The youth's tabard sat crooked on his shoulders. He took a scolding for that.

Standing at the end of the line next to Gur, Ampris sur-reptitioudy straightened her own tabard. She
caught the mute Aaroun watching her from the corner of hiseye. He gave her atiny, gentle smile that
made her smile back.

By now Kevarsh stood before Fain. He and Gur were clearly used for outside, heavy work. ' 'The
master has need of you to unload the new spools of cloth that arrived in yesterday's shipment,” Kevarsh
said. He glanced at the timekeeper on thewall and extended hisrill. " See that you work quickly and finish
the task by midday. It will please the master if the cloth is ready for the dye vats by the time he returns.
Also, the mistress ill wants the nursery painted, and that must be finished by the time she returns today
from the hatchery. Y ou are foals, both of you, but surely you can accomplish these smple assgnments.”

Fain bowed his head respectfully, and Kevarsh moved to stand before Ampris, his scathing old glare
raking her up and down before he produced an ownership earring and fastened it through her ear.

Amprishdd hersdf stiffly, not flinching despite his roughness. She thought of how proudly she had
worn Is-rai's pretty gold cartouche. Thisring was made of plain iron, with her new master's name
inscribed on atarnished tag. She knew, without being told, that this ring had been worn by other daves
before her. The thought of it made her nauseous, but she held hersalf under control.

"Thisisthe new addition to our household,” Kevarsh announced. " Ampris, sheiscaled. Sheisvan
and aboast-ful liar. Y ou are not to believe what she says.”

Backing her ears a his unjust charge, Ampris opened her mouth to protest, then remembered she
was not permitted to speak unless directly addressed. Prickling with resent-ment, she held her tongue,
but Kevarsh's sharp eyes did not miss her inner struggle.

"Lazy and insolent aswdll," he continued. "Hama, you will bein charge of her training.”

Hama's head snapped up, and she bared her teeth. "If | may remind the steward—I amto be
nursemaid to the new hatchling. My duties are—"

"Therewill betimefor you to train her," Kevarsh brokein, hisrill flaming red at the interruption. " Jenai
will be more than adequate to handle the new hatchling in addition to the other chunen.”

"But the mistress said that | should—"
"Silence!" Kevarsh shouted. He pulled out his baton and whipped her withit.

Watching, Amprisflinched in sympathy, but none of the others watched. When the whipping was
over, slence hung thick in the kitchen. Hama stood with her gaze lowered and her earsflat. Only aridge
of hair standing erect on her neck betrayed her emotions.

"You will train Amprisin addition to your other duties," Kevarsh said. "The family wishes her to serve
at table, but start her on cleaning detail. Shelookstoo clumsy to be entrusted with goblets and fine



plates" Swinging his baton through the air hard enough to make it whistle, he stepped back and glared a
al of them. " Get to work."

The servants dispersed, each heading to his or her as-signed tasks. Hama gripped Ampris by the
front of her tab-ard and pulled her over to astone vat. She showed Ampris how to take apail from the
neat stack next to the vat; how to hold it beneath the spigot, which spewed water auto-matically; and
how to use the pail to fill the floor-sweep, an antiquated, dented machine blackened with tarnish and
sogp scum. Switching it on, she clamped Ampriss hands around the grips, and the heavy vibration shook
Amprisdl theway to her shoulders.

"Sweep it back and forth,” Hamainstructed her. "Use steady strokes. Make sure you don't miss any
spots. Do the entire ground floor, except for the food storerooms. And don't go into the hallway that
leads to the courtyard. Y ou are not permitted outside yet. When you are finished, well see what's next
foryou."

Amprisstared a her in amazement, not at al certain she wanted to be turned loose with this heavy
old machine that gurgled and churned internally asit heated the cleaning water. "But when will we have
our breakfast? 1—"

Hamal's eyes narrowed, and she bared her teeth. "Break-fast?' she repeated as though she didn't
know what the word meant. ' Y ou will be fed at midday, with the others. Truly did Kevarsh speak, in
saying you are spoiled and lazy. Only the family egts breakfast. Now get to work, and make sure you
don' let the line feed too much water onto the floor a once."

By midday, however, Ampris had not come close to be-ing finished with her assgnment. The kitchen
floor was but half-done. Puddles dotted the pavers where she'd spilled too much water. She'd | eft
haphazard streaks in the corners, and was till trying to get the machine to suck up atangled pile of wet
lint that it had unexpectedly belched out. Her hands were swelling from the heavy vibration of the
ma-chine, and her shoulders and back ached from the work. She was starving and sore, and when
Kevarsh saw what she'd done, he flew into arage and screamed at her in atirade that |eft her shaken and
trembling.

"Fool! Incompetent idiot! No food for you today until thisis done properly.”

Red-rilled and swearing, he ssamped away. Ampris stood there, fedling humiliated, while the other
servants refused to look at her. Silence fell over the kitchen, broken only by

Hamas sigh as she wiped her hands on her tabard and came forward.

"'Already you are causing ustrouble," she muttered. She took the floor-sweep from Ampris and
demonstrated again how to useit. "Fill it with clean water and start over. Maybe while you watch us edt,
you will beinspired to do your work properly.”

Ampris swallowed back her disappointment. She was so hungry she wanted to beg Hamato relent
and dip her food against Kevarsh's orders, but caution warned her to stay quiet. Still, there was no
ignoring the ddlicious scents com-ing from the large ovens. And she was so tired she could not think.

"I'm sorry,” she said, knowing from her training at court that excuses could not be offered. ' 'l will
learn to do this, Hama."

The Keith bardly glanced at her, but Ampristhought for amoment she detected afaint softeningin
Hama's gaze. "Y ou had better,” Hama said in warning. "There are worse jobs than cleaning floors. And |
must go upstairs this afternoon to receive the new hatchling.”

Amprissmiled, thinking of thelittle onésarrival. "Did the mistresslay many eggs during Festival ?'

Hama's eyes widened, and she nipped Ampris on the ear. "Hush, you fool! Never say anything about
the mistressl”



Rubbing her smarting ear, Ampris stared at Hamain puz-zlement. "But [—"

"She cannot lay eggsat dl,” Hamasaid in afierce whis-per, her ears swiveling nervoudy as she
glanced around to be sure Kevarsh was not in sight. "Y ou will be flogged if anyone hears you refer to her

tragedy.”
""Then thelittle one is adopted?' Ampris persisted.

Hamastared a her in astonishment. ' 'All hatchlings are shared, without knowledge of who actually
laid their egg. Where have you lived, that you do not know the cussom?”

"In the palace of the Kaa, things are done differently."

Hama's earsflattened to her skull. "Keep such com-mentsto yoursdf," she said angrily. "We care
nothing for how things are done in the palace of the Kaa."

"Hamal" caled the cook. "Come and est your por-tion."

Hamaglared at Ampris. "Get back to work. Do not let me see you staring at uswhilewe eat. And |
warnyou, if I am punished because you cannot perform asmple clean-ing task, | will beat you worse
than Kevarsh will beat me."

It took Amprisuntil nightfal, but shefinaly finished thefloors. By the time she swished water through
the floor-sweep to clean it and put it in its place, she was trembling so from weariness that she could
hardly stand upright. Her shouldersfelt as though they'd been wired to a block of wood. She could
bardy lift her arms, and her hands were swollen and aching.

Without asking permission, she drank deeply from the spigot, earning hersalf an outraged swat from
the cook's ladle. When Hama handed her a plate of cold |eftovers, she nearly dropped it.

"Eat quickly,” Hamasaid impatiently. "It isdmost timefor lights out.”

The Mya cook opened the oven doorsto alow them to finish cooling, gave an order to the lit who
was hanging up the freshly scrubbed pots, and came over to stand beside Ampris.

Coailing her tail againgt her leg, the cook glared at Am-pris. "Eat faster,” she said. "I want thet plate
clean and shelved. My old feet are ready for their rest.”

Ampris choked down the rest of her food. Shewas ill chewing the last morsal when the cook
grabbed her plate and handed it to thelit to clean.

"Now get to your room," the cook said to Ampris. "We're too tired to wait for you al night.”

Ampristrudged out, too exhausted to argue, and Hama and the cook followed. The lights faded on
the room— scrubbed, shining, and everything in perfect order. At the door to Amprisstiny cell, Hama
paused beside her and put her hand on Ampriss aching shoulder.

Apprecidive of that small gesture of comfort, Ampris dragged out asmile for the Keith. But Hamas
grip changed to ashove that pushed Amprisingde. Stumbling in sur-prise, Ampristurned back, only to
see Hamagrip the door and dam it closed. Thelock turned, and Ampris wasleft done and friendlessin
her quarters.

After that, her days passed in aweary blur. Buried in the constant learning of new tasks, Ampris
scrubbed and fetched and carried and polished. She knew nothing about work, and Hama and the others
grew increasingly annoyed with her for being so ignorant and untrained. Amprislearned to master her
temper, to hold her tongue, and to do as she was told. She learned to ask no questions, to keep her gaze
down submissively, to make no protests.

Y et she made constant mistakes, which brought her beat-ings and skipped meals. When she was fed,
she never got enough. Asayoung, growing Aaroun, she required double the quotient an adult femae
would est, and Kevarsh com-plained unceasingly about the expense of feeding her.



"The mistresswanted an Aaroun raised in theimperid palace,”" Kevarsh would say shrilly, puffing out
hisar sacs. "The mistress must have an Aaroun from Vir. Never mind that it is a useless sack of flesh and
fur, hopdesdy stupid, endlesdy hungry, and impossibly untrainable.”

Hama, bustling up and down the stairs between her dou-ble tasks as new nursemaid and Ampriss
keeper, grew thin and short-tempered during the passing days. She demanded al kinds of tempting
ddicaciesfrom the cook to feed the hatchling, who was said to have a ddlicate ssomach and fretful
appetite.

"l will not let thisonedig, like thelast new one put in Jenai's care,” Hama declared. She was
ambitiousto suc-ceed Jenal, who had been chief nursemaid since the arriva of the oldest daughter in the
household.

"Maketiny civacakes," Ampris suggested. "Favor them with nectar and honey instead of the usua
spices. Make them only the size of your fingertip. That should tempt him to eet.”

Both Hamaand the cook stared at Ampris in astonish-ment. Ampris bent her attention back to her
scrubbing. As punishment for having broken atray, she was doing scul-lion duty today. Thelit, whose
name was Ralvik, had been taken outside with the Aarouns to unload anew shipment of cloth for the
master's warehouse. Ampris expected Hamato scold her for speaking without permission, but, neither of
them seemed to have much imagination and she wastired of listening to them dither over a problem that
seemed S0 easily solved.

"Can you bake some, as Ampris suggests?' Hama asked.

The cook curled her broad lips down thoughtfully, hes-itated, then did her gaze over to Ampris.
"They would be too moist without the usua spices.”

Ampriswent on scrubbing, athough insde she was pleased that for thefirst time shewasbeing
included in a conversation. "Bake them longer, keeping the heat low so they do not cook too fast and
become tough. The extramoisture will make them tender, which iswhat the hatch-ling should like."

"This| will attempt,” the cook said. Turning away on her short, bowed legs, she began rummaging for
bowls and ingredients, humming to herself with her tail coiled happily.

Hama rubbed her muzzle and stared at Amprisamoment in silence. Finally she came over and stood
beside the vat filled with steaming, soapy water and stacks of pots. Wield-ing her whirring scrubber with
newly acquired skill, Ampris went on working, taking care not to splash Hama

"How do you know to try this?' Hama asked, her tone grudging.
Amprisglanced at her, wondering if atruthful answer would bring more punishment for boasting.
"'A trick of the palace?' Hamasaid.

Amprisnodded. "l saw it donein theimperid nursery. They dso usekivini fruit, very ripeand
mashed, to tempt thefinicky ones.”

"Kivini isvery expengve."
Ampris had no idea of what things cost, so she said noth-ing.

"l will suggest it to the mistress," Hamasaid. "We can-not bring home such an expengve item from
market with-out her permission. Kevarsh would never authorizeit if | ask him." She bared her teeth and
glanced warily at the closed door of the steward's office. Ampris knew that he napped inside it every
afternoon instead of overseeing the work as he was supposed to. "He is such afoal.”

Amprisgrinned, and Hamagave her abrief smilein re-turn.
"Thank you, Ampris,” shesad.



"When will | be dlowed to work upstairs?' Ampris asked, hoping that Hamawas softening toward
her at last.

But Hama's expression closed at once like adammed door. "Y ou are not ready to be seen by the
family. Y our training is not good enough.”

"But I—"
"Get back to work," Hama snapped, and hurried away.

Sighing, Amprisrinsed another pot and set it aside. She was determined to get upstairs, because she
wanted to find the opportunity to cdl Israi on the linkup. It was the only way she could think of to reach
her friend and beg for mercy. She knew that if she could only talk directly to Israi shewould be ableto
persuade her beloved companion to relent and let her come home.

But first she had to reach the equipment, and to do that she had to be dlowed inside the family's
quarters. If the mistress wasn't so besotted with her new hatchling, she mused, probably she would have
sent for Ampris by now, just to see what she looked like.

Work harder, Ampristold hersdf. Keep finding ways to be useful to Hama. She has to relent
eventually.

The specialy made civa cakes pleased the hatchling, who began to eat more and thrive. Hama
bustled back and forth, grinning to herself. Ampriswaited for asign of gratitude, but Hamagave her
nothing.

As Ampris sdttled into the routine of the household, she soon saw how inefficiently Kevarsh ran
things. The amount of waste in food, materias, and labor appalled Ampris. Heforgot details, could not
schedule duties efficiently, made poor decisons or procrastinated until acrisswas created. Then he
screamed and whipped and punished, blaming the servants for his own mistakes. Because of this, the
servants usudly listened to his orders, then waited until he was out of sight before trying to do their tasks
differently. Even so, Ampris often saw waysto streamline their tasks.

"If Ralvik set out the ingredients ahead of time, group-ing them next to the correct pot, here, here, and
here, in alinein the order that you would need them, could the prep-aration for the family's dinner not be
shortened?' Ampris asked the cook one evening during genera cleanup.

The cook glared at her. "Who asked for your interfer-ence? Are you trained as a cook? Do you
know how to tempt V Us appetites?”

"No," Amprissaid quietly. "Forgive mefor my inter-ference.

But the next day while she was carrying out rolled rugsinto the courtyard to beat the dust from them,
she saw the cook ingtructing Ralvik to group pots and foods ahead of time as Ampris had suggested.
Smiling to herself, Ampriswent outside with her heavy load.

Now that she was allowed outdoors occasiondly, she felt asthough her dreary life had improved
greatly. The court-yard was a utilitarian square lacking any ornamentation, a space to buffer the back of
the house from the cloth ware-house behind it, where the master's bus ness was con-ducted. Although
the warehouse was sedled, with dl its equipment carefully vented, now and then a noxious odor escaped
from the dyeing vatsto poison the air and cause some member of the family upstairsin the houseto dam
the windows shuit.

Today as Amprisfinished carrying her rugs outside, she saw Fain and Gur at work in the courtyard,
unloading long, massive spools of cloth from acargo flat floating on itsantigrav unit and fitting the spool
bolts onto robot carters that lumbered back and forth between the courtyard and the warehouse.

Spying her, Gur waved and ambled over to grin widdly in gresting.



"Hello, Gur,” Ampris said shyly. Although the big Aar-oun was much older than she, he was dways
kind. She congdered him her only friend in this place.

He gave her afriendly rub between the ears and tapped her amulet with hisfingertip. She held it up on
its chain, making the sunlight flash through the clear gonein the center, and Gur watched itin smple
delight. He never logt hisfascination with the Eye of Clarity. She had asked him onceif he knew what it
was, but he'd shaken his head.

"Gur!" Fain caled impatiently. "Do you want aflog-ging? Come back to work."

Gur waggled hisbroad rump in cheerful insult and fin-gered the amulet amoment longer. Then he
gave Ampris his gentle smile and by way of thanks shook out the largest of her rugs with an effortless
snap that made dust fly in dl directions.

"Gur!" Fain shouted again, but Gur ignored him.

Fain switched off the robot and came hurrying over. Grabbing Gur's muscular arm, he pointed at their
load of cloth. Gur ignored him and went on shaking the rug.

Fain turned to Amprisin visble disgust. "A mountain | might aswell ask to move. Y ou come and help
inhisplace"

Ampris stopped grinning and blinked in dismay. "But | can't lift one of those spoals.”
"Try then. It'sthe only way to get him back where he belongs, the oaf."

Hoisting her end of the spool with agrunt, Amprisfound that it weighed as much as she feared. Her
shoulder joints popped with the strain, but she was able to handle her end without dropping it. They got it
fitted onto the robot, which Fain switched on and sent lurching into the warehouse.

While they waited for the other robot to return, he gave Amprisanod of approva. "See? Y ou can do
more than you think, golden one. Y ou are growing fast. Thiskind of work will make you grow more."

Basking in his praise, she reached more readily for the next spool of cloth, athough itsweight made
her muscles shake.

"Good," Fain said while she panted and blinked the dizzy spots from her vision. "One more—"

"What isthis madness?' Kevarsh shrieked across the courtyard. He came striding toward them, his
rill acrimson frame around hisface, his hands uplifted to the air. "The gods take my reason before the lot
of you drive me to madnessl Gur shaking rugs like ahousemaid, and the table server unloading cloth?
Stop it! Stop it a once!”

Ampris came around the robot and stood beside Fain, silent and with lowered eyes. Kevarsh
grabbed her by the arm and yanked her away from Fain.

"l knew you would be trouble,” he muttered as he pushed her back across the courtyard. "Were it up
to me, that golden hide of yourswould be hanging on the wall as decoration right now."

Amprisglared a him, but kept sllent. Thisold Viswas afool, and every day he proved it more.
"Getindde," he said. "Report to Hamaat once.”
"Hamaisupgairsin the nursery,” Amprissaid. "It isher timewith the—"

"Silencel" he said, striking her with hisbaton. "Did | request your opinion? Will you never learn
obedience? Go! Go!"

Amprishurried past Gur, who still stood in the midst of the rugs. Behind her she heard Kevarsh
scolding him, then the angry whistle of the baton striking him again and again. Her heart burned with
anger againg this petty tyrant, and she wished Gur would pick him up and break him in half ashe
deserved. But she knew Gur would stand there, docile under the abuse, offering no resistance. Without



looking back, for she could not bear to see the beating, Amprisran inside.

Much to her surprise, however, Hamawas downgtairs looking for her. Ampris had finally received
her summons to the upper floors of the house.

"Here," Hama said, rushing about to thrust a clean, em-broidered tabard at Ampris, who cameto a
halt, thrilled to the tips of her ears by the chance of findly being taken to the family.

At last everyone would see that she wasn't stupid and untrained. No indeed. Ampris understood how
to be acom-panion, how to fetch pretty cushionsfor alady's back, how to applaud the efforts of
musicians, how to follow discreetly during strollsin the gardens. Not that the Hahveen family had a
garden redlly large enough to stroll through. But at the moment, nothing mattered except the chanceto
returnto aform of lifethat wasfamiliar.

"Hurry! Y ou must not keegp SanaMashad waiting," Hama ordered, and with athumping heart Ampris
changed tabards and smoothed her golden fur.

She couldn't stop herself from grinning, and she barely listened to the stream of instructions coming
from Hama. No one had to teach her etiquette or protocol. She had mas-tered those intricaciesin the
imperia palace, and now all her recently lost confidence was returning to her.

Holding her head high, she rgoined Kevarsh, who had finished beating Gur and comeinside. He
glared at her, ingpected her tabard just to delay matters, then findly led her upstairs.

If thefirst floor of the house held workrooms and ser-vants quarters, the rest of the house was
reserved exclu-sively for the family. The second floor held public rooms where guests were received and
family members spent their leisure hours. The third floor held the private baths and bedchambers.

Kevarsh walked proudly before her, hisrill extended high and hisfat tail swaying dightly from sdeto
Sde be-neath thelong hem of his coat. As shefollowed, glimpsing rooms through open doorways, some
of Amprissinitia excitement began to fade at the obvious and surprising lack of taste, refinement, and
wedlth.

The displayed art was mediocre at best. Carpets under-foot were faded, worn, and far from the best
qudity. Thefurnishings, of great age and thus clearly inherited, stood about in gloomy rooms. The
hangings were out-of-date, in colors that made Ampriswince. Flower bouquets made a pretty detall,
except that they should have been changed daily and clearly had not been.

Amprislooked at her surroundingsin disgppointment that quelled her excitement. It seemed that
Kevarsh was asincompetent at running the household abovestairs as he was below. Had hebeen a
seward at the palace, he would have been dismissed long ago.

Their gazes met and locked. Hers must have revealed her thoughts too much, for ared stain crept up
hisrill. Hatred puckered hisface, and he flicked out histongue.

"Come at once," he whispered in ascornful tone. "Do not dawdle when the mistressis expecting
you."

Ampriswalked forward, following him into areceiving room where three adult Vs females and one
vi-adult femae dl reclined on couches around atray of sweetsand tal drinks of fermented melon juice.
Thisroom was bright-ened by atall window overlooking the street, opened to let in awarm breeze that
gtirred sheer gauze hangingsin apleasing way. The furnishings here were more delicate and modern than
what Ampris had seen before, yet her dis-cerning eye detected cheap construction disguised with faux
gilt.

Kevarsh made his obei sance to the gathering while one femae—blue-skinned with arill in variegated
hues of green, blue, and lavender—broke off her conversation and deigned to look at him.

"Ah, my stleward,” Mashad said. She spoke VUsin the accent of the southern continent, reminding



Amprisof Lady Zured. "Y ou have brought our new acquisition? Good. Come forward.”

Still bowing, he sdled forward, beckoning for Ampristo follow. She approached, head erect and
shoulders straight in the court fashion. Meeting Mashad's sartled yelow eyes directly, Ampris smiled
and made her obeisance with perfection as Lady Lenith had taught her.

"Ah." A sghcircled the Visfemaes, and Mashaa preened and flicked out her tongue with pride.

"AsAarouns go, sheisabeauty," Mashad pointed out. She gestured to Kevarsh, who in turn
whispered to Ampris.

"Turn around for the migtress," he said. "Display your-sdf."

Amprisblinked, and ahot tide of humiliation surged through her skin benegath her fur. In slence, she
pivoted as directed, then stood there with her gaze lowered while Mas-haal boasted.

" She was the pet of the sri-Kaa, you know. Quite spoiled, | am sure, but my hushand spares no
expense to please me, and when she was put into private sale, | had to have her."

"But shelooks nearly grown," one of the guests ven-tured, fanning hersdf. ' 'Isit wise to have an adult
femae Aaroun on the premises? Y ou know how they can be."

Mashaal shrugged and smoothed afold of her garish pink gown of synthetic silk. Her jewelswere
redl, but of very poor qudity, glittering chegply in the sunlight. "1 am as-sured that sheislarge for her
actua age. When she matures, we will test her temperament then. Should she cause trou-ble, she can
awaysbe sold.”

The vi-adult female, as dender aslsral but with skin adark shade of green streaked with yellow, left
her couch and approached Ampristo examine her more closely with spoiled, petulant eyes.

Her gaze shifted to Kevarsh. "Will she bite?"
He bowed. "No, indeed, MisaLamed. Sheismost gen-tle.”

Lamed smiled and extended her dim fingersto give Am-pris atentative stroke. Ampris did not move,
and Lamed's caresses grew bolder. She wore agown of plain cloth that was fashionable but poorly cut.
Her rill collar wasimitation gold and far too ornate for one her age. She wore skin oil perfumed with
chegp synthetics, acopy of one of the fash-ionable fragrances. The smell tickled Ampriss nogtrils, and
she struggled not to sneeze.

"Her fur ispretty,” Lamed said. "She shdl be my pet.”

Ampriss heart sank afraction. Companion to thisill-dressed, gawky female, who couldn't approach
|srai's per-fection no matter how much she tried? The Hahveens were nothing but middle-class Vs
lacking rank or taste. They pretended to have the wesalth and sophistication of the true aristocrats by
copying their betterswith chegp imitations and giving themsdves airsfar beyond their actual standing.
They were tawdry and pathetic. Ampris despised them on sight.

"My pet," Lamed said moreingstently. She tugged Ampriss ear hard enough to hurt.
Amprisglared at her, swalowing theinvoluntary growl thet filled her throat.

Lamed met her gaze with one like stedl. "Y ou are my pet now. Y ou will adore me. Y ou will crouch at
my feet when | receive calers. Y ou will follow at my heds, faithful and true.”

Conscious of everyone's staring a her, Ampris bowed to this arrogant vi-adult in sllent compliance,
but her heart was boiling. Lamed would never take Israi's place. Love could not be commanded.

Lamed flicked out her tongue and clapped her hands. "Kevarsh, what tricks can she do?!

Before the bowing steward could answer, Mashad inter-vened. "My dear, your esteemed father did
not purchase this expensive dave to be your pet. He bought her to serve our table when we entertain his



busi ness associates.”

Lamed'srill extended, turning dark blue asit stiffened. "1 want her, and she belongsto me!l” she
screamed.

The guests sat up wide-eyed, and Mashad flicked her fingers at Kevarsh. "Take the Aaroun out," she
sad.

The steward obeyed, shooing Ampris outside and closing the door on Lamed's tantrum.

Amprissmiled dightly in memory. " She resemblesthe sri-Kaain temper, if nothing ese”

Kevarsh hissed at her. "Silence! Y ou will make no com-parisons. Y ou will do no boasting. There will
be no dinner for you tonight. Y ou may starve while you serve the family their medl. And if you drop one
goblet or bresk one plate, | will have you flogged. Now go downstairs and resume your work.”

CMPTERTWENTY-ONE

In the darkness of the deeping house, Ampris crept shad-owlike through the third-floor rooms.
Holding her bregath, the fur on her neck standing erect in fear, she listened a moment to the whistling
snores coming from Lamed's bed-chamber, then crept past it and the large nursery where the pair of
chunen—five and three years out of the egg, re-spectively—d ept curled together with an affection they
never showed each other during their waking hours. Jenal, the chief nursemaid, was aKeith who dept
with one eye and both ears open, ever vigilant for awhimper or cry from the fretful hatchling.

Successfully passing the nursery, Ampris reached the end of the corridor and pressed hersdf against
thewall outsde the master's office. Silently she counted seconds while the sensor beam on the door
blinked itsred light in warning.

It had taken her amonth to figure out the security system in the house, which was activated only at
night. A month of careful observation and spying without appearing to pay attention to anything save her
duties.

Using the linkup in the vid room on the second floor had been her initid god. But that linkup made
only loca calswithin the city limits. In order to reach Vir, Ampris needed the linkup located in the
master's private office, aroom kept locked and secured, aroom annexed directly to his bedchamber.

The security sensor was programmed to monitor motion only, lacking the sophisticated monitorsfor
heat detection and carbon dioxide emissonsthat would have sounded an darm immediately.
Furthermore, the motion detector was limited to its shortest distance setting, due to the office's proximity
to the nursery and the occasiona tendency of the chunen to prowl in their deep. The detector worked in
twenty-second cycles. Therefore, al Ampris had to do was watch the blinking red light, count carefully,
and match her movementsto itstiming.

Sheand Isral had learned these skills from the many pranks they had pulled over the years, bypassing
guards, monitors, and individual body aarmsto play tricks on hap-less courtiers who thought themsalves
safeintheir own beds.

But thiswas no prank, and Ampris could not begin to imagine the severity of her punishment if she
wereto get caught.

Her breathing grew shaky, and for amoment shelost count.

Then she pulled her witstogether and forced herself to concentrate. Thiswas no timeto lose her
nerve, not when she was so close.

The blinking light glowed steady, and Ampris did for-ward, crouching benesth the device on the door
and waiting for the blinking cycle to sop again. When it did, she shot upright, clamped her hand swiftly
over the sensor, and flipped off the switch on the edge of the casing.



Only then did shelet herself sag in relief, drawing in bregth after breath, her heart till thudding too
fadt. A flicker of satisfaction cameto lifeinsde her. Easy.

But she knew she mustn"t gloat yet.

Carefully sheturned the latch, and smiled to hersdf when it opened. So shewasright in thinking the
sensor auto-matically locked and unlocked the door. Thiswas avery cheap security system indeed.

But that wasto her advantage, and she could not waste time criticizing the miserly ways of her magter.
Easing her way inside, she shut the door behind her and stood till to get her bearings.

A glimmer of moonlight shone through the window, and gradudly her vision adjusted to the shapes
and shadows around her. She had feared the passageway between the office and the master's
bedchamber would be open, but she discovered it closed.

She amiled to hersdlf, letting hope off itsleash. The gods were giving her luck with this. Surely success
was meant to be hers.

With stelthy movements, she located the linkup and ac-tivated it. Light from its screen flickered over
her face and hands. She put in the call to the imperial palace, kegping the voice link switched off, tapping
in her message manu-dly asdowly and as quietly as possible.

Shedirected it to Isral sri-Kaaonly, encoding it as a personal message and using the specia suffix
digitsre-served for theimperia family aone. That would allow the message to bypass the usua
barricadesin the main palace communications center and route it straight to Israi's own linkup.

Ampris had spent many hours mentally composing her message. She kept her explanation smple,
stripped to the essentials, and finished with an gpology. / am sorry for any trouble | have caused.
Please let me come back to you, for it is at your side that | belong. Ampris.

Then holding onto her amulet for luck, she pushed the control that would send the message acrossthe
world to Israi. And she prayed with al her heart that Israi would read her message and relent.

For three days she waited for areply—cleaning, fetch-ing, and serving; living on hope. Every sense
was attuned to the dightest sound outside, sending her running to the window in certainty that an imperia
skimmer had arrived to feich her.

For six more days she waited, her hope growing thin, while shetold herself Israi must be gone from
the palace, perhaps on atour with the Kaa. But the vidcasts mentioned nothing about the Kaa's being on
ajourney. The court reemained in Vir. The news carried standard clips on council meetings, envoysfrom
other worlds, the economic status of the empire, animperia banquet held in honor of some ambassador
Ampris had never heard of.

For amonth Ampriswaited in daily expectation of areply from Israi. But none came. She wept on
her cot at night, where the darkness would not let her deny the brutal fact that Israi no longer wanted her.

Stll, there might yet be an explanation for Israi's sllence. Perhaps she had not received the message. It
was possible that Lady Lenith combed through even Israi's personal messages. The sri-Kaawas
screened from everything re-motely upsetting or unpleasant. Ampris believed that Lady Lenith would put
her in that category now.

Shetold herself she must give Israi one more chance. Which meant she must take an even bigger risk
and some-how use the linkup during the daytime, when she could activate voice and vid lines and reach
out to Isral with astronger appedl.

Impatiently she bided her time until the opportunity came. On ahot afternoon when the master was
working in the warehouse, the mistress and Lamed were out caling on friends, and Jenai and Hamawere
occupied with getting the three youngest Hahveensto the physician for their an-nua inoculations, Hama



ordered Ampristo go upstairs and restore order to the nursery. She wasto clean and straighten, putting
everything in place before the mistress returned. Kevarsh was degping in his office, following his usua
afternoon custom, and Hama saw no reason to disturb him with officid permission to assgn Ampristo
thistask.

Concedling her smile of ddight, Ampris assured Hama that she needed no supervison and hurried
upstairsinto the deserted house as fast as she could run.

She opened the door of the nursery, put down her pail of cleaning equipment, and hurried to the
measter's office without delay. She had dready caculated the time differ-ence between Maraaket and
Vir. By now Isral would befinished with her Sesta. The timing was perfect.

Hastily, Ampris switched on the linkup and pushed in theimperia code. She knew that by using it her
calswere not recorded and would not show up on the master's bills. The machine seemed to take
forever to get through. She figured it must be aheavy caling hour, but findly the im-peria sedl appeared
on the screen. Seconds later, Ampris found hersdf staring into the bored gaze of a 'V Uis operator.

Gasping in surprise, Ampris spokein Vis. "Thisisadirect cal, on aprivate channd, to the sri-Kaa."
The operator didn't even blink. "A call from what party?'

Ampris backed her ears. "From me. I—I mean, from Ampris, former companion to the sri-Kaa. |
must speak to her at once.”

"A direct cdl isnot permitted.”

"But you must let methrough,” Ampris protested. "I am caling on a private channd.”

The operator's gaze dropped while she checked some-thing. "Negative. Thislineisnot private.”
"But | used theimperia codes—"

The operator's eyes narrowed on Ampris. She leaned closer to the screen. "You, abiru trash, arein
violation of communications laws, for which prosecution is swift. | have traced your call from—"

Ampris reared back and broke the link. Switching off the machine, she backed away from it and
panted in growing panic. Only members of theimperid family or their des-ignees could utilizethe caling
codes. Amprisrealized her confession had been recorded. Moreover, her call had been traced here, to
the master'slinkup. If she could have gotten through to Israi, this whole matter could have been cleared
up easly. But now... what was she going to do?

Ampris battled her rising fear as shetried to think. She knew she could not afford to panic. It was
vital to keep her wits. Thefirst thing she had to do—

"What are you doing in here?' shrieked Kevarsh.

Startled, Ampriswhirled around and saw him standing in the doorway. Hisrill stood up stiffly around
hisface, turning as dark a crimson as she had ever seenit. His eyes blazed at her in amixture of shock
andfury.

"Inthe magter'soffice" he said, histail lashing benesth the hem of his coat. " Spying into his business
affars. Sted-ing—"

"No!" Ampris cried, anxious to stop his accusations. Kevarsh was dwayswilling to jump to
conclusions, yet she knew it was forbidden for her to be in here. There was no explanation that could
justify her presence. "l wasn't stedl-ing! I—I wastold to clean—"

"Liar!" he shouted, rushing at her with his upraised ba-ton. He swung it at her, and Ampris dodged
out of reflex. Kevarsh shrieked in outrage. "Y ou dare run from the beat-ing you deserve? Y ou dare?|
will have you flogged in the courtyard for this. | will have the hide flayed from your back, you savage!”



He swung again, and Ampris blundered her way around the desk to evade him asecond time. But his
third swing whacked across her upper arm, wringing ahowl of pain from her. Hevicioudy struck her
again and again, hitting her across muzzle and throat, aiming for her eyes, anywhere vulnerable.

And al the time he kept shouting accusations, railing at her, caling her the vilest names.

Something in Ampris snapped. Perhapsit was the weeks of hard work and inadequate food, the
grueling discipline, her grief and pent-up resentments—but everything insde her came boiling up into a
fury that erupted in a powerful, full-throated roar.

The noise drowned out Kevarsh's shouting, and he paused in mid-swing as Ampristurned on him
with bared fangs. She roared again, her rage like afirein her veins. Her fear dropped away, and she
lunged at him with claws and snapping teeth.

Kevarsh'srill dropped limply onto his shoulders, and with an inarticul ate squeak he bounded aside to
put the desk between him and her. "Get back!" he shouted at her, dash-ing defensively with the baton. "It
isforbidden to turn on your master.”

She grabbed the baton and tore it from his hands. Break-ing it in haf, she flung the piecesaway. "You
are not my master," she growled. "Y ou do not own me. Y ou do not command me. | pray you will live
long enough to catch the Dancing Degath, you old fodl.”

"And you are doomed to the labor camps!™ he shouted back. "Y ou'll pay for this. You'll crawl on
your belly and cry out for death before they're through with you. Y ou'll wish your heathen mother had
killed you at birth rather than suffer the torture and degradation that every stinking abiru deserves.”

Shoving the desk aside with a strength she didn't know she possessed, she came at him, knowing
nothing but the desire to snap his scrawny neck in her jaws. She wanted to hear him squed for mercy
before she shook the lifefrom him.

Backing up hagtily, Kevarsh grabbed the nearest object off the desk and flung it at her. It struck
Amprisin the shoulder, heavy enough to dow her. Kevarsh scrambled sideways and reached the linkup
before Ampris could stop him. An darm sounded, startling her.

"The patrollerswill ded with you," Kevarshtold her, hisrill asred as his eyeswere wild. Heflicked
out histongue at her, laughing in triumph. ™Y ou fool, they will cut off your hands for stedling, and you
will—"

Ampristackled him with thefull weight of her body, driving him down in aflailing tangle of limbsand
tall. He hit the polished floor hard, his head thumping like aripe melon, then lay sill and crumpled
beneath her.

The sudden silence beneath the whooping alarm drove back her anger. She blinked, gulping in air,
and for amo-ment could not think of what to do. If she'd killed him, then her life was finished.

Fresh fear gripped her, shaking her from her daze. Thiswas no timeto sit here and shake. The
patrollerswould be arriving a any minute, and they would give her no chanceto explain.

Sheldd committed how many crimes aready? Using her master's equi pment without permission, caling
the palace, striking aVis, maybe killing aV Us. She knew the laws were harsh and absolute. Any abiru

atack againgt aV Us, any instance of adave'sturning against master, brought death. There was no apped
from such apendty. The pa-trollerswould probably shoot her on sight.

Getting to her feet, she stared down at Kevarsh. He did not move. She could not tell if he even
breathed. But al-though she walked and breathed, she was dready dead her-sdif.

Condemned by her own actions.
Ampristurned and fled, racing through the corridor to the stairs. Ralvik and the cook stood gawking



at thefoot of the steps. Ampris came thundering down and pushed past them without pausing.
"Amprid" the Mya cook caled after her. "What have you done?"

From the courtyard outside came the sound of shouts and commotion. Glancing back, Ampris saw
the madgter siriding indde, his coattails swinging behind him, followed by Fain and Gur. Thosetwo were
her friends, but even Gur would seize and hold her if the master ordered it.

The darm went on shrieking, piercing her skull, drown-ing out the master's questions as he hurried
closer. From the street outside the opposite end of the house, Ampris heard the gpproaching wail of a
patroller Siren.

Shelooked right and |eft, then bolted straight ahead into the kitchen. As sheran she grabbed up a
large pot and siwung it by its handle with al her might. She smashed open the window above the water
vat, sending shards of glass raining down over her head and shoulders, and climbed out. Dropping into
the dusty tufts of grass outside, she crouched a moment, then ran, veering around the end of the building,
through the courtyard, and out into the service aley be-yond.

Behind her, the shouts and sirens seemed to grow louder, then faded as Ampris rounded a corner and
ran even faster. She darted out into alarger street, one thronged with foot traffic and peddlers pushing
wares on antigrav carts, and was swallowed up in the noise and confusion, leaving pur-suit behind her.

Sheran until she was panting and dizzy in the heat. She ran until suspicious stares from pedestrians
brought her back to her senses. Only then did she dow down, tucking her hands beneath her tabard the
way other servants did as they went on errands. With her ownership ring in her ear and her tabard on,
she looked respectable and harmless. But inside she was a throbbing tangle of fear and worry. What was
she going to do now? How could she live? Where could she go? Returning to Isral wasimpossible, even
if she could somehow sted aboard a shuttle and return to Vir, which she could not. It was only a matter
of time before her likeness was flashed on every vidcast in Maraaket. She was distinctive for an Aaroun,
eadly recognizable. The pa-trollerswould find her unless she found a place to hide, and soon. But
where?

Knowing nothing about the city, Ampris wandered with-out direction, taking care only to avoid any
patrollers she saw. Gradudly the streets grew smaller and the buildings more dil gpidated. She saw no
abiru wearing tabards and discarded her own by rolling it into aball and wadding it throughagapina
sewer grate. Far below, she heard a Skek gibbering in glee asit scuttled off into the smelly darknesswith
itsprize.

Amprisdusted off her hands with satisfaction. She felt as though aweight had been lifted from her
shoulders. Without hesitation she took off the ownership ring and flung it into the sewer aswell. For a
moment shefelt light and free. She stretched her arms high above her head to-ward the sky, where the
sun was beginning to set, and ig-nored the warning rumble of hunger in her somach. Therehad to bea
way to live without belonging to someone's household. Other abiru folk did it; at least she had heard they
did.

Thefirst thing she had to do was disguise herself some-how, then seek employment. She was not
going to despair. Shewas not going to listen to her fears, or pay attention to the memory of Kevarsh's
crumpled figurelying on thefloor.

Condemned to death. Condemned to death. Therefrain ran congtantly through her thoughts, and
she pushed it away. She could not worry about that now. She had to—

The only warning she had was afaint whistling sound through the air overhead,; then anet settled its
heavy folds over her. Startled, she had no idea at first what was hap-pening, until panic gripped her and
she whirled around to fight her way out. But the net was impossible to escape. The more she struggled
againg it, the more its folds wrapped around her. Something snaked around her legs, binding her before
she could dludeit, and she was yanked hard off her feet.



Shefel onto her sdewith ajolt that knocked the wind from her lungs. While she was struggling to
breathe and hang on to consciousness, shewas rolled up in the net and trussed securely.

It happened so fast, so expertly that Ampris could not believe she had been caught. Y et there shelay,
hel pless and doomed. Her escape had been dl too short and futile. Her hopes might aswell have been
flung into the sewer dong with the rest of her identity. A howl of fear filled her throat, and Ampris closed
it off with the last remnants of her pride. She squeezed shut her eyesto fight back tears, refusing to let the
patrollers see her terror.

"Well, wdl," said aVUsvoice, asmug, sdf-satisfied voice. "L et's see what weve caught thistime,
Holonth."

A booted foot toed her and rolled her over. Ampris opened her eyes, but it was no black-armored
patroller who stood over her. Ingtead, she found hersdf staring up at aV iis male garbed in loose trousers
and acoat the color of dust. A hood lay in folds about histhroat, partially ob-scuring hisrill. He carried a
sun-gtick in hisbdlt, surely, she figured, awegpon illega for civiliansto own. Amprisgazed at himin
astonishment, but shefelt no reief. Ingtinc-tively she knew this male was no rescuer. He smelled of greed
and sdf-interest beneath the sour fragrance of Vs skin. His gaze examined her without mercy.

His companion joined him and crouched down on one kneeto Stare at Ampris more closdly.
Holonth'slarge head was covered with asmelly mat of brown hair that hung benesth hisjaw in aheavy
beard. Hies buzzed around him, and even as he grinned at her his broad, ugly tongue snaked from his
mouth up into one of his nogtrils.

Ampris nearly choked on the stench of him. "A Toth," she whispered in repugnance.
"Y oung one," Holonth said, hisvoice thick and stupid. " Strong and hedlthy.”

"Exactly,” the Vis sad in satisfaction. Heflicked out histongue, then glanced around at the deserted
dreet. ' 'Bad timeto linger. Let's get her loaded.”

Ampris growled and sngpped, but Holonth hoisted her up and flung her across his powerful shoulder.
Heplessand afraid, Ampris squirmed al she could and lifted her head to glare at the V Us.

"Where are you taking me?' she demanded in patois. Y ou have no right to—"
"An educated Aaroun,” the V Uis said with amusemen.

He laughed softly to himself even as his gaze swept dertly from side to side as though he expected
trouble. "One who has run away from her rich household. A pity you threw away your ownership ring
before we caught up with you. We could have ransomed you back to your owner."

Amprisagain lifted her head to glare at him. The bobbing motion of the street benesth her was making
her dizzy. "Istha how you make your living, catching runaway daves?'

"Such amouth," he said to Holonth, who grunted. " Such arebellious nature. I'm surprised your tongue
hasn't been cut out by now. Still, | suppose you could tell me the name of your master.”

"No," Ampris snapped.

"Have you been awicked dave?' he asked her, still using that mocking tone. "Have you run away to
avoid being punished?

"YoureVis" sheretorted with scorn of her own. ™Y ou know dl things. Why should | answer?"

He hit her for that, making her head ring. By the time she recovered her wits, she was being stuffed
bodily into acagein the cargo end of askimmer. The cage smelled of blood. Her fear came rushing
back.

Amprishowled. "Let meout! | do not belong to you! Let me out!”



"Shut up!" the VUstold her angrily as he climbed into the driver's seet and revved the skimmer's
engines. "If you causetrouble, I'll let Holonth beat you.”

Bdieving the threat, Amprisfel silent. Still bound inside the net, she sagged wearily againgt the Side of
the cage. What had she done to hersdlf, she wondered in rising de-spair. All she had wanted to do was
talk to Isral onelast time. Wasthat so wrong? And now, she found herself de-scending from one disaster
to another. She had thought her life was at the bottom when sheld scrubbed floors for the Hahveens.
Now she knew how wrong she'd been. Things could have been much worse. They aready were.

Holonth climbed into the skimmer, hisweight making it tip dangeroudy. The V Uis gunned it forward,
flying fast through the twilight-shadowed streets while he speculated a oud.

""We can sl her to the dave market, but she won't bring agood price,” he said. "The market istoo
soft thistime of year."

"Pdtisgood,” Holonth told him.

"Y ou think we should take her to the meat merchants and have her skinned?' The Vs laughed,
puffing out hisair sacs. "'Oh, yes, she would make a pretty rug for the floor."

Listening to them, Ampris curled hersdf as small as she could and tried not to whimper. They wanted
her to be afraid; she could tell by the mocking tone lingering in the V iiss voice. He was playing with her,
theway a predator toyswith itsvictim before thekill.

Memories, old and long-buried, cameto life along the edges of her mind. She thought suddenly of the
Scary Time, and another Vs who had smelled of cruelty and greed, who camein terror, with Toths at
hisside. It was her ear-liest memory of life, aterrible one she wished she could forget.

Now it seemed life had cycled back to the beginning. She gripped her amulet in her fist and tried not
to shiver. The amulet grew warm within the curl of her pam, asthough her emotions had brought it to life.
For amoment it burned againgt her skin.

Agtonished, Ampris uncurled her fingersand stared at it.
The clear center of the Eye of Clarity was glowing with afiery white radiance.

But as soon as she looked at it, the radiance faded, and the amulet grew cool and lifelessagain. It
wasjust an old artifact that no one understood anymore.

Wondering, Ampris stared at it and momentarily forgot her plight. What force, exactly, did the amulet
contain? She wished Bish had told her more than hisfew vague hints. She wished she knew how to
control it, how to useit to gain her release. But it was not under her command. It lay on her pam,
mysterious and unfathomable, usdlessto her.

Sighing, shelet it swing free around her neck once more.

The skimmer was dowing, and Amprislifted her head in darm. Many of the buildingsin this section of
the city stood dark and deserted. The place lay under an unnatura quiet, unlike the ceasaless noise so
common intherest of Maraaket. The air held the stench of garbage, decay, and rotting vegetation.

The skimmer backed up to apair of sagging, rusted doors, and hovered on park. Holonth got off and
stood guard with his wegpon drawn, chewing his cud and flicking hislarge ears. The V Uis pounded on the
doors.

After along while, a pegphole squeaked open cautioudly. Soft words were exchanged, then the
peephole banged shut. The VUs stepped back, glancing around uneasily. Holonth stopped chewing. The
quiet grew thick and tense.

Then the large doors creaked open with the grating pro-test of rusty hinges. A dank, shadowy
expanse loomed be-yond them. The Vs trader conferred again with an individua swathed in aheavy



cloak and hood. Both of them glanced furtively at Ampris.
"Il haveto see her fird," avoicein aforeign accent said firmly.
The trader murmured again, and they haggled along while before the trader gavein.
"All right,” he said, the tenson gone from hisvoice. "Holonth, bring her out.”

The Toth unlocked the cage and dragged Ampris out by her feet. She squirmed and snarled, wishing
she could bresk free of her bonds just enough to bite him. He picked her up and carried her indde as
though she weghed nothing.

A few quick dashes of hisknife, and the ropes holding her fell away. Holonth gripped the net and
unrolled her with an expert yank, spilling her onto the floor. She came up snarling and wild, only to be
pinned by a spotlight that shoneright in her eyes, blinding her.

The cloaked figure circled her, hisboots clicking softly on the hard floor. Ampriscircled with him, a
growl congtant in her throat, her fur standing on end. She smelled death on him, and shewas afraid.

"What's her age?’ the cloaked figure asked.
"Fourteen, Sixteen?'
"Perhaps," the cloaked one said doubtfully. "We could get a better estimate from her teeth.”

The Viswho had captured her laughed. "I'm not hold-ing her down for that. She's showing enough
teeth a-ready.”

Amprislunged, and quick asthought the V Us tapped her with his stun-gtick.

Thejolt zapped through her, bringing a hot flash of pain and numbness that dropped her to the floor.
She lay there, panting and whimpering to herself, too stunned at first to quite realize what had happened.

"Plenty of spiritin her,” theVissaid. "A femae Aar-oun in thefirst stages of puberty. It'sthe perfect
timetotrain her for the arena

"Perhaps, but is shetrainable?' the cloaked figure asked.

"That'syour job," the Vs said impatiently. " She's smart. She's educated, by the way she speaks. Her
accent marks her from the north. Vir, perhaps. She'swell-bred and solid muscle.”

"Thinfor her 5ze"

" She can be fattened up. What do you say? Ninety im-perials? '
Ampris gasped at the price, and both of them looked at her.
"She understands Vs, the cloaked one said.

"Of course. She's ahouse servant.”

"Sixty imperids.”

"Sixty!" theVissad in outrage.

"She's stolen property.”

"I'm no thief. | caught her on the streets.”

"Y ou could make moreif you took her back to her right-ful owner."
"No earring,” the Vs said smugly.

"Which you removed,” the cloaked one said in soft ac-cusation.
"I



"Sixty-five. It'sadecent price for acreature off the streets, with no known bloodlines, no provenance
adl"

"Eighty,” the VUs argued. " She'swell-boned and strong. Lots of spirit and intelligent besides.”
"Those cause the most trouble. If she'sarunaway, shell dways be trying to escape.”

"She can't get away from you," the VUs said. "Besides, the troublemakers are the best fighters. I've
won enough bets on your gladiatorsto learn that. Seventy-five imperidswill make her the property of the
Bizs Mo'ad."

The cloaked one hesitated. Lying there at their feet, Am-prisfelt anew sense of shock. The Bizs
Mo'ad was the most famous gladiator school in the empire, renowned for turning out fierce, capable
fightersfor the arenagames.

Shame flooded her at the thought of being sold to such a barbarous organization. She was no fighter.
Shewss...

Ampris stopped her thoughts. She was an abiru dave without an owner, without a home. She had
been cast out by the person she loved most in the world, by the person who had promised to always
take care of her. Now she was an outlaw, being hunted through the streets of Malraaket by the
patrollers, who would serve her to avery harsh form of justice indeed.

Very well. She had no say in this bargain tonight except in her heart. And her heart grew hard insde
her chest while the cloaked one considered and the VUs trader held hisrill high in anticipation. She could
learn to be dangerous. She could learn to be afighter. She could learn to hate and to kill. What good was
gtting in agarden, trying to act civi-lized? All her life, shed striven to conform to the Visway of life, and
where had it gotten her?

Ampris backed her ears. For the first time today she a-lowed herself to savor that savage thrill shedd
felt while attacking the steward. He'd deserved her attack, and it had felt good. Y es, she could bea
fighter, agood one. She knew it in the very flex of her strong young muscles.

All her life, the courtiersin theimperid palace had called her a savage beast, ignoring her gentle spirit,
her trusting nature, and her loyd heart. Right now her heart felt as hard as stone. Ampris growled to
hersdf. She would become dl they accused her of being—savage and wild. She would survive, but never
againwould shetrugt.

That was, if the representative of the Bizs Mo'ad bought her tonight.

Sheturned her head and looked up at him, afigure kept mysterious by his cloak and hood.
Seventy-five imperias equaed nearly two thousand credits. Could she really be worth that much? Y €,
from timeto time she and Israi had stolen glimpses of the gladiator games on the vidscreen— it was
forbidden for them to watch such bloody sport—and Ampris knew vast sums were wagered on their
outcomes.

"Seventy-five," the Vs whispered enticingly. " She'sabargain at that price. Worth every bit of it."

"Seventy," the cloaked one said.

"Donel" The Vs flicked out histongue and clapped his hands together. " Shel's yours.™

Ampris saw the quick flash of a payment card; then the Viis and his enforcer Holonth were striding
outsde, swal-lowed in an ingtant by the darkness. Ampris heard the skim-mer fly away, and she was | eft
at thefeet of her new owner.

She made no move, uncertain now of whether to be obe-dient or to run again.

The cloaked one's hand snaked out, and a noose settled around her throat, yanked tight when she
tried to jump to her feet. Gasping for breath, Ampris gripped the thin cord with her fingers and writhed



helplesdy.

"Bedill," shewastold, the accented voice harsh and merciless. "Y ou try again to escape, and Il
chokethelifefromyou.”

To emphasize hiswords, hetightened the noose. Dizzy and gasping for air, her vision blurring, Ampris
stopped struggling. At once the noose dackened fractiondly, alow-ing her to suck in amuch-needed
breath.

Glaring up at her new owner, she sad, ' 'Are you 0 rich you can throw away seventy imperids?Is
killing how you disciplineyour daves?

She expected to be throttled again or beaten for her in-solence, but instead the cloaked one laughed
heartily. The noose dackened afraction more, but not enough for her to escapeit.

"Ah, yes, atroublemaker who can think and reason. Get on your feet, little Aaroun. When we finish
your training, you will beworth fivetimesthe price | paid tonight.”

Rising to her feet, Ampris found herself shackled with restraint bars clamped across her wrists and
ankles. Awk-wardly she shuffled forward into a cargo pod and crouched as commanded while it was
shut around her.

Only then, as she was jounced and transported in a di-rection she could not see, did Ampris bow her
head and |et her burning eyes weep. Her defiance was but manufactured to keep her strong, and now it
deserted her, leaving her with nothing but fear and uncertainty regarding her future.

She clenched her fists after amoment, however, refusing to let hersaf weaken further. Backing her
earsflat to her skull, she growled to find her courage again.

"I will survive" shevowed softly. "I will, no matter what befals me. And someday, if any justicelies
inmy path, it will be lsra who weeps for what she threw away. It will be Israi who fedlsregret for
broken promises. No more will | weep for her."



