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The Nowhere Hunt was a quest every Hunter refused. Only Aleytys, wearer-dave of the mysterious
and powerful Diadem would dare try to dip unseen past sarship battdions and land on a world encased
ina cosmic shield which rendered dl eectronic equipment functionless. Avoiding poisonous flora, hogtile
natives, vidous predators and murderous ransomers, her job was to rescue and transport a massve,
semi-inteligent insect queen off planet and save the queen’s besieged race from extinction.

A semingly impossible task, but one Aleytys could not refuse, for she had been offered in payment
something she desperately needed to continue her own persona quest.

“So.” Amusement bubbling inside, Aleytys tented her fingers, touching fingertip to fingertip. “If | take
thisHunt, | should figure away past a amdl armada, then set down on aworld where eectronic gear will
work haphazardly or not at dl. | have to outwit or outfight some of the most vicious and wily predators a
hundred worlds could produce. | have to avoid locd flora and fauna, which—if my luck runs as
usud—will prove to be lethd. | have to pick up and transport a Queen who seems to be encased in a
casket with life support mechanisms which together probably weigh a ton or two. Haul that out of
whatever messit's suck in. Lagt, | have to take off somehow in a ship | probably don't have in the face
of that armada | mentioned before, an armada probably doubled in sze. Am | crazy?’

“There's a bonus, Lee” Head sghed. “The Haestavaada will buy you the best ship avalable if you
can get the Queen to Duvaks.”

“If.” Aleytys moved to the door, stood with one hand on the cool wood, looking back at Head.
“Think | can do it?’

“Ves”

Aleytys pushed the door open. “You better be right.”

Prologue: Proposing The Hunt

WE WENT TOO NEAR THE ZANGAREE SINK. The trandator’'s dow mechanicd monotone drained the
intendty from the agitated twitters and clicks of the dying vaad whose smdl form shuddered among the
wires and tubes that were keeping it dive. As the ar dhilled through the spiracles on its Sides, as its eyes
seemed to bulge from the immobile plating on its round head, it struggled to control the emation that
hurried disintegration nearer. For severd minutes the only sounds in the serile room were the flute wails
of the vaad's bresthing and the tick-tick of the instruments recording the pulses of its heart nodes. The
vaad attendants watched the dying one closdy, adjusting the flow of liquids to its needs, touching it,
keeping it reassured by contact with its kind. This tactile presence—the three-fingered top-hand resting
on the Y -cartilage in the center of its thorax—helped cam it until it could speak again.

TIKH’ASFOUR PACK CAME ON SHIP BY KHAKK’LAH SPUR. WAITING FOR QUEENSHIP (question). THIS
VAAD KNOWS NOT. The chitin of the vaad's battered body was torn and cracked, flushing through pae
iridescence as its strength faded. It lifted its head dightly, let it fdl back, began tdking again, dowly at
fird, then faster and faster, the monotonous drone of the trandator conveying some of the intense emation



through the sheer speed with which it rattled out the words.

VALAAD CAPTAIN SEN'TATI BHUT FLED, DIPPING IN AND OUT OF FTL, CHANGING DIRECTION,
LEAVING THE PLANE OF THE LENS, SPENDING FUEL WITHOUT STINT. THE PACK CAME ON, SANK TEETH IN
SHIP TAIL. PACK CAME CLOSER AND CLOSER. STARTED RANGING SHIPS WITH QUILL MISSLES. SEN'TATI
BHUT SAW ZANGAREE AHEAD. RAN, THIS VAAD THINKS, INTO SUDDEN BULGE WHEN BHUT SKIMMED
ALONG EDGE OF SINK. SHIP WENT CRAZY. HAGGAR SUB-LIGHTS KICKED ON, KNOCKING. GRAVITY WENT.
VAADA SMASHED AGAINST WALLS, STRUTS. SHIP IN GREAT TROUBLE. SUN AHEAD. ZOLDEVUUR. SEN'TATI
BHUT SEE SMALL WORLD. WORLD CALLED NOWHERE. AIR AND GREEN LIFE. CAN VAAD AND VALAAD LIVE
IN SINK (QUESTION). SEN'TATI BHUT KNEW NOT. SHIP BREAKING UP AROUND VAAD AND VALAAD. TIKH’
ASFOUR COMING AFTER. VAADA AFRAID. THIS VAAD CURLS INTO [NOISE] POSTURE TO WAIT THE DYING.
SEN'TATI BHUT FOUGHT SHIP DOWN. CRASHED—NO, NOT CRASHED. CAME IN HARD. NOT VAPORIZED,
ONLY BROKEN . VAADA DIED EVERYWHERE. BURNED. CRUSHED. THIS VAAD'SZESH, IT CURLED BESIDE THIS
VAAD, TOUCHED THIS VAAD. ITS HEAD ... TORN OFF ... THIS VAAD UNCURLED WHEN IT KNEW IT WOULD
LIVE. COULDN'T FEEL ZESH. TOUCHED ROUND THING. ZESH'S HEAD. ROLLED AWAY. BUMPING. ROLLED
AWAY.

As the ar whigtled through the paired spiracles, the attendant stroked samdl top-hands over the Y,
trying to quiet the heaving body, while others fed more drugs into the tubes.

An dongated vaad stepped into view—a valaad, gaunt, faded to the palest of blues, four eyes st in
wrinkled ydlow rings, an iron chain thick with rust about its reed-thin neck, an empty circle of the same
metd dangling over its centrd fissure, its chitin and cartilage stained with years of rust and rubbing. The
attendants parted hadtily as the valaad moved to the injured one's side. It placed its long, three-fingered
top-hand on the throbbing Y, then looked directly into the lens. The image went dark.

Aleytys blinked into the shadows. “What do they want?’

As Head swvung about to face her, her slver-gray hair caught the window’s faint glow with a shifting
shire like spilled mercury while the dim light touched her forehead, nose and chin, drew shadows in black
paint dong hollows and lines. When she spoke after her moment of silence, her words came crisply, their
restrained vigor so usud that Aleytys was momentarily reassured. “They want you,” Head said. She lifted
ahand. “Wait. The story’ s not finished.”

The valaad moved away from the bed, frowned briefly at the lens, then stepped out of the scene,
leaving the injured vaad lying quiet, bardy breathing. After amoment it stirred. A few harsh sounds came

from the trand ator, then dow words.

THE VAADA STILL LIVING CAME TOGETHER, TWO VAADA BRINGING NEWS THAT THE QUEEN LIVED
ALSO, HER LIFESUPPORT INTACT. HIVE BE BLESSED, THE QUEEN LIVED. SLEPT SAFE AND UNKNOWING. THE
QUEEN’S GUARD, ALL ALIVE, TENDING HER. THE VAADA GATHERED, HAPPY IN THIS, TO THE ROOM OF
IN-BEING. ONLY VAADA WERE LEFT. ONLY VAADA EXCEPT FOR THE QUEEN’S GUARD AND THESE WOULD
NOT LEAVE QUEENSVAULT OR CONCERN THEMSELVES WITH VAADA SORROWS. NO ZESH PAIRS LEFT
WHOLE. VAADA MOURNED THEIR ZESH. VAADA WISHED TO DIE, BUT THE QUEEN LIVED AND THEY COULD

NOT DIE, NOT YET. Theinjured vaad lay Slent, the other vaada mourned with it, dacking ther mandibles

inadow sad rhythm. Then it spoke again.

OUTSIDE WAS TERRIBLE. HOT FOG. THINGS IN THE FOG. GRAY-WHITE BEASTS WITH MANY TEETH.
THESE SWARMED INTO SHIP, DRAGGED OUT TWO VAADA. ATE THEM. NOWHERE NOT YET IN THE SINK
SO ENERGY GUNS STILL WORKED. VAADA DROVE OFF THE BEAST PACK. NATIVES CAME. ATTACKED WITH
SPEARS AND POISON DARTS. SPEARS KILLED THREE VAADA, DARTS BOUNCED OFF. VAADA DROVE OFF
NATIVES, KILLED SOME. IN SHIP SOME THINGS STILL WORKED. VAADA PUT DEAD THROUGH FOOD
CONVERTERS, MADE MANY FOOD STICKS. THIS VAAD SECOND NAVIGATOR. WORKED SCANNER. SAW TIKH'
ASFOUR ORBITING WORLD, SEARCHING FOR QUEENSHIP. TURNED SCANNER OFF BEFORE PACK FOUND
SHIP. KSIYL THE HOOK, FIRST GUARD, CAME TO VAADA. SAID VAADA AND VALAADA WAITED ON DAVAKS
FOR QUEEN. SAID THEY STOOD ON SHOULDERS OF THESE VAADA, THAT VAADA THERE DIED WITHOUT THE
PRESENCE OF A QUEEN. SAID SEVERAL LIFEBOATS WERE WHOLE. SAID LIFESUPPORT IN BOAT NOT ENOUGH
FOR TWO, NOT FOR THE LENGTH OF JOURNEY NEEDED. SAID ONE WOULD HAVE TO GO ALONE. THIS VAAD
BEING THE SOLE NAVIGATOR AMONG THE LIVING, THIS VAAD TOOK THE LIFEBOAT AND CAME TO
KAVAAKH. DAYS AND DAYS ALONE. DAYS WONDERING IF THE TIKH'ASFOUR WOULD FIND THIS VAAD OR

FIND THE QUEENSHIP. THIS VAAD LANDED ON KAVAAKH. LANDED HARD. GOT MESSAGE THROUGH. The
vaad suddenly pushed up, leaning its meager weight onto one trembling arm. Its face was chitin-plated
and denied expression, its eyes dull, but the passion behind its words came through the lens. THE QUEEN,
HUNTERS, GET HER OUT. GET HER OUT.



The attendant touched a hand to the Y-cartilage and the injured vaad collapsed. The screen went
black.

“The vaad died a few minutes after that.” Head punched the humming viewer off, stabbed a
forefinger a the button that sent the shade flowing back from the window and let the cool white light from
outsde into the room, swung around in her chair, settled back, bright blue eyes fixed on Aleytys. “You
look better.” Her quick broad amilelit her face. “Not twitching any more.”

“The Wild ether soothes you or sends you crazy. You know that better than 1. Aleytys rubbed her
nose. “Gray and |—wel, we came out of the snow a peace with oursdves and with each other.” A
corner of her mouth twisted up. “A change that. It's probably a good thing he went off on a Hunt before
the euphoria wore off.” She laced her fingers together in her lap and stared down a them. “How's he
doing?’

“No word yet. And none expected for another month-at least.” Head pursed her lips. “You've had
thefirg of the implants. Fed comfortable with it?’

“Comfortable enough.” Aleytys looked down at her hands, amiled. “Five little forcefidds. Handy.”

Head winced. “That was feeble, Lee. Very fecble”

“Mmh!” Aleytys nodded a the wal where the screen had been. “I take it | won't be going back to
Univergty for awnhile?’

“Y ou will sooner than you think. There s dill time to finish the implants and check you out on them.”
Head leaned forward, pulled an untidy pile of fax sheets, in front of her and squared them with a few
brisk taps.

Aleytys moved her eyes from the fax sheets to the square, lined face. “Y ou've got a Hunt for me.”

“Obvioudy.” The fax sheets rustled as the hands on them moved about. Head stared down at the
sheets in slence, long enough for Aleytys to wonder what mongters waited for her in them. Fndly the
bright blue eyes lifted and fixed on her. “Background. The Haestavaada and the Tikh'asfour—rather
amilar as species go, physcdly at least—have been sniping a each other for the past two centuries, god
knows what about, they surely don’t. Neither species can afford the cost of an dl-out attack on the other
50 they have to be content with pecking a each other. The Haestavaada are good at defense, but
hestant and unimaginative when they attack. The Tikh'asfour are brilliant fighters but spend nearly as
much time squabbling with each other as they do trying to fight the Haestavaada. Not long ago, however,
one of the Packs put together a suicide squad and dipped it through the Haestavaada defenses on their
colony world Duvaks. They managed to kill the Haevstavaada Queen there and her three juvenile
Queens before they were shredded by the frantic vaada. Once the news of the Queen’s death got out,
the vaada dl over the world went into shock. It was dl the valaada could do to get ther defensesin place
then send off an urgent message to Kavaakh. The Haestavaada on the homeworld got one of ther
juveniles ready, mated her, boxed her up and sent her to Duvaks on Sen'tati Bhut's ship. You heard
what happened to that.”

Aleytys frowned. “They can't send another queen—with afleet to protect her thistime?”

“They don’t have another theright age.” Head tapped dowly on the pile of fax sheets. “It would take
them severd years to ripen one”

“Why is having a queen on Duvaks 0 ...”

“S0 necessary?’

“They haven't logt the Queen on Kavaakh. If they need a symbol?” She shrugged. “I don't see the
problem.”

“Right.” Head sghed and settled back into her chair. “Kavaakh is too far away. They need a Queen
among them. You can research this more, but this is the gig of the matter. Interesting species, the
Haestavaada. Got four separate kinds of individuas—if a hive species can be sad to have individuds. |
suppose it can, looking a that poor damn vaad in the tape sequence. Anyway. They've got true
Neuters—the vaada. They're the workers and the great bulk of the population. Next biggest section has
the Neutered Femaes—the valaada. The leaders. They run the worlds. Intdligent and more aggressive
then the vaada. Then the Maes. Very few of those, maybe not more than ten a any one time on each



world, pampered pets, that's dl. Findly the Queens—true femdes Egg-layers. Only semi-inteligent,
insandy aggressve before they’' re mated, stone-lazy after, which is just as wel snce they spend most of
their time producing eggs. Very short life-gpans. After alittle more than twenty years they start producing
defective eggs. A Juvenile is mated and the old Queen killed. The Queen on Kavaakh is reaching her
end. The Kavagkhi Haestavaada had only two Queens of the proper age. They sent one of these to
Duvaks but they won't send away ther only other properly aged Juvenile, not even to save the lives of
thar kin on Duvaks.”

Aleytys frowned. “ Save the lives?’

“Without their Queen it seems that vaada just curl up and wither away. The vadaada are tougher but
there aren’'t a lot of them and they can’t keep a world going by themsdves. If Duvaks doesn't get a
Queen rdaively soon, the Tikh'asfour will have hit the Haestavaada very hard indeed. So they want
someone to get their Queen back for them.”

“Sincethey don't just go in and lift her out themselves, this looks like one of the nasty ones you seem
to save for me”

The bright blue eyes closed. “Council thinks | should turn the Hunt down.”

“Wdl?

“The Haestavaada asked for you specificdly, Lee. Your reputation spreads.”

“Goon.”

“ Nowhere—ridiculous name for a world, though appropriate from what I've heard—anyway, it's
swvung into the Zangaree Sink which effectivdy sedls it off from the rest of us for another five or Sx
months—why | said we had time to finish your implants. Far as | know, there€'s no way you can get to
that world until it swings free of the Sink. You or anyone ese.” Head picked up the fax sheets and fanned
hersdf with them. “The lagt report of a Haestavaada spy drone says that two Tikh'asfour Packs are
henging around on the edge of the Sink, passing the time by fighting with each other. Theréll be more
when Nowher€' s due to emerge.”

“So. | probably can't get past the Packs and | couldn’t land on the world eveniif | did manage to dip
past. Anything ese?’

“Scavengers”

“You're joking.”

“Sorry, Lee. Seems they were ether hanging around behind the Pack or sumbled on them after the
attack began. Bad luck either way. Three ships landed on Nowhere just before it dipped into the Sink.
God knows what the Scavs are doing down there without workable eectronics. Whatever it is, they've
hed three monthsto do it in.”

“So.” Amusement bubbling ingde, Aleytys said, “If | take this Hunt, | should figure a way past a
grd| armada, then set down on aworld where dectronic gear will work haphazardly or not at dl, if | can
think up away to get down on Nowhere before it emerges. | have to outwit or outfight some of the most
vidous and wily predators a hundred worlds could produce. | have to avoid locd flora and fauna,
which—if my luck runs as usud—uwill prove to be damned lethd. | have to pick up and transport a
Queen who seems to be encased in a casket with life-support mechaniams which together probably
wegh aton or two. Haul that out of whatever mess it's stuck in. Lagt, | have to take off somehow in a
ship | probably don’'t have in the face of that armada | mentioned before, an armada probably doubled in
gze Am| crazy?’

“The Haestavaada have promised to give you anything you ask for.” She met Aleytys's skeptica
eyes and hed up a hand. “There's a bonus, Lee”

“There damn well better be.”

Head sghed. “The Haestavaada will buy you the best ship avaldble if you can get the Queen to
Duvaks”

“You redly want me to take this on, don't you.”

“I'minabind,” Head said dowly. “The RMoahl keep hounding the Council. They want you bad and
they’ re getting hostile about it. No one knows just what those spiderswill do. Thing is, anyone who fools
with them tends to disappear permanently.” Her wide mouth tightened into a smile “The reputation



you're getting creates another problem for me. Huntersd Egos on two legs. The Watukuu seem to be
grabbing onto everyone and gabbling out how you backed a Vryhh down when you Hunted for them on
Sungurdingu. The tal€' s come back to me from a dozen sources, customers who've asked for you—like
the Haestavaada. They grumble when | refuse but most end up taking another Hunter. Guess how the
Hunterslike it. Hunh! And they have friends on the Council. Fortunately, your firsg Hunt was such a long
shat and the fee so hig that you brought in more than enough to cover what we ve spent on you so far.
And—egos asde— you're a damn good advertisement for Hunters Inc. These two things have been
enough to swing Council votes in your favor.” Head moved her shoulders againg the chair back, made
an effort to amile “Aslong as | can dap the fees down in front of them, there€'s no problem. And as long
as you take Hunts no one ese wants” She ran her fingers through her short dlver har. “If you can
aurvive the next few years, the tightroping should be over. | don't say everyone will accept you, we're
not that kind of society, but for most you'll belong to Walff and we ve learned through hard times to take
care of our own.” She was dlent a moment, the bright blue eyes flicking nervoudy about the room until
she fixed them on Aleytys. “Dammiit, | want you to have that ship. | near busted my ass screwing it out of
those bugs, and getting the bonus confirmed in Council and put into the contract.”

“l goindonethistime?’

“Gray’s on Hunt. You know that.” Head rubbed at her nose. “Syhille s free” She grinned a Aleytys.
“Want to partner with Syhille?’

“You can't be serious?’ Aleytys chuckled. “Can you see that steel-clawed bitch sharing anything with
me, especidly a Hunt?” She flexed her fingers. “Smdl bloody shreds. Y ou've made your point. Let me
think about this If | can come up with a reasonable attack on the difficulties, I'll take the Hunt.” She
stood. “Let you know tomorrow.”

“Take these with you.” Head shoved the pile of fax sheets across the desk. “Summaries of what we
know about Nowhere and the Zangaree Sink. More about the Haestavaada and the Tikh'asfour.
Schematics of Haestavaada and Tikh'asfour ships. Dossiers on the better known Scavs, ligs of some
other names. Anything se | could come up with to help you out.”

Aleytys grimaced at the thick pile. “I'll let you know late tomorrow.” She rolled the shests into a
compact cylinder. “Thanks. A ship?’

“If you get the Queen to Davaks.”

“If.” Aleytys moved to the door, looked back at Head. *Think | can do it?’

“Yes”

Aleytys pushed the door open. “You better be right.”

Roha

Chapter 1.

Roha straddled the limb and scraped lines of sap into a reslient lump. She didn't like how dticky it
meade her hands but ignored that and popped the bal into her mouth. Wrapping her legs tighter about the
limb, she licked her fingers clean, then wiped them across her thighs. As she chewed the juices from the
sap, her head began to buzz. She worked back adong the limb until she fdt the trunk hard and cold
agang her skin, then let hersdf soften, fet her flesh begin to merge with the hardness between her thighs,
agang her back, with the whispering around her from the pendulant leaves. “Matakuat,” she whispered.
“Dream tree, tdl me ... tdl me ... tdl me the day. When is the day? When do we pull the peace sgpling
from the earth? The day. The day. The day. Mambila eats the sky. When is the lucky day day day day?
The day the day the day?’

She stopped her chant and looked up through the thin branches dropping like lines around her,
knife-blade leaves, fluttering and whispering louder and louder. She strained, trying to hear what they
sad, then relaxed again and looked up. To the west the sky was filmed by a webbing of light, a misy
cloud webbing, moving, cregping across the sky like a dime beast crawling over swamp water. She
blinked. The sky hazed out before her eyes into an echoing slver mirror. The hanging branches were



streaks of slver, shivering, shimmering slver, then an absence like an emptiness in the ar. The leaves
were tongues dark and light, then suddenly pierced with color glowing from within, a green-gold light.
Nearby animbo sang and the beauty of the song pierced her heart. She saw each individud note soaring
a her, gold darts coming up and over, they pierced her and she rgoiced, the joy so terrible it was a pain.

The leaves whispered to her. The soft uncertain wind that touched her skin was a wash of pae blue.
Thenight bent into curves of dark and light, into patterns. Patterns, everything was pattern, was fla and
gern, was dark and light, the patterns built and built, sound, touch, fed, dl patterns, stern and dark; she
was compressed, folded, held within, stretched out, a pattern hersdlf, feding the answer growing in her,
the name of the day hovering over her tongue. About to savor it, to rall it on her tongue and know it, she
was wrenched from her gentle contemplation. The sky broke over her, a terible terifying fireodl
shattered the dark and plunged down ... came down ... the sound tore her agpart, the light burnt her to
ash, the sound shook the world. She fdt the agony of the earth as the terrible thing struck. A glow
brighter than the sun burned the earth, burned her, fire crisped her skin, she screamed and when the pain
died a little she cried into the dark, “Help me, cousins. Bright Twin, Dark Twin, the Earth-womb calls
me. Mother Earth you cal me, you tdl me to find the thorn that has pierced you, struck you to the heart,
you cal me to find and burn the poison thorn.”

Her voice seized in her throat and she could say no more; she sat with her back pressed againg the
trunk, feding waves of evil coming from the burning thorn, waves that drowned her, made her gasp for
breath. She dutched at the limb and wept, saw her tears like drops of fire fdling, fdling, drying against
the cold earth, the earth sretching under her, turning strange, a mirror, a dark mirror. The tree pushed at
her, regjected her, the bark pushed her away, the limb bucked under her, pushed her hands away.

“Rohal” The sound drove into her, a stone blade dicng through her. It flayed her. She looked in
terror into darkness her eyes refused to pierce. “Roha” A sound, a tender sound. She loosed her hands
from the limb, glancing uneagly at them. The dark green skin was smooth and tight againgt flesh and
bone. She blinked, looked again. The haze of the sap was retreating, the darkness under the tree thinning.
A shadow baanced on the high tangled roots. She breathed in the warm flow of affection and concern
coining from the shadow. Retregting farther from her vison, she could bresthe and speak and perceive
agan. “Rihon, did you see it? Wait, I’'m coming down.”

Shaking and weaker then she liked, the patterns bresking before her, the patterns lurking in the
corners of her eyes, she groped through dream and dark for the dimbing rope, swung down it, the knots
her own fingers had made comforting to her, whispering comfort into her feet and fingers. Then she was
down, balancing on the air-roots, facing her brother. She held out her hands. Brother and Sster touched,
pam to pdm. More of the ache Ieft her. “Did you see it?” For a cold moment she wondered if it was a
dream; it was hard to know, sometimes, what was red and what the dream-sap conjured out of air.

“A grest light like a seed of the sun fdling.” Behind the calm in his voice was a touch of awe.

Roha shivered. “I saw the miglands take it.” She grasped his hands and held them tight. “Rihon, we
have to burn it. We have to go out there.”

“Roha, no.” He moved away from the trunk and jumped onto the hard-packed earth of the path. As
he turned, the Web-light painted dick gleams on the tilted planes of his face, underlining the worry that
wrinkled his forehead and thinned hislips. “We can't go there.” He helped her down. “The mislands?’

Roha hesitated, then hopped down beside him. Silent, thoughtful, she followed him as he turned away
and began waking down the path toward the village, his kin again giving back gleams of Web-light.

With the sap dill bubbling in her blood, she passed from the solid amdlls and touches of the forest
into a heightened state where she saw/heard/smdled everything around her with a terrible darity,
evaything around her, in front of her, in the layered leaves and soil beneath her feet, behind her back.
She saw everything, and findly when dl the intrusve sense impressons smoothed out, walked again
through the black and white patterns, the sound—patterns imposed on patterns, dashes of violent color
across the black and white,

Then Rihon took her hand again; the warm firmness of his skin pulled her back to redlity.

She trotted beside him, drding a matachun that dripped slent acid in a mig about its trunk, avoiding
a dow, cregping herd of many-legged tambi, bloodsuckers with miniaiure vines growing from their



rubbery flesh, vines that jerked out and wrapped around prey, mogly smdl rodents; she brushed aside, a
litle later, severa blundering puds, whose short broad wings whirred noisly as they wheded about
under the trees chasing giant buzzers and other large insects. There were thousands of insects making
soup of the night air, filling it with a vast hum; Roha s skin twitched congtantly and she tightened her nose
ditsagaing them.

She could hear the noise from the village before she stepped from the tree shadow a little behind her
brother. She caught hold of Rihon’s arm and stopped with him at the edge of the village, hidden from the
excited people by the shadow under one of the many ilt houses. The night breeze was blowing through
the thatched roof, rasng a whispery rudle a little louder than the insect hum. “Everyone's out,” she
muttered.

Rihon nodded. “The noise”

“l suppose 0.” She scowled at the arding people. Through the continualy shifting groups she could
see the Serk pacing restlesdy before a hedtily assembled bonfire, drdling about the Niong, her long thin
ams waving passionately while the Wan watched the Lawgiver as she argued with the scarred massve
mae who served the village as War-Leader. Mediator and judge, the Wan was an old neutered mde
with a lined gentle face and a skin paled to a green-tinged ocher. Roha leaned againgt Rihon and amiled
as she watched him; he was the only father she and her brother had known. She didn’t even know which
of the women was her mother. As soon as living twins hatched from a double-yolked egg, they became
the village luck, beonging to everyone, passed from woman to woman, fed the premasticated pap dl
babies got, given the best of everything the village had, given everything but a family of their own. Except
for the Wan who loved them and schooled them.

The Wan shifted the plaited kilt over his bony hips, stepped forward quickly as the Niong raised a
fig. With other Amar cirding behind him, hissng therr shock and disgpprova, the Wan placed a quiet
hand on the Niong's bunched muscle, met the glare of white-circled eyes with a cdm resolution. The
Niong backed off, dropped his hands and stood wating.

Roha glanced at the Mambila web. She sucked in a deep breath, smoothed her hands down over the
woven-grass kilt tied around her dim hips, looked up a Rihon. He took her hand and nodded.

Together they waked through the ring of ther people. The Amar were uneasy, moving about
condantly, taking in low short bursts, mothers sroking their infants in the birth dings that kept the
unformed hetchlings tight againg the skin. Other children ran about playing innumerable games of chase
and tag, disturbed by the fears they sensed without redly knowing what made them so restless, sl
yelow-green forms wriggling through narrow openings in their parents' groupings, gigdling and shouting,
wrestling, tumbling over and over in frenetic contests that passed rapidly from play to serious combat.
When the noise got too bad, afew adult maes left tharr groups and cuffed the fighters apart.

Aringing in her ears, the fever back in her blood, dinging to her brother’s arm, Roha moved dowly
asif agang a current in aflooding river, moved dowly through the Amar toward the fire.

Behind that fire by the Ghost House with its openwork demon cailing over the door and its
elaborately woven wals, the Haur-Amar, the village elders, stood muttering together. As Roha came up
to the fire, they started throwing confused questions &t the Serk and the Niong, demanding to know what
the light was, what it meant, what they should do.

Is the sun broke? Did it seed? Or did Mambila seed? The pale one, did she break the sky? The
floating ghosts, have they spawned a demon? Tell us what to do, Serk. Is there danger, Wan? Do
we attack, Niong? What do we attack?

The questions wove together in a hash of sound and the Three didn’t attempt to answer, only waited
out the storm. When the Elders saw Roha and Rihon they turned the spate of noise on them.

Roha, what saw you in the womb-tree? What was it struck mother Earth? What does it mean?
Isit dangerous, Rihon? Dark twin, tell us what you know. Bright twin, what do we do?

The Niong dived past the Serk and grabbed Roha's am. “The Day, Dark twin. You went to the
womb-tree to speak with Daughter Night, Earth’s mother. What did she say? When will uprooting the
peace branch bring good fortune to our war? The nuggar are swvaming, the tubers pile up in the
storehouse. The Rum-Feyl push & us. It stime. Time”



Roha stared at him. His face blurred, twisted, before her tearing eyes. The Fdling Fire had pulled her
away from the Tree too soon, the drug-sap ill running strong in her. The words the Niong ydled in her
face carried no meaning. They did off her like rain. His face spread and spread, his eyes glared, were hot
fireslike the firein the mistlands, the burning wound, the earth screaming to her of its pain, screaming so
loud the sound drowned the other sounds, the words and the wind and the crackle of the fire behind her.
She cried out in answer, the sound tearing her throat, screamed again and again, snatched her am from
the Niong's bruising grip, sumbled back from him until the heat from the fire brought her to a stop.
Extending her pale horn claws, she began to lacerate her chest, her eyes turning up until only the whites
showed, foam gathering at the corners of her mouth. Her screams deepened to howls.

Rihon bounded to her sde, flung out his arms, joining his howls to hers. He began swaying, then
danced around and around in a tight cirde until he tripped and fdl. Then he lay twitching on his back,
repeating over and over the hoarse meaningless cries.

The Wan whispered to the Serk, then the two of them pushed the babbling Elders and the crowding
fearful people back from the Twins. The Wan murmured to the Niong, persuading him to back off,
finding this easy enough because the Niong was badly shaken by the result of his words. He was garing
dack-faced at Roha who swayed back and forth, the blood dripping down her dick green skin, over her
prominent ribs, dong the narrow waist to pool againg the draw-cord of her kilt.

The Wan edged close to her, caught her arms, held them, his hands strong and gentle on her. Turning
her till he was behind her, hisams crossed over her bleeding chest, he held her tight againgt him until the
warmth of his body drove out the hysterica chill in hers. After severd minutes of immohility, she blinked,
sghed, then cried out as she fdt the pain of her scored flesh for the firgt time. She collapsed againgt him.

The Wan lowered her until she was lying beside her brother. She caught hold of Rihon's shaking
hand. He lay quietly, his eyes closed, his ragged bresthing dowing to normd, recovering as she did, the
link between them stronger than ever.

The Elders shuffled about in uneasy slence. That slence spread until even the screaming, jabbering
children grew quiet, stopped their games and dung together.

Roha opened her eyes and sat up, windng at the pain of her claw-wounds. As she looked around,
the people and the dying fire were elongated streaks of black and dlver, then redity came svimming
back to her. The Wan helped her to her feet, then reached out a hand to Rihon. “Water,” she muttered,
rubbing at the streaks of drying blood on her chest. “I need water.” Her tongue rasped over dry lips

The Wan turned from Rihon and looked around, then he jabbed a forefinger a a samdl boy who
edged unwillingly past his mother’ s legs and stood in front of her, scuffing one foot againg the dusty, dry
earth. “Tik-tik,” the Wan said, amiling with affection at the boy. “Bring me a gourd of water. For the dark
twin.”

The boy grinned and ran off. He came back quickly with the water, thrugt the gourd at the Wan and
retreated hadtily to his mother’s side.

Roha washed off the blood, biting hard on her lower lip as ar hit the tears in her flesh. She reached
out and took Rihon's hand, then looked past the Wan & the scowling Niong. “No,” she cried, her voice
ringing out over the dlent ill crowd; she turned her head, looking over cousins and friends, age-mates,
children, adults. “Forget the Fieyl.” She knotted her hands into fidts, feding the power rigng in her, feding
the exploding tenson rigng inside, feding these molded into words that leaped from her mouth like stones
flung a the fearful Amar. “Forget them. The pattern is broke.” She flung out her arms. “A thorn poisons
the Mother,” she cried, ssamped her foot on the ground, wheded around twice to face them dl. “I am
your pachi-siku, the dark Twin. My womb lies in the earth. From my womb was the earth created. She
cdlsto me, Mother Earth, Daughter Earth. She cdls. Sheis wounded to the heart. The bright evil poison
drips into her blood and bone.” She beat her fig on her chest, not feding the pain. Her eyes glared a
them but she didn't see them; she saw only a great bright thorn hanging in front of her. Flecks of foam
gathered a the corners of her mouth as she spoke. Beside her, Rihon's eyes had the same glare.

As s00n as she stopped taking, Rihon raised fised hands. Hame mirrored down his dick, sweating
ddes, firein his eyes, legping from him to the people, to the garing Rum-Amar, to his cousins and undes
and aunts, he gave a great bound and came down in front of Roha, his feet planted hard on the earth, a



great hoarse wordless cry tearing from his throat.

They were dl breathing together, young and old, even the newest and least-formed hatchling,
breething together until they merged into a many-mouthed, many-legged beast, Rihon's age-mates, mde
and femde, dapping at thar thighs and hooting in soft low pants as he roared, “I am your pachi-kilot, the
bright Twin, my seed is given to the earth, from my seed comes dl that lives, from my seed in the
beginning dl was made. The living on the earth-womb cry out, hed the Mother, draw the thorn from her
flesh. Takeit out. Out. Out.”

“Out! Out! Out!” the younglings chanted.

“Forget the Rum-Feyl. Forget them. Forget them.”

“Forget! Hunh! Forget! Hunh! Forget!”

“Into the mistlandd” Roha cried, linking her arm with her brother’s. “Draw the thorn. The mistlandd
The miglandd”

The Wan stepped in front of Roha, placed a hand on her shoulder. “Hush, Twin, you don't know
what you're saying.” When she tried to push his hand away, he shook his head. “Quiet, little one” he
murmured. His other hand closed about the water-worn greenstone hanging on a plaited cord about his
neck.

Roha closed her eyes. Besde her, Rihon fdl slent, stood shifting his weight from one foot to the
other; she could hear the scrape-scrape of his feet, and hearing it, she shivered, the fever draining from
her bones and blood as she swayed forward until she was dinging to the Wan, her cheek pressed againgt
the dangling stone.

He patted her shoulder, then let her fold down until she kndlt round-shouldered, her head hanging.
Rihon dropped to his knees alittle behind her. She could fed him there, dmost fed the wet warmth of his
breeth on the back of her neck.

With the Serk grim and dlent besde him, the Wan turned dowly, his eyes moving over the
haf-hypnotized Amar.

Out in the shadows cast by the dying fire, the beast of nose and mouth and hand broke apart, the
chanting and the thigh clgpping and chest beating died away urtil there was slence except for the buzzing
night insects, the rusling of the breeze through the thatched roofs, the hissng and muted crackling of the
fire Blinking dowly, his worn gentle face turned stony, the Wan searched the dazed faces of the Amar
until he saw the one he wanted. “Gawer Hith, come here”

The wiry old woman wriggled through the crowd and stopped in front of him, five young girls
clugtering dyly behind her, her apprentices who went everywhere with her, chanting with her under their
breath, intent on memorizing her words.

The Wan touched his talisman, leaned forward; his face close to hers, he murmured, “When the Serk
isfinished, Ing.”

The old Gawer nodded, understanding what he did not say. When the Wan stepped back into the
shadows to stand beside the glent frowning Niong, she moved to one side, her cluster of apprentices
hurrying to settle crosdegged about her feet.

“The Sacred Twins have said things to think about.” The Serk’s voice was resonant, produced from
deep in her chest, athroaty musc the Amar sirained to hear. “The Haur-Amar will meet to speak about
these things and touch the ghosts there.” She flung an arm up, pointing a the structure risng on long ilts
behind her. “With Serk, Niong, and Wan. And the ancestors dill in the Dark Twin's womb. You,
Rum-Amar, you stay and ligen to the Gawer.” She stepped back to join the Wan and the Niong, waving
ahand at Hith.

Asthe Elders and the others climbed the ladder and moved around the openwork spirit that guarded
the door, the Amar broke apart into family groupings and contested peecefully for seats around the
Gawer. Gawer Hith settled hersdf on a chunk of wood, took the samal drum from her neck and began
tapping her fingers over the taut skin, drawing forth a muted rettle that called those Stting in a shdlow arc
infront of her to silence. Roha Sghed and stretched out, her head on Rihon's knee.

Hith struck the drum more firmly, glanced up a the sky purang her lips a the creeping glow-web
obscuring more then hdlf the black bowl. The notes of the drum dowed, took on a more compdling



power.

In the beginning

In the beginning

There was Night,

she chanted, her voice deep and rich, dark and rich, sonorous and filled with portent,

The night she was cold

Black and cold

The night she was alone

The night she was filled

With nothing, with pain

The pain it grew

The pain it broke the night

the pain it shone, it burned

The pain it grew, grew

The clamor of the drum was a creeping of the skin, a cry of the terror that waited in the night, the
powerful voice was a shout of triumph, of joy

And it was a fire

And it was a sun

The sun he burned

Green and gold he burned

On the cool night he looked

The cool soft night he desired

The drumbeat dowed again; Hith chanted softly, so softly the Amar hdd ther breath to hear the
words gghing like awhispering in the wind

Night lay with Sun

Night burned with desire

Sought the seed of the sun

The first seed it was weak

The seed blew Against Night

Clung to Night

The drumbegt clamored, demanded, tapped faster, faster, fagter ... then dowed

Sank into Nothing

Brought forth Nothing

Lay upon the Dark

Burning on the Dark

The second seed

Grew and grew, moved

Across the dark, reaching

Touching, lines of fire

Reaching seed to seed in

A great and spreading web

Hith threw her head back, stared up at the web that obscured hdf the sky. She crooned the evil
name, then spat it out, hissed, growled,

Mambila
Mambila



Mambila

un shrunk small, small.

Threw hisfire into Night

Night burned great with Twins

Forth they came from Night’s Womb

Male and female they came forth

Dark and Bright they were

Full grown came they from the womb of Night

Holy Twins, the Holy Two

Hith stopped the chant, let her fingers brush and tap dowly on the drum until she had them breething
inunison again— in-out, in-out the Rum-beast breathed. She broke the rhythm with a sudden high shout
that brought answering cries from the Amar.

Night saw the Two

Night was pleased

Night celebrated the great birth

Night desired

Night desired more

from the Dark Twin she ripped the womb

From the Dark womb Night made Earth

Sone and water, soil and mist

From the bright Twin

From the shining one

Drew she forth his seed

Over the earth spread she the seed

The drumbegat was dower, the Gawer’s voice crooned, caught up the Amar, sang to the Amar until
the Amar sang to her:

From seed and womb came

Life that roots in the earth

Life that moves in water

Life that movesin air

Life that runs on four legs or six

From seed and womb came Rum

In the image of the Twins

Night made all Rum

Male and Female

Made she Rum

Bright and dark

Dark Twin, bright Twin

A mar’s luck

Amar Amar Rum-Amar

With the Amar echoing her, Gawer Hith ended on a high triumphant note ...

And fdl into silence. The Amar began irring, getting up, moving dowly, deepily toward ther high
house for the few remaining hours of dark. Hith dipped the drum back on its ding, amiled across a Roha,
let her apprentices hep her up, then she dso went off toward her house.

Roha lay with her head on Rihon's thigh, looking up a the sky where Mambila crept farther and
farther across the star-dusted black, hearing digantly the voices in the Ghost House, knowing they were
thinking up ways to keep her and Rihon out of the migtlands, knowing dso what she had to do. No
words were going to persuade her otherwise. This is what we were hatched twins for, she thought with
atouch of complacence. Rihon bent over her, senang her contentment. She smiled up into his dreaming



eyes and lifted her hand. He closed hisfingers around hers. Nothing else matters, she thought.

Chapter I1.

The Wan shook his head. “Not yet.”

Roha fidgeted with her kilt. “Why not? You tak and tak and nothing comes of it.” She threw back
her head and stared up at the sun, its greenish round aready floaing above the treetops. “The morning's
haf gone.” She leaned againg Rihon, needing his strength and unquestioning support. “We' re going to
go. You can't stop us. We're gaing to go, even if we have to go done”

“Roha, Roha” The Wan shook his head. “Y ou shout too loud of what you will do. Niong wants the
two of you put in a cage while he wars on the Fieyl. Serk hasn’'t made up her mind yet where she's going
to come down. If you push her, it will be on you. The Haur-Amar have near started a war of their own
over whether to follow the Niong or let you have your way.”

Rihon spoke from behind her, his hands tightening on her shoulders. “And you? Where do you
Sand?’

Roha waited with her brother for the Wan's answer. Though she'd threatened to go without aid, the
idea terrified her now that mornings had brought a cooling of her passion. Under her head she could fed
the pound of Rihon's heart and knew he shared her fear. We will go, she thought. WWe have to, but ....

The Wan turned away to gare a the hillowing clouds from the mistlands, snudgy domes of white
agand the blue of the sky. “There is nothing | can lean on, nothing like this has happened before. What
do | do, children? | have to think what's best for the Amar.” He spoke oftly, dowly. Roha had to grain
to catch hiswords. “I can't see my way.” He passed a shaking hand over the back of his head. “Evil, you
sad, Roha. | think you're right. See how it's split us apart, that thorn.” He turned to face them, a weary
old man, stooped under a burden dmaost too much for his strength. “One way or another, it will be
decided by nightfal. Be petient a little longer, Roha. It might be better for the two of you to leave the
village awhile so you don’'t make the trouble worse.” He waited for their nods, then walked toward the
Ghost House, his shoulders bent, hisfeet dragging.

Rihon sghed. “Damn thorn.” He caught Roha's hand and pulled her toward the trees. “Come on,
Twin”

They ran through the tangle of trees, ducking under the twitching ends of the seeker tendrils on a
mat-akul. Roha giggled, snaiched up a dead limb, teasing the tree with it, poking at the tendrils, giggling
agan as they closed blindy about it and drew it toward the egting hole in the trunk. Rihon snorted and
pulled her on.

They found a maza-circle and plucked severd of the fruits, wandering farther into the forest sucking
a the purple juice in the seed cdls under the tough rind. They spat out the smdl white seeds, soraying
them a wriggling yekkas and smdl klahts that moved like furry shadows through the underbrush, hunting
indirt, leaves and decaying wood for grubs and other crawlers.

Roha flung away the last of the husks. “Let’'s go see the Nafa As long as we're back before
sundown ...

Rihon kicked at a klaht scrambling past his foot, watching gloomily as it tumbled over and over, then
scurried off, squesking with terror. He glanced at her, moved to her sde and dtrolled dong with her.
“She makes me fed funny, long and skinny and pale. Like a mistlander without fur. And dl that hair on
her head. Who ever heard of a person with black hair? Black! Roha. | dill think she could be a demon.
Remember when she came? All those strange shiny beasts she had with her? Remember how they ate the
stone? Like a man eats a boiled tuber they ate the rock for her. And she couldn’'t even talk right until you
taught her. Worse than a new hatchling.”

Roha grinned. “Big hatchling. Put me on your shoulders and | could look her in the eye”

“You know whet | mean.”

“l do and | think it's slly. Poor little klaht, scared of anything bigger'n you.”

“Scared!” He grabbed for her.

Giggling, she ducked away, running from him through the trees, heading for the clearing on the edge



of the mistlands where the Nafa had dug a hole in the rock to live in ingtead of doing the sensible thing
and living high and cool in a ilt house with Sdes of woven grass that could be rolled up to catch the
wandering winds even in the hottest of days. Laughing, dancing ahead of Rihon, she circled the Nafa's
wal like a green shadow, her brother a weaving green shadow behind her.

The Nafa dimbed to the top of the wdl and sat dangling her legs over the edge. She watched them
quigtly, waiting with the cool measuring patience that fascinated Roha and exasperated Rihon. Her long
flat face was ill, her mouth curved into a dight amile, her round dark eyes fallowing them as they played
infront of her, as she sat waiting, dill as a carving, like the spirit figure Zuri carved for the Ghost House
door.

Roha grew tired of running. She stopped in front of the Nafa, stood there panting, sweat running
down the sdes of her face. She fixed her eyes on the Nafa in both fascination and revulson, aware of
Rihon behind her, saring over her shoulder at the woman, wanting her to go away. Roha gtirred. Eyes
dill fixed on the woman, she sdled three steps one way, ams swinging, three steps the other, ams
swinging. Abruptly she dropped to the ground, sat cross-legged before the woman, tilting her head back,
looking up at her.

The Nafa moved for the firg time, restless under the intengty of Roha's gaze. Her eyes moved past
Roha, rested a moment on stubborn, slent Rihon, then returned to Roha. She said nothing. She waited.

“Did you see the burning thorn?’ Roha asked suddenly.

The Nafa looked blank, lifted her eyes to the sky with its tracing of Mambila web, frowned, shook
her heed. “I don't understand.”

“There was afdling thing burning in the sky. It bedded in the mistlands last night. You didn’t see it?

“No.” The Nafa rubbed athumb dong her too-thick, too-soft mouth. “I was ingde. Busy. Tdl me”

“A big lignt fdling. A burning thorn. With a grest, terrible noise, the screaming of a demon big enough
to eat the world. Burning. Burning.” Roha began to dip into a heightened state; she stopped thinking and
only saw, fdt, chanted, saw the patterns forming, patterns ... Rihon kndt behind her, dasping her
shoulders. “Burning,” she whispered. She quieted, spat away the bits of foam dinging to her lips. “Evil.”

“How can you know that?” The Nafa's voice was quiet; her eyes searched Roha's face. Roha had
never seen her look so disturbed. Her long narrow, hands were plegting the soft shimmering blue cloth
she wore wrapped about her long thin body. “Wait till you look &t it. Don't ....”

“Itis evil!” Roha spat, the intengty of her bdief vibrating in the word. “Evil,” she repeated more
quigtly. “Evil.”

“Think, Roha. How do you know, how ..” The Nafa's voice grew wavery and digant like a
humming in Roha's ears. For a moment those words had no meaning. The pale, fla face shimmered
before Roha; she saw wavy gold lines undulating out from the Nafa' s head, mdting into the quivering air.
Roha sucked in great gulps of the damp air, tasted the sweet-sdlt tang of blood in it, tasted deeth in it.
The woman on the wall was ablue blur in her eyes. Something .... Something ... what was she saying ...
walt ... see ... aK ... ak why? ask wha? ... if it snot ... not evil ... not evil? “ No!” She jumped to her
feet, freaing hersdf from Rihon's hands. Wheding about, she ran blindly to the trees, running because
there was no way she could stand dill, running from questions she didn’t want to ask. Rihon ran behind
her; his concern reached out and enveloped her, drawing away the pan, giving her back certainty and
purpose. She ran until her Sdes ached with the pain of breathing, then threw hersdf, shaking and
exhausted, on a patch of grass, not bothering to beat out the life that crawled among the roots.

“Roha, dammit.” Rihon snatched her up and began dapping at the suckers that had aready attached
themsdalves to her. Then he held her away from him and stared. The suckers were curling up and fdling
away from her, dead. “What ...”

Roha looked down a hersdf. She lifted a sheking hand and brushed it across her face. “The
dream-sap,” she murmured. “In my blood. It killsthem. Hold me, Twin.”

She leaned againg him. Rihon was her anchor into the real world. He cooled her blood, brought her
peace. Even when they ripped her womb from her and he fdt her agony as his own, even then he stayed
with her, given her drength when it seemed she' d drain away, mdting back into the earth.

When she was cdm again, she walked away from him, moving up the dope of the mountain, dimbing



until she was high above the trees. She stopped, looked vagudy about, sat down on a rock. Rihon
stled besde her. He took her hand and hed it between his. Once again the earth was solid under her.

She looked down and could see the garden dlearings where the village women had burned away the
trees to make ther tuber plots. There were women and girls working among the tuber vines, others
shooing off nuggar trying to get past the fences. She scowled. “Too many nuggar.”

“You knew that.”

She moved her shouldersiirritably. “1 mean the Niong wants the war with the Rum Feyl. HEl use the
nuggar swarm to push that.”

“Maybe the Wan will say they can have the war-feast before we move againg the Thorn. It's a kind
of war, in't it?’

“It's what Wan and Serk say it is” She looked away from the village and stared a the Nafa's
dearing at the edge of the trees like a bad spot on amangy beast. “I ran farther than | meant.”

“Maybe you'll believe me now. About the Nafa, | mean.”

“It wasn't her made me run off.”

Rihon snorted and jumped up, looking down at her with disgust. “You just don’t want to admit it.
Why'd you run then, huh? Why'd you run?’

Roha sniffed. “1 wanted to. That’s why, brother. I'll run when | want to, if | want to. So?7’

Rihon turned his back on her, sweeping his eyes over the trees below. Suddenly he gave a dartled
exdamation and pointed. “Look.” He ran back to her and caught hold of her arm. “The village, Roha
Look.”

Men and boys were gathering in the space before the Ghost House, milling around, waving spears.

Roha sucked in a bregth. “The tree. Do you see the peace tree? Did they dig it up?’

“Waan't time” Rihon squinted, trying to make out details. “No fire. | don't seeit.”

Themilling throng broke apart, pouring from the village in small hunting bands.

Roha hugged her brother’'s arm. “Nuggar hunt, Twin. We're going, | know it, we have to be going.
They're going to hold a Karram for us, our own war-feast.” Her eyes moved on to the ralling clouds that
hid the floor of the distant basin and she shivered, her dation draining away. “The mistlands”

Chapter I11.

Roha cracked the bone and sucked out the marrow. Rihon Was stretched out beside her, a gourd of
pika-beer cradled in his hands, dtting upright between his ribs, rigng and fdling with each dow breath.
His head was propped up on a chunk of wood; he was amiling drowsly &t the dancing around the fire
Roha ran her tongue over the shards then dropped them on her brother’s head. Laughing, he shook them
off, then lifted the gourd, offering her a drink.

She swallowed a hit of the mudty bitter liquid, fdt the fermentation tingle alittlein her blood. She was
too tired, too sated with meat and drink for anything to gtir her deeply, even the thought of tomorrow’s
leavetaking. She picked through the depleted pile of meeat on the dab Stting on the ground by her knees,
found a bone with meset left on it. She tore off a mouthful and offered the rest to Rihon. He yawned,
grinned, began chewing a the bone.

A band of boys ran past, whooping, brandishing amdl bows with pointless arrows, short sticks with
fire-hardened points, herding squeding gigdling girls ahead of them, wredtling, bresking off to run some
more, twisting in and out of the dilts holding up the houses. Across the dying fire amdl girls formed into a
crcde damping round and round, chanting out the sah-sah beat. Near them, larger girls were
cross-dancing to a beat provided by others who clapped cupped hands on thighs as they squatted in a
crde around the dancers. In front of the Ghost House, most of the adults were gtting around Gawer
Hith, ligening to her chant the old tales. When one was done, they caled out the next they wanted,
pressing gourds of pika-beer on the old woman until she was swaying, blinking, propped upright only by
the young arms of her apprentices. Her voice was strong in spite of her age; she never missed a word,
even though she was very drunk. Late in the afternoon her voice findly hoarsened and the Amar let her
stop. She curled up on the ground where she’ d been Stting and went to deep, shoring nearly as loudly as



she' d chanted.

The day wound its dow way around fire and dance, pika-beer and burnt mest.

Toward sundown, when even the livdiest of the children were drooping and the adults staring deepily
a codsflickering toward death, Churr jumped to his feet and fetched three logs from the pile lad apart
beneeth the Ghost House. Holding them over his head, he ran with them to the dying fire and cast them
into the middle of the coas. Green and sappy, the logs started smoldering, then crackling and popping,
sending up gouts of smoke. Churr stood sucking in lungfuls of the aromatic smoke. The somnolent Amar
dirred, staggered to their feet and joined him in the blue migt, suffing up smoke greedily, expdling it
sucking in more, till they dl were reding, the sap-smoke sending them higher than the quantities of
pika-beer inthar bellies

Churr shook hisfists, howled. He was a tough man at the height of his strength, veteran of a handful
of Rum-wars, ambitious—he wanted to be the Rum-Amar’s Niong—with more skin patches than any
other men in the village. He wore the patches now, souvenirs of every man he'd downed, hand-szed
swatches of skin diced off over the heart, dried over afire, threaded like dangles on cords. They hung
around his neck, were tied in rounds about his biceps and made a long skirt, dangling to mid-thigh,
dgpping ftly againg his flesh with every move he made. He howled again and the others howled back,
beat on their chests, danced up and down in one spot, samping againg the earth, swaying back and
forth.

Churr shook afig inthe direction of the mistiands. “Hoating ghogts,” he roared. * Churr comes after
you. Churr! Churr will catch you by your tails and pull you from your skins” He dapped at his chest. “I
am Churr. With my spear I'll pierce you, with my arrows I'll stick you, you can’'t hurt me. | am Churr. |
am fagt as the wind. You won't touch me, floating ghosts, you can't caich me. I'll take your skin and
make me a mat to degp on. Come for me, I'll kick you into the sun and you'll burn and drop your
drippings on the migt-lands and the mistlands will burn with you. | am Churr, dancer of blood, | am
Amar’s Churr. Thereis no one like me. Look & me and be afraid. | am Churr.”

One by one the twenty men chosen for the mistlands raid legped to join Churr, adding their boast to
his The remaining Amar gave them a rhythmic background of grunts and hoots.

Floating ghosts can’'t eat me ... | will walk over the thinnest crust, so light is my foot .... will
walk over bog and boil without sinking ... I will eat the kinya-kin-kin, | will eat them before they
can eat me ... | will fool them .... | will walk on them .... | will crush them beneath my feet ... | will
feed Mother Earth with the blood of the kinya-kin-kin .... | will skin me a dozen mistlander
demons .... | will bring their skin home with me and cut it up for thongs to tie my spears .... by
myself | will kill the demon seed .... | will crush it ... | will pull the thorn from the flesh of the
Mother ....

No longer ligening, Roha cracked a last bone and sucked laaly a the marrow. The smoke that
eddied around her was beginning to dance in her blood. She let the bone shards drop to the ground,
swdlowed, yawned. Rihon was adeep, snoring alittle. She wriggled down, rested her head on his thigh.
Overhead, trails of migt crept from the trees, dipped past the roof peaks. The fire flickered, throwing red
light on the mig, turning it to tongues of flame. The chanting and boasting from the fire flowed over her as
she stared up at the widening Mambila web. “Mambila, Mambila, Mambilg” she whispered. “Mambila
Mambila” She yawned, did her hips back and forth over the ground urtil she was more comfortable,
then drifted into a deep deep.

The morning was crisp and cool, the sun 4ill velled behind the line of trees. Roha splashed water
from the wooden tub over her head and chest, beginning to fed dive again. She scrubbed the grease off
her kin and the stains of dried beer and tied on anew kilt. Stretching, yawning, content with hersdf, she
looked up and saw Rihon easing down the ladder from their house. He sumbled toward her, yawning,
grimeacing, rubbing at his temples, windng as morning light struck at his blood-shot eyes. With a grin, she
stepped away from the tub. “Dunk your head, Twin. You look worse than the nuggar.” She jerked a



thumb at the bones heaped in a greasy pile near the black ash of the bonfire.

Rihon came wobbling toward her. “Y ou don’t need to ydl.”

“Wasn't.” She flicked water into his face and ran off to the breakfast fire of the neighboring house.

She giiffed at the bubbling mush. “Is it done, Mama Zidli?” Sapping a her somach, diding her
tongue dong thin lips, she went on, “Got enough for Twin and me?’

The woman grunted, dipped a few dollops from her pot into a wooden bowl. “There” she sad.
“Need more, get it from another fire”

Roha looked into the bowl. It was about hdf full, more than enough for her but not for Rihon. She
visted more of the fires, collecting another bowl of mush and two mugs of loochee. As she trotted back
to her house, she spped at the strong infuson of chima leaves, the warm liquid cailing through her body,
washing out the last of the mids of deep.

Rihon was stting on the platform of the house, swinging his legs, waiting for her, his eyes fixed on the
bowls tucked into the crook of her arm. She looked up a him, then moved dowly and carefully up the
ladder, baancing her thin body without usng her hands. With a whoosh of rdief, she stepped onto the
narrow ledge and thrust one of the mugs a her brother. “Lazy klaht.”

He yawned and grinned up at her, reaching along arm for one of the bowls of porridge; he took the
mug after that and drank thirdily, gulping down the steaming liquid. As he dipped fingers into the thick
white mush and duffed it into his mouth, Roha settled hersdf beside him and began eating.

She was soon finished. After looking with disgust a the remaining mush, she dropped the bowl over
the edge. She stretched, groaned, then drained the last of the loochee and tossed the mug after the bowl.
Rihon was dill egting. She glanced a him, sighed, then went indde, brushing past the woven mats that
hung over the low opening.

Rihon's degping mats were crumpled in a hegp in one corner. “He never ....” Shaking her head, she
rolled them into a compact cylinder, tied them off and stowed them in a corner.

She looked around, wondering just what she should take with her on the raid. The winter robes hung
on a peg driven into one of the wal supports, jikkil skins glowing softly brown in the shadowed interior of
the house; they were soft and supple, pounded and chewed until they were as flexible as living skin. She
took the robes from their pegs and dropped them on the floor. Rihon's spear she dropped on his robe.
Stone knives for both of them, one on each robe. Then she added two leather pouches to the piles.
There was't much dsein the house; everything the Twins needed the village provided.

She waked out of the house, wondering what the Weti would bring this season. Working with
Gawer Hith, she and Rihon kept the Amar sane while Mambila ruled the sky. Though the web teased a
her mind it was no more upsetting for her than the drug-sap she swallowed continudly; for the others, the
time under the Mambila web was a time of madness, quiet or noisy madness. FHeyl and Zdish, Tandir
and Dangd, dl the tribes of the Rum, they lost many to the Mambila madness. But the Amar had the
Twins The Sacred Twins who seemed to absorb dl the madness. She looked up a the wisps of the
Mambila Web invading the day sky. Before long it would stretch across the whole sky, day and night.
Fifteen years, she thought. For fifteen Webs we've been Amar’s luck. She touched her brother's
shoulder. When he looked up, she said, “Look indde, seeif we should take anything else. | don’'t know.”

He shrugged. “Why should we take anything?”

“Thisis different, Twin.”

Rihon got rductantly to his feet and ducked through the door. Roha sat on the platform, swinging her
feet, watching the men gather in front of the Ghost House, moving about Churr.

She was dill watching when Rihon came out and dropped a neatly tied rall in her lap. “Good
enough,” he said. “Pouches for food?’

“Yes” She smoothed her hand over the leather, surprised alittle to see it sheking. Rihon kndlt beside
her, grasped her shoulder. She leaned her head againg his arm and drew in along shuddering breath.

Churr left the twenty at the Ghost House and marched across the ground to them. He stopped by the
ladder and looked up. “It'stime” His eyes shifted to the sun jud rigng over the trees, came back to
Roha “Where, Twin?’

“Padt the Nafa swadl,” Roha blurted. “ Straight on into the mistlands from the Nafa's place”



Churr said, “Get trall food at the Ghost House”

Amar children trailed behind them, skirmishing in mock battles, whooping, dancing, giggling, excited
to the point of incoherence. At the fird garden patch Churr turned on them, snarling his annoyance,
sending them ydling back to the village. In the roughly circular clearing women and girls rested on their
stone hoes, watching them move padt, cdling out encouragement. They came to the edge of the dlearing,
daing after the raiding party until they passed out of Sght among the trees.

When she came from under the trees, Roha glanced to her |eft The Nafa was Stting on her wall, her
long legs dangling over. The cloth she wore wound around her was red today, with a wide gold border
that caught the sun and glittered, sending dazzles into Roha's eyes. She looked away, not liking the things
she thought she saw in the woman's face.

At the edge of the downdope she stopped. Churr scowled; with an impatient jerk of his hand he
urged her on. When she didn't move, he brushed past her and began picking his way down the easy
dope. Roha stared at the tendrils of mist. Felt the fingers of mig touching her face, cailing around her
ankles, spirding around her body, beckoning her, whispering to her through the pores of her skin. She
was frozen with terror. She couldn’t take the first step down. She closed her eyes and stood shaking.
She was afraid. She couldn’t move.

Rihon moved up close behind her, pulled her back againg his chest, hed her until his warmth
warmed the chill out of her. He was her anchor, he steadied her. When her trembling stopped, he took
her hand and led her onto the dope into the mistlands.

Chapter 1V.

Roha rubbed dowly a her arm. The mig rolled about the gravelly open space of the camp area,
thick and thin like smoke, changing until she saw beasts and demons form and dissipate as it blew past.
She was tired. Hour on hour winding past singing bushes, dert for things that could legp out a them,
searching the migts for the floating ghosts, stretched, draining, dl this had sapped body srength and
nervous energy. In the center of the dearing, two of the men were turning over rocks and girring through
the gravd, killing whatever ran out. Rihon and the others were hunting for amdl game out in the migts
somewhere. Roha rubbed harder a her forearm, began scratching at amdl bubbles in her skin where
she' d brushed againgt a Strange bush with leaves of a green so pae it was amos white and wide purple
vens

Her head jerked up as afumerole beside her spat up spurts of sulphurated steam. She moved away a
few steps, drding around a scraggly bush, moving nervoudy under the spreading limbs of an dmost
ledfless tree, feding dien here, feding the animds and plants watching her, disruding her. Her feet were
noisy on the gravel, noisy even on the tufts of Hiff, short grass growing up through the grave, scattered
haphazardly around the dearing, scratching her whenever she stepped on them. She circled the open
space, too restless to St, even to stand ill. Mambila web was stronger in the sky and beginning to work
in her. She watched the two Amar dirring the gravel a minute more, then wandered about a large pile of
rock to stand beside the hot spring, watching purple bubbles pop and pae purple migs glide across the
seething water. The pile of rock was thick with smdl tight dumps of poisonberry whose plump purple
berries had been dropping into the water and cooking there for uncounted years, turning the water into a
thick soup that sent up sweet enticing odors which had trapped many of the migland creatures. Bones
were scattered thickly among the rocks and severd putrefying bodies lay hdf-in, haf-out of the water.
She poked amlessy around the pool, avoiding with some care the drifting poisonous vapors. On the far
dde a patch of bright green grass was ruffling softly in the dight breeze, looking like a piece of her own
forest. She stared at it, wanting to step in the middle of the grass, to liedown init, torall init. A quiver in
the bushes by her feet drew her eyes away from the green and sent her back a step, didodging a stone
that rolled toward the bush. A amdl furry beast burst from cover and scrambled franticaly away, blind to
where it was going, running at full speed into the patch of green. About a foot from the edge he sank out
of sght. Cautioudy Roha moved closer, leaning over alittle so she could look down on the place where



the beast had disappeared. Strands of grass had been shoved aside or torn loose to wave roots like
white worms in the air above a gray dime. Grass moved to cover the open place; there was no dgn a 4l
of the beast, not even a disturbance in the dime. When the smooth blanket of green was intact once
more, Roha swalowed, shivered, turned her back on the grass and its harsh reminder of migt-land's
treachery. She stared into the mig, fdt the eyes of the life around her, waiting, watching, hodtile, fdt the
poison in the leaves reaching for her, stared into the mig and fet Earth's pain cdling to her, flowing up
through the soles of her feet into her legs. Behind her she could hear the bubbling of the poison spring and
the heavy plop-plop-schloop as the larger bubbles burst and sank back into the thick liquid. The voices
of Amar reached her; the hunting party was back. She heard Rihon laughing. Darkness was lowering
through the mig, drifting down with a strange downess meeting an equa darkness cregping up from the
ground.

“Rohal” Rihon's voice broke her from her parayss and she hurried back toward the campsite,
watching carefully where she put each foot, hating this land, this treacherous dangerous land.

The campfire was a chearful crackling in the center of the clearing. Severd of the Amar were seated
apart, skinning and gutting the animals the hunters had brought back. Roha glanced at these, wondering if
anything in this place could be wholesome. She was at once troubled and relieved to recognize a scrawny
nuggar and some kissuni, smal succulent hoppers with round mobile ears and extravagant hind legs, she
looked fearfully at the firm red mesat, wondering if it too could concedl some trap beneeth its familiarity.
The hunters looked unconcerned; one was humming softly as his knife diced the skin from a large kissun.
She moved away dowly, went to Rihon who was standing by the fire, holding his spear, looking satisfied
with himsdif.

“l got anuggar.” He showed her the bloodstains on the spear’s stone point and on its shaft. “Sent it
dl the way through.”

Roha touched the dark stain. “Y ou're sure they're dl right to eat”

“Hunh, Twin, don’t be aklaht.” Grinning chearfully, he turned her favorite epithet back on her. “Mesat
iSmeat.”

She looked around. “Where's Churr?’

“Soouting around. Making sure no kinyakin-kin are heading toward us. Or floating ghosts. They're
supposed to come out with the dark.”

“l know that,” she muttered. “Everyone knows that.”

Rihon butted his spear in the graved then dropped a hand on her shoulder. She pressed her hand
down on his, the pool of warmth steadying her. “What's wrong, Twin?’ His voice dropped dmos to a
whisper. “Did you see something?’

“l don't like this place.”

“Who does?’ He hugged her, then pushed her away. “You'll fed better with some food in you.”

Roha leaned againg Rihon, taking strength from him as she had so many times before. The fire had
burned down to a hegp of cods, the living red forming image after image across the dead black. She
followed these with dreamy eyes, hypnotized into a drowsy comfort by the shifting patterns. In the
dearing around the Twins many of the Amar were adready adeep, rolled tight into their deeping leathers,
their heads covered, thar toes naked to the darkening night. Two guards strolled about the dearing
taking briefly when they met, glancing now and then a the Twins

Yawning, Roha shifted away from Rihon and lay back, her head regting on her own robe, ill rolled
in a tight cylinder. The knotted mig overhead was lit from below by the remnant of the fire and from
above by the greenish light from the Mambila Web. Through the thinner stretches of the low celling she
could make out the tracery of the Web. Scratching absently at the fading rash on her am, she closed her
eyes and turned her atention inward, trying to read the strength of the fever in her blood. Too tired to
concentrate, she abandoned the effort and stretched her legs out, so that her soles were toasting by the
fire. Yawning again, blinking dowly, she watched the mig thicken and thin as the breeze teased at it.
Drifts of bubbles, a few a fird, then more and more came bouncing past, things seen only by the
emptiness they made in the thicker parts of the mid. For severa minutes she watched those emptinesses
bobble over her, then she poked Rihon in the Side. “What's that? Up there.” She pointed.



Rihon jerked, blinked, startled from a haf-doze. “Wha ...” He looked up, falowing the point of his
sgter’'s finger. The bubbles startled him; he jumped to his feet and poked his finger & one. “Cold.” He
dropped beside her, stretched out, moving his robe-roll until his head was comfortable. He took her
hand. “Funny.”

The mig over them continued to blow into knots and disspate into fine vells. Roha's eyes grew
heavy as she watched the bubbles gyrate.

A firebdl arced suddenly across the sky, so bright it burned through the mis. Roha gasped and
clutched a Rihon's hand. Ancther firebal appeared and went down. And another. Within a dozen
heartbeats, dl three were down and dark. Roha trembled, gasped, rolled over and pressed her face
agang Rihon's chest.

He lay dill, smoothed his hand over the satin curve of her head, down her trembling back, over and
over until she stopped sheking and lay heavily and slently on him. After a minute more she moved from
under hisarms and lay on her back staring up a the swarming spheres of nothingness dusgtering over her.

“Roha?’

“l don't know. | don’t know. Maybe it's the same.” She closed her eyes, pressed the heds of her
hands againg the lids, feding the hard round under the skin. “I don’t fed ... no, not the pan, not .... |
don't know.” She dropped her hands to her sides.

“All right, Twin.” He took her hand. “Never mind. Wdl take care of the Thorn fird, then well see
about the Seeds.”

He sat up, reached around behind him for the robe-roll. “Go to deep, Twin. We got a long way to
go tomorrow.”

Roha sighed, sat up, winced. “My head aches.”

HS@-”

Roha sniffed. “Easy for you.” She watched as he spread out the leather robe and began raling
himsdf in it. When he was 4ill, breathing steadily, she sighed. Her head was throbbing and there was a
sour taste in her mouth. She was exhausted, her body ached, her mind swam restlesdy in deep fatigue,
but she was't deegpy any longer. She watched the fire where most of the red had died, wondering if she
should gtir it up. Fndly she lay back, her head pillowed on the rall, leaving the fire to finish dying.

The floating bubbles swvam more thickly than ever. She found their constant erratic mation confusng.
Unlike the fog they moved againg the direction of the wind—as if clusters of soap-weed bubbles moved
agang a stream'’s current. She watched more dosdy to see if what she thought she saw was redly
happening. Two of the empty spheres bumped suddenly. Bumped and merged. The emptiness was larger
and she saw threads hanging below it, hair-fine filaments dmogt as transparent as the bubble above.
More of the bubbles bumped and merged. The sphere of nothing doubled and tripled in Size, the dangling
filaments longer and thicker until they were as big around as her fingers. She sat up. “Hoaing ghods”
she whispered. Shaking, she reached toward Rihon as the ghost drifted toward her, the dangling tendrils
like the limibss of the mat-akul seeking her, twitching up at the tips, reaching for her. She closed her fingers
hard on Rihon's am, pulled a him franticaly, terror dosng her throat. Across the dearing the two
guards were taking quitly, their backs to her. She tugged harder.

Rihon came muittering out of his leathers, angry at being disturbed from a deep deep.

Roha was sheking and moaning, unable to move. A huge emptiness hung over her, tendrils fdling
down around her head. She sat open-mouthed, tears sreaming down her face, feding the ghost reaching
into her head, drawing her out, sucking her out, peding her out of her shell of flesh.

Rihon snatched up the spear lying by his Sde, dashed it through the emptiness hovering above his
sgter. He cut itin haf. The two haves closed up unharmed, began to merge once more. Roha cried out
then, a terrible hoarse scream that tore at her throat. He dashed again, whipping the stone point of the
spear through and through the emptiness until the large sections of the ghogt split into smdler and smaler
pieces, dashed again asthey tried to merge. Roha screamed and shuddered, plucked at hersdlf, feding as
if her bones were coming out of her skin, as if her skin was on fire. Whirling the spear through and
through the space over her head, Rihon forced the hobbling smdl ghosts back.

Roha lifted a hand, lifted the other; the burning passed away from her. She looked around, gasping in



great mouthfuls of the damp air, sheking so hard she couldn’t talk. The two guards were running toward
her, spears held ready as they sought the thing that had frightened the Twins. Rihon was swinging his
gpear wildy through the fog, trying to drive off the last of the empty spheres. Roha snatched up handfuls
of coarse gravd and flung them at the ghodts, not caring that the stones struck the guards aso. The
bubbles retrested farther.

A guard's hand closed around her wrigt. She looked up, her eyes wide, a trace of foam a the
corners of her mouth. “Hoating ghosts” she hissed and pointed a the tiny bubbles. “They grow and
grow and suck at you.” She wrenched her hand free and caught up another handful of gravel. With an
exdamaion of horror, the guard ran to join Rihon, his companion following, puzzied but willing to fight
whatever was attacking them. Together the three of them drove the ghosts from the clearing.

Roha leaped to her feet and whedled into an impromptu dance of triumph to a wordless song of
gladness. For the moment she was ecdtatic with the joy of being dive and whole within herself. Rihon and
the guards joined her, laughing and begting the butts of their spears agang the ground. When she spun
bresthlesdy to a stop, Rihon dapped his pams on his chest over and over, chanting, “Hoding ghods,
floating ghogts, we are the Twins, the Sacred Twins. You can't hurt us, you can't swdlow our spirits. Let
your nothingness vanish before us. We laugh a you. We spit at you. Ho!”

Ameb shifted his spear from hand to hand; he'd run to Rihon's ad without much thought, now he
looked a bit sheepish and puzzled. “Little bubbles in the mig?’ He did his eyes to meet those of Dunun,
the other guard. “Hoating ghosts?’

Roha saw therr disbdlief. For the Amar, floating ghosts were the most horrible of monsters, creatures
unkillable that sucked the souls from the bodies of helpless, hapless warriors foolish enough to venture
within the migts. For generations no one had seen them, no one redly knew what they looked like. Ameb
and Dunun could hardly believe that tiny emptinesses in the migt were those dead beasts, even when the
Sacred Twinstold them so.

Rihon dammed the butt of his spear impatiently againg the ground. “They come together,” he sad
loudly. “There was a bubble hanging over Roha. A bubble bigger than your two heads together, with
roots like the seeker tendrils of the mat-akul wrapped around her head and shoulders”

Chilled and nauseated by the memory, Roha clasped her hands over the curve of her skull. “It was
sucking.” She swdlowed and swalowed, shuddering until she could hardly stand. “It was sucking my
soirit from my body.”

Dunun glanced uneesly upwards, checking the mig for the amdl empty spheres. The horror in
Roha s voice had convinced him more than Rihon's explanation. Ameb 4ill looked skeptica but he too
glanced up from time to time.

“Watch for them,” Rihon said quietly. He rubbed his hand hard across his face. “When they're little,
they can't hurt aRum. If you let them get big ....”

The guards nodded, then moved off, dividing their atention now between the ground and the migt
over their heads.

“You should deep.” Rihon touched Roha s arm. “The guards will watch better now.”

“You think so?’

“I know they will. Come.” He led her back to their abandoned robes. He untied hers, spreading it
beside his own. Then he lay down, pulling her down with him until she was lying beside him, her head
resing on his upper a'm, her body fitting between the curve of hisarm and his side.

In afew minutes she was warm and relaxed but sill not deepy. She heard his bregthing even out, fdt
his muscles dacken as he dept, but she ill could not folow him into deep. She stared up a the
mist-obscured sky. Fireballs, she thought. Three of them, smaller and dower than the falling thorn.
They came down ... where? Behind us. By the Nafa's house. The Nafa. One morning she was
there, suddenly there, out of nowhere she was there. For the firs time Roha thought to wonder where
the Nafa had come from, this being who was so different from everything se she knew. Where did she
come from? Roha ran the tip of her tongue over dry lips. Did she ride fire down from the sky? The
thought came suddenly to her, driking her like a fig in the face. She gasped a the newness of it, the
horror of it; it was a terribly upsetting thought. She screwed her eyes tight shut and turned her face into



Rihon's sde. He doesn’t like the Nafa. He never did. She breathed deeply, taking pleasure in the
drong sdty sndl of his body. Maybe he's right; maybe she is a demon. She's always asking
questions. Like she doesn’'t know how people live. Why doesn’t she know how people live? When
she cane ....

On the second day after the Nafa appeared, Roha crept from the shelter of the trees to stare a the
new wall. The srange creature was dtting on the wal, watching her. It was soft, a pale brown like the
weathered sandstone high on the mountain side. It had a thick mane of blue-black fur on its head, fur that
moved lightly in the breeze. 1t was wrapped in a long thing like a srip cut from the sky. Roha was
fascinated by the shimmering blue. She wanted to touch it to seeif it was as smooth and soft as it ooked.
She waked dowly toward it though Rihon tried to hold her back. She jerked free and dowly
approached it. It sat very ill on the wall, waiting with a patience that soothed her pounding heart. It
spoke and she knew it was a person. A quiet series of sounds came from its mouth. They had no
meaning for Roha but they cooled the heat in her blood. She'd hed hatchlings briefly when their mothers
needed freedom for a moment; she'd fdt the tiny humming of them againgt her skin, fdt it enter into her
S0 deep that she wept without knowing why; the stranger’ s sounds were like thet for her.

Questions, always questions, Roha thought. Why do you have wars when the nuggar swarm?
How do you burn out new clearings when the old wear out? Why did they burn the houses each
time they moved the village? Why did they build their houses on stilts? What did they think of the
Mambila Web? Tell me your stories. How did the world begin? Questions. Questions. Questions.

Roha sghed, then pulled the end of the leather robe over her head. In the warm darkness she let her
eyes close. Words moving dower and dower through her weary mind, she drifted findly into a deep

deep.

Chapter V.

For three days the Amar fought through the mistlands. The floating ghosts were more and more
persstent in their svarming; the Amar got little deep, spent their days swinging a bubbles, dodging away
from seeking tendrils. One Amar dodged into a heavy bush and died with a hundred tiny darts in his skin.
Ancther stepped onto a patch of bright green grass and sank before he could be pulled ouit.

On the morning of the third day, Roha rounded a dump of rain-trees and saw a great round egg
looming through the mist. A grey egg higher than ahill .... or aseed .... Roha stared, a pulse drumming so
loud in her ears she didn't at first hear Churr speak.

“Isthat it?" he repeated, pulling a her arm. “Is that what we're after?’

She licked her lips, stared a him blankly until the meaning of his words findly reached her. “Yes”
she whispered. “Yed” she cried. “Yes, yes, yes”

The Amar fighters spread out in an arc on ether sde of the Twins. Churr nodded briskly to Roha,
then whistled a double note. The warriors started moving cautioudy forward, keeping the arc as smooth
as possible, usng brush and rock piles as cover, watching a the same time for the many dangers from
plants and the earth itsdlf. Pushing Roha behind him and ordering her to stay there with Rihon, Churr ran
forward and took his place in the center of the line Drifting like shadows across the ground the Amar
crept toward the Egg.

Roha clutched Rihon's hand, saring at the Egg. She took a step forward. Rihon tried to pull her
back. She looked a him. “I have to.”

“Roha, you've got no business interfering with Churr.”

“l won't. Rihon, come on, we can't see anything back here.”

He shrugged and let her go, falowing quielly dong behind, ready, she knew, to catch her if he
thought she went too far. She ran ahead on quiet feet until she was close behind Churr.

He kndt in the shade of a liggabush, smilar enough to the hedthy ones outside to seem safe. The
Ama kndt besde him in thar circdle lying hidden outside a broad dearing. Roha stopped, excited and
afrad. She looked about and saw billows of stone cast up beside a seaming pool. She touched her
hands to her face, wondering if she dared. Behind her Rihon grunted. He set her to one side and marched



past her. After kicking lightly at the glassy stone, he started dimbing until he lay stretched out on the top.
For amoment he looked down the far side, then beckoned to her.

Roha scrambled up beside him and looked down.

The Egg was lad on its long axis, part buried in a cast-up mound of earth. Behind it a geyser was
sending up gouts of steam and sulphur vapor that pilled over the bulge of the Egg, condensing on the
shdll, gaining the maite gray surface ydlow and green and brown in long uneven streaks. The wind
shifted alittle, carrying to Roha's nose the stench of sulphur and another odor, acrid and abomingble; it
clogged her throat, brought her claws arching out of her fingertips Her ears flickered and her nose
flattened. A cold rage rose in her. She could hear breath snorting in and out of Rihon's nose and fed the
same rage cold inhim. She growled deep in her throat, heard the same purring growl from Rihon.

There was a gaping round hole in the shell, somewhere around the middle, and in that hole stood a
demon. It moved its head dowly from side to side, round black eyes dlittering even in the dim diffused
light coming through the mist. Hard bulges a the bottom of the face moved and clicked, then it came out
of the hole, baancing awkwardly down the planks danting from the lip of the hole to the ground. Its
middle two arms were folded tight againgt its bulky hard chest, the upper two arms stretched out for
balance. It walked bent forward, moving with an unssemly bouncing gait. Severa others came from the
hold behind it. One stayed behind, standing in the hold, watching its felows, dutching a long snaky tube
inits lower pair of ams. One of its upper ams was braced againg the edge of the hole.

As the demons spread out and started gathering leaves from the bushes outlining the dearing, a last
demon came scuttling from the ingde of the Egg. It looked franticaly about then crouched at the feet of
the ganding demon. It seemed to be trembling as it pressed back againg the dander’s legs. Roha fdt a
blagt of anguish and was momentarily confused, but the feding didn’'t last and she went back to glaring
angrily at the creatures.

The demons moving around the clearing were picking up grubs from the earth dam thrown up around
the ship, sripping leaves from bushes that dung to life though most of their roots had been pulled loose
from the earth by the bulk of the Egg. The demons didn't seem to care what they took. They plucked
leaves and berries from poisonberry bushes, brushed casudly past the darters ignoring the poppings and
the darts that spanged onto their hard skins and glanced off harmlesdy. Roha watched, tense with
expectation, waiting for the demons to discover the crouching Amar, but that didn’'t happen. The glittering
black orbs never seemed to look beyond the gripping pincers at the end of their middle arms. She stared
a the demons, hating them, refusing to accept the life Sgnds she was getting from them. She dragged her
claws over the rock. Hideous, evil; Mother Earth was crying out to be relieved of them. She shivered
with the pain of that cry, refusng to admit that the greet cry came from within the Egg indtead of the earth
beneath.

A thrice-repested whistle dhrilled across the clearing.

Churr legped from cover, whooping, “Mar! Mar! Amar! Mar!” The warriors followed him, running
a the demons. Roha grabbed Rihon before he could move, hdd him beside her. He was angry, hissed a
her. She cried out as his claws raked the skin on the back of her hand, drawing blood.

“Roha” Anguish filled his voice, but he pulled free anyway and started down the rock.

“Don't leave me” He ignored her cry and jumped down, then ran for the clearing. Roha scrambled
after him.

In the dearing Churr planted his feet, threw the spear. A demon went down, pierced through the soft
Y on its chest where the hard plates met. It swayed, then fdl with a dashing of limbs ar whidling loudly
through the holes on both sides of its chest.

Ydling, screaming, releesing her rage and confusion in a furious but useless series of actions, Roha
ran through the conflict, gtriking at hard bodies, pulling a multi-jointed arms, pushing, going round and
round the open space.

More demons fdl. They seemed curioudy hdpless, stunned by the attack. Many of them froze.
Others struck dumsly at the spears or a the Amar warriors.

There was a chittering, excited and hill from the figure in the hole. The demons broke away as best
they could and ran diffly but with surprisng speed toward the hole. When they were near the Egg, they



went suddenly down on their bulging faces. Before the Amar could react, the demon in the hold pointed
the end of the tube a them.

Fire streamed from the end of the pipe. The demon moved the fire-stream across the front of the
attackers. Amar fdl without a sound, the flesh burned from their bones. Behind them, other warriors
dhrieked as they caught the wash of the fire. They fdl to the earth, ralling over and over, trying to smother
the searing pain. The demon began to swing the tube back.

Churr snatched at the spear quivering in a demon body beside him. He twisted it loose and flung it at
the demon in the hole. The spear caught one of the upper arms at the joint between am and shoulder,
carying the am away into the blackness of the hole. With a hissng cry, the demon fdl back. The tube
was wrenched from its pincers and fdl fla, its fireflow stopping.

Agan before the Amar, even Churr, could react, the falen demons scrambled to ther feet and ran up
the planks into the Egg, carrying the injured demon with them, leaving the crouching trembling demon
behind. It snatched at the tube.

Churr whistled. The Amar who could ill walk or crawl ran back into the misgwal and out of sght
among the bushes. For a moment, the stream of fire followed them, then it was gone. Running wildly,
whimpering and hysterical, seeing the black and white patterns again, running heedless of where her feet
landed, Roha fled the clearing.

Rihon caught her and held her while she struggled and cried out, foam gathering on her lips. When
she quieted alittle, he led her back to a spring and sat her down beside the hot, clear water. The damp
heat seeped into her, relaxed her, leached away the excitement which softened into grief. She began
aying quietly, mourning the dead and the dying.

Churr came to them. “Twins, the dead wait you. And the dying.”

Roha looked up at him. She closed her eyes, reached out blindly. Rihon took her hand, hed it tight in
his “We have to do this, Twin.” He hugged her. “We have to.”

“Yes” She opened her eyes, extended her hand to Churr. He lifted her to her fet, took the stone
knife from the ding by her sde and presented it to her. Roha grasped the hilt This was her business, this
was something she owed her people. Gravely she raised the hilt of the knife to touch her lips. She'd done
this mercy before. Done it in every war since she was old enough to wak on her own.

With Rihon following her, his hand on her shoulder, she waked to the place where the dead and
wounded waited her. Those in a haze of pain lay twising on the earth, moaning, screaming. One was
crying out repeatedly, not loudly, but without ceasing. The sound broke through her hard-won cam; she
started trembling, nearly dropped the knife. Rihon's fingers tightened on her shoulder and strength flowed
into her from him. She sucked in a deep breath and kndt beside the whimpering man, sickened by the
gench of charred flesh. His face was burnt terribly, the white bone of his cheek showing through. She
spread her hand out just above his heart, not able to touch him because of the burns there. Rihon
dropped beside her and touched the fingers that held the hilt of the knife. With her brother echoing her,
Roha cried, “Bright Twin, Dark Twin, Earth receivel” She drew her knife quickly across the suffering
man' s throat, leening back to avoid the brief spurt of blood.

They moved on and kndlt by each of the other dying Amar, giving their quick surcease from pain,
sending the Amar souls back to the Dark Twin's womb to await rebirth.

FHve of the raiders were burnt beyond recognition, their bodies hauled at some risk from the clearing;
ax men died under the mercy knife, four had scattered burns and two more had bones broken by demon
blows. Roha touched the living, drew ther pain into hersdlf, then she went away from them, back to the
bubbling pool. She sat on the warm earth and let that warmth draw the pain from her.

Rihon came quietly to her and sat beside her to stare with her into the bubbling water and watch the
lines of steam dancing up off the surface. Roha reached out. Rihon closed his fingers around hers. They
st in slence, Idting the horror of the day dide away from them. Behind them the sounds of digging went
onand on.



Chapter VI.

Roha lay beside Churr behind a thin screen of scraggly brush, the mig dirculating duggishly above
them, watching the barricaded hole in the side of the Egg. Churr’s face was drawn into griim lines the
scar that ran from the corner of his eye to the edge of a nodril was pulang pae and dark. Roha wriggled
uneadly in the dight hollow her body had pressed in the maoss, making the leaves above her shake with a
papery whispering.

Churr’s hand fell heavily on her shoulder; he hissed a warning. She pointed and he snapped his head
around. A demon form showed dimly behind the barricade. Its bulging eyes moved dowly over the glent
brush and wdl of mig, then it drew back into the darkness. For severa minutes nothing happened, then
part of the barricade was pulled asde and more of the demons appeared in the opening. They came
bouncing down the planks, heads tumning warily. In the long narrow three-fingered hands of their upper
ams, two of the demons carried spears sdvaged from the Amar and the bodies of faled demons. Two
more carried gathering bags. Their stubby antennas twitched congantly, their round bulgy heads turned
and turned, the bulges below their four eyes chewed continudly, producing clicks and chitterings that
grated on Roha's ears. Her claws came out again as ther biting acrid scent clogged her nodtrils. They
trotted across the dlearing to a group of bushes that dill had most of their leaves and smdl sour fruits.

Churr reached out, touched Duagin, the warrior next to him, on the shoulder, then moved his finger in
ashort arc dong the line of brush, jabbing it findly at the cluster of demons. Duagin nodded and rose to
his feet. He darted dlently through migt and brush, disgppearing before he'd gone more than a dozen
steps.

A moment later Duagin burst from the brush, took three quick steps, cast his spear a one of the
foraging demons, then ran back into the brush.

Churr cursed under his bresth. One of the guard demons moved with surprisng speed, thrust the
spear it hdd into the path of the flying spear and deflected it just enough so that it only scraped dong the
hard skin on the shoulder of the gathering demon. There was some excited dicking and chittering, then
the demons returned to the collection of leaves and fruit. One of the guards creaked over and picked up
the deflected spear, held it in the pincers of its lower pair of ams. Severd minutes later the demons
hefted their filled bags and retreated waily to the Egg. The barricade was shoved back into place and the
Eog sttled into Slence.

Churr rose, cursaing, went trotting off after Duagin. Roha looked after him, then sat up, her eyes fixing
agan on the gray bulge of the Egg. The spear count was fdling fast. Since the demons had taken to
collecting them, the Amar were losng two or three spears a day. Her dlaws extended then re-sheathed
themsdves, repeated this agan and again. It has to be killed; the Egg has to be killed, she thought.
They have to be killed, those demons.

Churr came back and stood beside her, looking at the Egg. She could see the knots at the angle of
hisjaw, could see the scar on the side of hisface paing and darkening. She knew the determination was
hardening inhim to break off this attack. When ther eyes met, she knew what he was going to say and
she didn’'t know how to stop him. She even knew he was right, but she knew, too, that she was right and
the two rights confused and troubled her. Food was scarce; the Amar had to spend much of their time
and grength in the hunt, going farther and farther each day into the treacherous mis. Here, at the Egg,
this dragging, futile, endless fighting was exacerbating the madness from Mambila One Amar, Dunun, sat
hunched over his knees, saring at the ground, muttering incoherently. Severa others were scarred and
battered by fighting with each other, some look or comment setting off hair-trigger tempers. She looked
away from Churr, hugging her knees tighter againg her chest.

Rihon came out of the migt, three scrawny kissuni dangling on a game gring dgpping forlorly againgt
hisleg. Behind him the two other hunters had equally meager catches. He hdd up the skinny bodies.
“Look & this waste of alot of time”

Roha s claws came out again. She started rocking on her buttocks. There was a knot in her throat.
She had to speak, but she couldn’t talk; she knew if she tried to talk, her voice would quaver and break.



Rihon gave his gring to Fitic, one of the hunters, and went to st beside Roha. He worked her hand
loose fromits grip on her leg and held it between both of his.

Ritic flattened his nose a the Twins, then turned to Churr. “There's something out there” He thrust
hisfig back the way they’d come, the two game strings and their burden swaying with the movement of
hisarm. “Following us, it was.”

“Big?" Churr continued to watch the Egg.

“Big enough. | never saw ‘em, if that’s what you mean, just sndled their stink.”

“Stink? Demon?’ Churr rubbed at his scar. “Or anmd?’

“Not animd.” Ritic glanced at Ameb, who nodded his agreement. “Staking us too good. Didn't fed
like animd. Not demon. Smdl was wrong.”

The third hunter, Fulz, scratched at his head. “I got a good whiff of ‘em twice. Sure not demon.
More like kinyarkin-kin. Us and the Twin we talked it over. Think it's Mistlanders.”

Churr snorted. “Mistlanders, hunh! Scare-tale for kids”

Fitic looked stubborn. “ Something’s out there. No animd, neither.”

Churr glanced up a the caling of migt, mig that glowed with the faint green light of the Mambila
Web, then examined the faces of the hunters. Findly, he turned to Rihon. “Twin.”

Rihon looked up. “Think | saw one when the mig blew thin for a minute. Taler than a Rum, covered
with giff white fur, running dong bent over. Migtlander for sure”

Churr nodded dowly. “That's it, then.” Before continuing to speak, he glanced down a Roha, his
wrinkled eydids drooping over his eyes.

She waited for im to speak, waited for the words that would send them back. She tried to stare him
out of hisintention.

He shrugged and turned away. “Get that miserable catch skinned and cooked. We dart back
tomorrow at fird light.” Then he stalked off into the mig.

“We have to destroy the seed.” Roha shivered and began weeping, blinked desperately, then opened
her eyes wide. She pushed agangt Rihon's knee and staggered to her feet. Before she could burst
through the brush and rush toward the Egg, Rihon was up beside her, holding her shoulders.

“No!” He pulled her back againg him. “You can’'t do anything done.”

She struggled, twisted about, trying to break away from him. “Help me, brother. We have to destroy
it”

“We can come back.” He wrapped his arms around her narrow chest and held her tightly. “Roha, we
can't day here any longer. Ritic is right about the Mistlanders. They're out there, going to attack soon.
They don’t want us here. Roha, Roha” He rested his head on hers, his cheek warm againg the smooth
skin. “Let the Migtlanders fight the demons for a while; when we come back, we can finish the seed.”

“Come back?’ Roha sghed. “I know ... | know dl sorts of things. They won't come back with us,
Twin. Or let us come back if they can help it.” She curved her hands over the hands that held her. “Oh,
Rihon, I'm tired and I'm hungry and | just don’t know what to do. Things pull one way, pull another.”

“WEIl be egting in alitle while. Maybe things |l be better then.”

Roha patted her hands lightly on Rihon's. “What would | do without you, Twin?’

Day was merging with night, the migt thickening, sounds taking on an eerie echoing qudity. Whiffs of
a sour, mudy smdl drifted into the dearing as an abrupt wind change caught the arding Mistlanders
before they could move. None of the Amar tried to deegp even though the sentries were dert and
prowling about the camp. Tension was thick enough to breathe in with the mist. The Floating ghosts were
svarming but the Amar were afraid of them no longer, only cautious, keeping limber switches a hand to
break up any ghodis that tried to merge.

Without warning, stones were hurled into the clearing, thicker than hal and thrown a great ded
harder. Churr knocked Roha flat, fdl beside her. Rihon threw himsdf on top of his Sster to protect her
from the stones. The Midlanders followed the stones, svarming over the Amar, whining and spitting,
flingng themsdves on the Amar warriors. Besdes thar crude dings, they had no weapons, but they were
larger than the Amar, with terrible tearing canines, hooked claws on their four fingers. They raged through



the dearing with such ferocity that they drove the Amar into a hallow circle. The warriors who sill had
spears stood jabbing at the attackers. Beow the levd of the spears, Amar moved on hands and knees,
daching a hamdtrings or any other target offered.

The attack broke off as doruptly as it started; those Mistlanders who could gill move faded into the
mig and were gone.

Churr broke from the circle and walked among the falen Mistlanders, dashing throats of any who ill
moved or breathed. Ritic thrust a toe into the ribs of one Mistlander, kicked it over. The Mistlander was
along, lean mongter with Sx limbs ingtead of four, amaost no neck, a smdl, ball-shaped head set on
narrow upper shoulders. Two curved tearing teeth protruded from a black upper lip, fitting in a groove in
lower jaw. Large black eyes stared dghtlesdy up into the migt; mobile ears were pressed back aganst
the round skull. It was covered completely by Hiff white hair.

Wrinkling his nose at ther stench, Fitic caught hold of a wrigt and started pulling the body from the
clearing. With a snort of disgust, Fulz grabbed another. “Let’s get this mess outta here, before those
ginking kin-kin come back.”

They pulled the dead Migtlanders to a spot downwind of the camp, piled firebush over them and set
it burning, retresting nedily as the gppdling stench of burnt hair was added to the sckening odors drifting
around the bodies. Roha stared at the flames, ignoring the smdll, unaware that she was being left behind.
The flames danced around her, writhing around her, wreathing around her. She gasped as a hand
touched her am, for the briefest ingant the hand seared her skin, then the burning was gone. Rihon
pulled a her. “Come on. You can't stay done. They'll kill you.”

Roha blinked at the fire, ressting Rihon'stug. “Fire,” she murmured.

“Yes” Rihon sad patiently. “It's fire, Roha. Come on.” Underscoring his urgency, a stone came
whuffling past Roha' s head, gartling her from her haze. With a gasp of horror, she ran toward the camp,
Rihon close beside her.

Thenight passed dowly, stones fdling anong the Amar with dulling regularity. When dawn lightened
the mig and the sun began to heet it into retregting, Churr stood warily, stretched, his eyes searching the
surrounding bushes. The weary Amar came from their shidding legthers giff and grainy-eyed. He waited
until dl the sane were gathered around him. “No hunting this morning. We go hungry. Done it before.
Ritic, scout ahead. Keep your sniffer working to warn us about the Mistlanders. Rest of you, watch out
for rocks. Those dinking mongters are too damn good with those dings”

Rohawriggled through the Amar and stopped, facing Churr, her hands fisted on her hips. “Wait.”

“Why?

“One lagt try. We used firebush to burn the Mistlanders, why not burn the Egg?’

Churr stared a her a moment, then rubbed his chin as he turned dowly and examined the Egg.
“Stone don’'t burn.”

“Isthat gone?” She indicated the great curve of the Egg. “Ever seen stone like that?” She tugged at
hisarm. “How do you know it won't burn?’

“Didn't when it fdl.” Churr started to turn away.

Roha stepped in front of him again. “We could try. It wouldn't take long,” she said softly, fixing her
eyes on his, willing hm to agree.

Churr looked down a her for a long moment, then he lifted his head and contemplated the Egg.
Hndly he shrugged. “Well try it

Working in pairs, one guarding while the other gathered fireweed, they cut grest armloads of the
pitchy brush and piled it around the Egg, keeping out of Sght as much as they could. When they were
finished, they retreated while Churr, Roha and Rihon stayed close to the Egg.

“l had a dream,” Roha said softly, her eyes bright with tears. “1 saw the Egg burning with a gresat
white fire that filled the sky.”

Churr looked skeptical but took the firgpot and pulled the moss off the cod ingde. He tilted the cod
onto atorch of twisted withes and blew it into flame, then shoved the torch into the firebrush. He backed
off hadtily as the weed caught and flames leaped 9x feet into the ar. He retreated to Roha and Rihon; the
three of them stood waiching as flame tore through the piled-up brush.



Thefire burned out, adding streaks of soot to the sulphur yellows and copper greens. It did no other
damage. Roha s shoulders dumped. She was suddenly too tired to argue any longer. She trudged dong
behind Churr, her fedings numb, her passion temporarily burned to ash.

Paced by the Migtlanders, the tired, dispirited Amar began heading back to their village, leading the
passive Dunun, leaving behind only a few dead demons. The Egg was untouched, dill poisoning Mother
Earth.

Chapter VII.

Days dipped by, each day a thorn in Roha's heart. Twenty Amar warriors had marched into the
Migtlands with Churr and the Twins, seven had staggered out—uwith one of the seven a Logt Child. Half
the families of the village mourned a dead brother, mate or son. Roha trembled continudly under the
impact of their blame. She let Rihon collect food for her from the family fires because she couldn’t face
any longer the hodtile stares of the women.

And there were the other demons. The three fireseeds that came from the sky had lice on them,
sky-demons that swarmed from the cooled husks of the seeds, killing anything that moved around them
until they found the Nafa s House and moved in on her, leaving behind them more Amar dead, women
this time, garden workers drawn to them by a curiogty that overcame ther fear. Day and night the
warriors watched them, killing them when they could, being killed or wounded by the naisy flinging sticks
of the demons, gticks that threw very amdl stones with such force they tore through Rum flesh more
degtructively than any spear. More dead to pile on Roha s aching shoulders—more pain until she bowed
under it, wondering if she could endure this burden.

And day on day on day, the Mambila Web hung over them and the madness spread among the
Amar in spite of dl the Twins could do. Night after night, they chanted with Gawer Hith, sought to draw
the madness from the people into themsdlves and through themselves, to let it dissipate in the forgiving
heart of Mother Earth. But the failure with the demons and the degth of the warriors undermined the fath
the Amar had in the Luck of the Twins and they could do much less.

Roha crept from the village early one morning, afraid of the sky-demons but even more afraid of the
anger and frudration she fdt in the village she was near the limit of her endurance; another day of
reproaches and slent blame was more than she could stand. She wound through the familiar trees,
touching the friendlies, avoiding the hungries, her mind running round and round on the old aching themes,
the poison Egg, the demons, the poison that was killing the Amar. She started running, trying to escape
the anger and frudration ingde her, running wildly, without watching where she was going, a soft whining
deep in her throat, drops of sweat dripping from her face.

Her hand struck the trunk of a tree. Gasping, shaking with the force of the emotions raging through
her, she wrapped her arms about the trunk and sank down urtil she was gtting on the earth, the damp,
cool mother whose coolness crept into her heated body and soothed her. She pressed her cheek againgt
the leathery bark, sucking in the cool spicy scent of its sap. “Ma-lizine” she whispered, feding her
breath creep hot dong the bark. “Comfort me, comforter.” She sghed and dug a claw into the bark
beside her face, siffing avidly at the pungent droplets spraying past her nose. Closing her eyes, she et
the tart amel flood through her, deaning out the tangle of emotion. After a minute she held her forefinger
benegth the tear her dlaw had made, catching the thick white ooze asiit trickled down.

At firdg it was cool, then it warmed as it solidified into a hard mass wrapped around her finger. She
siiffed a it, then sucked a her knuckle until the sap was gone.

It dipped into her blood and her racing body dowed. The things that tormented her drifted away until
they were less important than the distant song of an imbo thet reached her ears and shivered there like
reified delight. She sghed with pleasure, rubbed her cheek againg the bark.

Fndly she grew restless, could St no longer. She pushed onto her feet, patted the tree with sgerly
affection, then drifted dong a shade-mottled path, not caring much where she was going. She danced
now and then with a friendly tree, hands dipping around-around the trunk, body swaying with the
rhythms of the wind-stirred branches.



Humming to hersdlf, running with the breeze, she wound through the trees, drding the village, drding
the garden patches burned into the forest, edging around the Nafa's dearing, turning back a the rim of
the Midtlands, drding dong this route again and again, feet making new prints on top of old on the soft
earth beneath the trees.

When the effect of the sap wore off, she began to fed hungry but she shivered a the thought of
returning to the village and sought through the forest until she found a paich of zimber bushes. She
plucked a few of the red-purple fruits, sank her teeth into the tight-grained flesh. Thick purple-red juice
escaped from the corners of her mouth. She wiped it away with the back of her hand and went on tearing
the resstant flesh from the pits.

She threw the lagt of the pits away, rubbed with disgust a the juice stains on her hands and body,
then she trotted up the mountaingde to the pool at the base of a waterfal.

She moved waily through the brush and trees, eyeing the pool, sweeping her gaze over the mountain
around it until she was sure no devils lurked in ambush. She emerged from her shelter, untied her kilt,
dropped it on arock, then ran a the stream and plunged into the icy water. Sputtering, Solashing about,
shuddering at the shock of the cold againgt her skin, laughing, she played in the pool then stood with the
water murmuring past her and scrubbed off the lingering juice ains.

With ayawn and alast stretch, she waded up the bank, feding the weight of her body coming back
to her and with that weight, some of the trouble to her spirit. She lay down on aflat rock to let the sun
dry her. Succumbing at last to a bone-deep weariness, she dept.

When she woke, the sun was low in the west, sparking a ripple of exploding color in the Web that
dazzled her. She jumped to her feet, crossng her ams over her fla narrow chest. The spray from the
waterfdl drifted past her, setling in large beads on her skin. Sl tired, she fdt the euphoria of the earlier
part of the day disspate; she knotted her kilt back around her hips, her eyes on the Web as she
wondered what new troubles the coming night would bring.

The dark seed fdl out of the sun, cutting a greet arc across the sky. It spat out a trail of light that lost
itdf in the shimmer of the Web for a few seconds then was gone. White cups, three of them, bloomed
behind it. They caught the wind and came down dowly, holding figfuls of ar in their hollows, the black
seed swaying below them. Roha stared until the seed was close, dipping toward the trees where the
other fireseeds pointed sharp noses a the sky.

Growling deep in her throat, Roha fled down the mountaingde, running recklesdy, giving no thought
to footing or other dangers. The sound of the seed whumping down shook the ar around her. She
stopped her plunging run at the edge of the new-made clearing by caiching hold of a mat-izar, a spice
tree.

The dim slver-gray tree shook with the force of her hurtling body, showering down a mig of pae
pollen, covering her with the fine golden grains. She brushed impatiently a her face, pinching her
nose-dits at the overpowering stench of the spice, fighting off its dream-call. Pressed againgt the smooth
bark, she peered through the bell-curve of the hanging branches at the great round seed gtting in the
ashes of itsfire-fdl, hdf buried in thrown-up earth, draped by the Hiff folds of the cups that had dowed
its descent.

For saverd minutes nothing happened, then a piece of the Sde blew away and a creature wriggled
out of the amdl hole left behind. Roha's claws came out. “Demon,” she hissed, then pressed her lips
together.

The creature was tdl and thick-bodied, hard to see agang the background of stone and tree. It
sretched, oddly like a hatchling nemly come from the shell. Roha hugged the trunk of her shdtering tree,
shivering with fear and anger and a furious curiogity that held her in place, watching intently as the demon
began to move around.

Reaching up, it fumbled with the skin on its head, then pulled it off. Roha dtifled a gasp as she redized
that the diff grayish substance was clothing, not skin at dl. It tossed the head covering back into the hole
then ran five-fingered hands like the Nafa's through long thick hair the color of fire long har like the
Nafa s except for its color. The demon had a pointed nose like the Nafa and a wide, soft mouth like the
Nafa's. Roha closed her eyes, dizzy with the spice and this suggestion that the Nafa had come from the



Ky like the other demons. No, she thought, claws extending and retracting, extending and retracting as
she fought to ded with the feding she ill had for the Nafa. She isn't like them, she thought. She never
tried to hurt us. She isn't like the other demons ... but this one looks like her ...

A flight of crevla fluttered into the dearing and began drding over the demon’s head. It looked up,
gartled. Then Roha fet a terrible force damming at her, dawing a her, drawing her soul forth from her
body. When she could see again, the crevia were fleaing, leaving behind severd dead. Roha blinked. The
demon was kneding beside the dead, filled with an anguish that left Roha gaping. She settled back and
tried to puzzle out the meaning of these things as the demon crawled back into the seed.

When it came out, it wore different clothing, looser and softer and even harder to see in the gathering
darkness.

Her fear gone for the moment, Roha watched without comprehending as the demon locked shining
rods together to make a long thin thing with many wheds. 1t went briskly to the pile and broke open
severad more of the pods it had thrown from the seed and pulled out alot of cloth like the doth it wore. It
used thisto make a smdl shelter which it set up on the thing it had built. Findly it wove aweb of tripwires
about the thing, then crawled indde the shelter and didn’t come out again.

Glanang continudly at the slent shelter, Roha edged through the curtain of dangling limibs and moved
across the dearing toward the seed with exaggerated care to avoid scattered branches and clusters of
leaves. As she spread her hands on the seed, it sang to her of great cold and great heet, of distance and
shock, of strangeness beyond her comprehending. 1t confused her, frightened her, oppressed her spirits.
Wheding, she fled from the clearing, panting and weeping as fear took hold of her again. She plunged
into the thicker darkness under the trees, fleeing dong familiar paths toward her village

Gawer Hith was gtting cross-legged in front of the Twins house. Wisps of smoke from smoldering
torches lying scattered on the ground mingled with the lines of drifting migt.

Roha came dowly toward her, a sick feding in her somach. She stood Slent in front of Hith, pushing
her toes through a drift of ash on the ground, reluctant to ask what she knew she had to ask. She glanced
around the village, but the other houses were slent; none of the Amar were girring. Unhappy, worried,
tired, she hugged her arms across her chest. “What happened?’

Gawer Hith grunted. Fingers moving over her drum, she said, “Mambila madness took Dunun’'s
brothers. They tried to burn your house” She jerked a thumb up and back. “Niong stopped them and |
got them camed down after a while with Rihon's help. He's not hurt,” she added swiftly as Roha cried
out, reaching toward her with shaking hands. Gawer Hith tapped her fingers idy on the drumhead.
“Things getting bad, girl. Could be you'd better go live up the mountain for awhile” Her voice was cam,
without blame, but Roha shivered anyway. Hith nodded dowly. “Get some deep, girl. I'll day here so
you don't need to bother yoursdlf about another attack, least, not thisnight.”

Roha shifted from foot to foot as she tried to decide what to do. Abruptly, she dropped to her knees
and knocked her forehead to the ground in forma acknowledgment of her debt, then she jumped to her
feet and scrambled up the ladder.

Rihon was degping, curled up on his mat, his lesther robe spread loosdly over his head and
shoulders. Roha dropped beside him and edged as close as she could, pressng her back againg his side.
Rihon muttered and dropped hisam over her. Warmed by the strength of her brother, Roha calmed and
drifted off to deep.

The Hunt

Chapter I. Aleytys

“Hve days.” Taggert swung the pilot’s chair around and frowned at her. “Long time to drift in that
thing. Closed in like that.”

Aleytys tripped the catches on her crash web and crawled out of her chair. “Head guaranteed it was
detection-proof, that's dl | care about. Got the Tikh' asfour on the screen?’

“Will.” He swung back, thumbed a viewscreen to life. She came up behind him and watched over his



shoulder as he pointed to three sets of dots standing a little way out from a fuzzy darkness insde a paer
blur. “Looks like they’ ve spotted the place where Nowhere' s coming out of the Sink. Sitting on it.”

“Just as well. Makes getting in easier.”

He rubbed at a long, off-center nose, glanced up a her, his pae blue eyes measuring her. “Getting
out could be ahdler, Lee”

“Haestavaada have set up a diverson. They're supposed to have a flest hanging back out of
detection range waiting for my Sgnd.” She shrugged. “That's a couple weeks away, Tagg. Now, you just
get mein close enough for the drop.”

“Easy enough.” He flashed her a lopsided grin, then moved his hands over the board, the lights
flickering on his dreamy intent face. He was the best of the Hunter pilots, working as much from the fed
of the ship as from the congtant flow of data in front of him. Aleytys watched, smiling, her hands resting
on the back of his chair. She knew she should go back to her place, that what she was doing was
dangerous, but she took a great pleasure in watching his work and in knowing he was Head's gift to her,
Head' s blessing on her attempt to secure independence for herslf.

Usng the convalutions of the Sink to shidd his ship from detection, Taggert eased closer and closer
to the smudge that represented the world Nowhere, winding through the splayed-out web of forces that
was dmog aliving thing, pulsating in space, trapped in one spot, trapping within itself one smdl worthless
world with no heavy metds to make fighting the Sink cost-effective. Poison plants, hodile natives, and a
difficult location. Nothing to lure anyone here. Nowhere.

Swesting and uneasy as the ingrumentation began to be unrelidble, looking alittle wild asif his senses
were betraying him rather than the indruments, Taggert dowed until they were cregping dong. Without
teking his eyes from the board, he murmured, “ Crawl into your rubber womb, Lee. Thisis as close as we
get. Damnif | stay here aminute longer than | have to.”

After an interminable wait the chemicd rockets fired, then the three chutes bloomed above the
capsule. In her cocoon, Aleytys snapped awake, the haze of boredom blown away. Five days in tha
cramped womb where movement alternated between awriggle and a crawl, five days of mostly degping
as she dropped into the gnk, five days a thousand times worse than dl the smulaions she'd played
preparing for this—no, she thought, not preparing. There was no preparation for this dark compression
that went on and on, the noise hammering a her, on and on. The sharp jerk as the chutes deployed
dammed her againg the web and padding. The dow swaying that followed was worse; her somach
protested and her mind flickered. The Sink reached for her agan. Sometimes she could hold within
herdf the nearest stars as wel as the whole of the Zangaree Sink, visudizing the fuzzy wavelets of
eectrons aswdl asdl life that walked the worlds drding these stars; other times she was locked within
the bony curve of her skull more effectively than any inhibitor had managed.

The swaying ended in a jarring impact; her body jounced about the cocoon until she was afraid of
bresking bones and pulling ligaments. Then there was dlence. Stillness. The steady pull of gravity. She
sucked in a deep breath, then let it trickle out again as her fingers fumbled at the catches of the cocoon.
When the interlocking leaves of protection had dipped away, she crawled out of the hollow, wriggled to
the hatch and shifted the guard plate of the puzzle latch that locked the heich in place. She pushed and
pulled in the sequence she' d memoarized, then dammed her hands againg the hatch, popping it loose.

Siff and sore, she pulled hersdf awkwardly from the cgpsule and dropped to the earth. She
stretched, groaning with the pleasure of draightening her body, then stripped off the hood of her
support-suit. After sheking her head and running her fingers through her hair, she turned dowly, her eyes
sweeping over the dlent round of trees.

A breeze wandered over the ash and shattered tree crowns in the smal dearing, blowing strong spicy
scentsinto her face, teasing her hair out from her head. She turned farther, dapped her hands againgt her
sdes and laughed, blessing her luck and the efficdency of Hunter computers. Risng over a skim of trees,
the setting sun red and gold behind them, the tops of three ships caught the light and sent dazzing
gimmesinto her eyes. Scav ships. She brushed the hair back from her face, rubbed a tearing eyes, then
turned to the haf-buried capsule, forced for the moment to wait for the appearance of the Scavs. She



crawled back ingde and began tossng out the supply cells that lined the walls.

When dl of them were out, she came crawling through the hatch, jumped down and began stacking
the cdls beside the earth mound. Now and then she glanced at the ships, wondering if any Scav had been
dert enough to notice her arriva. She finished her pile and walked away from it, stopped in the center of
the clearing, stood kicking at clods of earth, watching ashes rise and settle as her boot toe disturbed
them. Restless and impatient, anxious to get her plan moving, she cursed the laziness of the Scavs, fdl
slent as the futility of that struck her, opened the fastenings of her suit and pulled it away from her neck to
let ar flow in onto her swesating skin.

A dow hooting brought her head up. Severa blunt-faced creatures flew over her, beating the ar with
legthery wings. Tufts of gray fur humped energeticdly on the scrawny bodies, large eyes glowed like
black stones, smdl sucker mouths worked continudly. The fliers circled dumsly above her heed,
postioning themsdves for attack.

Aleytys stared at them. Bloodsuckers, she thought, then looked beyond them at the tracery of the
Zangaree Sink, fdt the uncertain beat in her head, shrugged. Gathering a mind-warning, she projected it
a the hobbling fliers.

When it hit them, they fluttered in distress. Severd dropped to the ground and writhed at her
feet. Others druggled away from her, booming loud panfilled cries. Dismayed, she let the warning
collgpse. “Damn Sink,” she muttered, then kndt by the fliers on the ground, wondering if she dared try
her heding. She poked a finger into the Side of the nearest creature, fdt the cold flaccidity of the body.
“Dead.” One by one she touched them. All dead. She Sghed. “Have to be careful until | can contral this
better. Damn Sink.”

Depressed by this inauspicious beginning, she came heavily to her feet, looked around once more a
the empty clearing, then dimbed back through the hatch.

Standing hunched over in the smdl cabin, she stripped off the support suit, wrinkling her nose a her
own smdl. After five days without bathing—though the suit was supposed to cope with this as it did with
her other functions—she fdt grimy and disheartened over the Hunt. Usng a trickle of water from her
limited supply, she scrubbed hersdlf as clean as she could, sghing for the luxury of a full bath. As she
dried off, she fixed her eyes on the ghogt round of the hatch. “No!” Air exploded from her lungs She
sraightened without thinking and dammed her head againg the low caling, shocking tears into her eyes.
“I've had this place. No more. Not a minute more.” Brushing a her eyes, she groped for her hunting
clothes and pulled on a mottled gray tunic and trousers.

Outside, the air was getting cooler. Wisps of fog crawled from under the trees, puddling in hollows
and gringing out in thin lines dong the ground. Aleytys twisted her body about, working out the cramps
and diffness of her long confinement. Findly she stretched her arms as high as she could reach, riang
onto her toes, sretching until her bones cracked, then dropped her hedls down, yawned, scrubbed her
hands hard across her face, her head beginning to fed stuffed, the things she looked at flattening out or
digtorting their shapes. She closed her eyes and the dizziness left her. With a feding of uncertainty she
moved back to the capsule and began to break open certain marked cells, the distortion of her vison
continuing to come and go. Frowning and anxious, she straightened, rubbed a her eyes, then siffed the
ar, redizing with sudden rdlief that this distortion occurred whenever a particular spicy scent came to her
on the drengthening wind. Not the Sink, she thought.

Working with the contents of the specid cdls she assembled the carrier on the far dde of the
clearing where the breeze was strongest. It was a condtruct of rods and whedls, that carrier, broad in the
bed, flexible enough to bend to the vagaries of the surface, the wheds high enough to let the carrier
sraddle large rocks and most of the brush it would encounter. It could carry over a ton, be pulled dong
by two or three people, and winched up dopes too steep for human muscle. Hunter technicians had built
it for her to cope with the uncertainties of the Zangaree Sink.

As she labored, the fog crept around her, merging and bresking, carrying with it the exctic odor of
the forest. She swam in afilm of sweat that dung to her like a second skin, each breath a Sruggle in the
heavy humid air that made her fed as if she drowned, ar with no lifein it however much she gulped it.
Her disorientation grew worse. At times she could reach out, her sengng range tremendoudy enhanced,



brief flashes when she came close to foundering. Much of the time her skull was an iron round locking her
indde. When the carrier was a lag assembled, she draightened, stretched. Then she broke out the
shelter and et it up on the bed of the carrier.

The shdlter was constructed of spider slk from Heggidril, one of the strongest and lightest materids
available. Each piece was woven to order, Snce cutting it was out of the question. Her tunic and trousers
were made of the same substance and her boots soaked in the spider’s poison to keep the leather supple
asit made it impervious to mogt liquids.

Once the shelter was up, she set out a guard fence around the carrier, a series of trip wires attached
to amdl but noisy charges. While she wasn't particularly enthusiagtic about explosions going off around
her, she didn't want some of the larger predators cregping up on her while she dept. Or any hodile
natives.

The sky was a web of glowing and shifting light and the wind was booming againg the spider slk
when she crawled into the shelter, tugged off her boots and stretched out on the comforter, her aching
muscles dowly loosening, her weary mind beginning to adjust to the demands of the Sink.

She woke feding consderably better. The sun was just poking its head above the undulaing line of
mountains, the web of the Zangaree Sink a curdled scum around its greenish hdf-circle. She jumped
down from the carrier, ran her fingers through ally hair and thought ruefully of a hot and soapy bath. Still,
the air was crigp and fresh againg her face, the cirde of trees a pleasng medley of greens, yesterday’s
humidity blown away.

After kicking though ash and shattered trees to gather wood, she built a fire, watched the flames
grow, amiled at the crackle of the burning sap that was perfuming the air around her with a heady mixture
of scents.

Knowing that she shouldn't do it, that Gray and Head would take her hide off, she scored one of the
branches with her thumbnail, rubbed the sap that oozed from the cut between her thumb and forefinger.
She fdt a fant tingling on her skin, a cregping coldness. Hadtily she reached for her power source, her
black river winding among the stars—and knew amoment of panic when it seemed hazy, unred, too far
to reach. The effort causing a low wall from her, she lunged for the black water, relaxed, let it flow into
her body, washing away the effects of the drug in the sap.

She was leaning againg a carrier whed, Spping a a last cup of cha when the Scavengers came
burdting into the clearing.

Chapter 1. Aleytys

Aleytys continued to gp at the lukewarm cha, waiching them as they |eft the shelter of the trees.

Thefirg was a big, dark man with a spectacular blaze cutting through his thick black hair, a strip of
white which extended the line of a scar tha touched his black eyebrow with a point of white, skimmed
past the end of his eye and swept down to the corner of his mouth. After a rapid glance around and a
low word to the two men behind him, he shifted his pellet rifle to the curve of his am, stepped over a
section of tree, and came toward her, moving with the dert poise of a hunting cat.

The two men—both smdler than he, both heavily armed—dropped behind a thicket of branches and
wilting leaves, keeping their eyes moving dong the line of trees, guns ready, bodies taut with readiness to
move a the dightes warning. Aleytys began to understand why she'd had her respite. The Scavengers
mugt have gtirred up the natives and didn’t rdish moving about after dark.

Ignoring Aleytys for the moment, the big man drolled to the capsule, poked for a short while among
the cdls piled beside it, bresking open a few to ingpect their contents. He smoothed his hand over his
short beard, glanced at her, speculation dinting in his pae eyes. He moved past her and walked around
the carrier, lifted the tongue, tugged &t it, raisng an eyebrow a the ease with which he started the carrier
ralling. He jumped up onto the broad bed, fingered the spider-silk shdlter, thrugt his head ingde, pulled it
out. Jumping down, he landed lightly beside her, nudged her with the toe of his boot. “Who're you?’



Aleytys stared down at the leaf-laden cha pooaling in the bottom of the cup, then moved to one sde
away from the pressure of the boot. Here we go, she thought. Leaning back, she emptied the dregs of
cha over his boot, smiled, looked up a him, smiled again, saying nothing.

“Who sent you here?’ His gray-green eyes narrowed; he scowled a her, ignoring the cha leaves
mixing with the dust on his boot. She looked away from him, ran her fingers through her hair. And said
nothing. “Bitch!” he grunted. Face flushing with anger, he grabbed at her.

Moving away from him, she said, “You tdl me” In the center of the clearing, the wind ruffling the hair
a the back of her head, she faced him and waited.

He shifted his hold on the pdllet rifle. “ Come here.”

She glanced from his face to the rifle as the front Sght dropped until it was pointing at her Ieft knee.
“You hit what you am at?’

“This close who could miss? Come here”

Feet rudling through the scattered leaves and amdl branches, she walked dowly toward hm and
stopped when she was about three feet from him. “Aleytys” she said. “My name.”

The name touched some wisp of memory but gpparently he couldn’t bring it up. “Who sent you?’ he
snapped.

“Nobody sends me anywhere. Who sent you?’ Her eyes on the hands halding the rifle, she tried to
gauge just how far she could go in establishing her independence without driving him into a fury; she
didn't want to have to cope with a shattered ankle or knee.

He stepped close suddenly, caught hold of her arm, his fingers cutting into her flesh, his strength
greater than she'd expected. With one hand he lifted her, smung her around and threw her onto the
carrier, adjusting his grip as it rocked under her.

She kicked a him, missed as he did aside; he dapped her hard across the face, pushed her head
back, his other hand heavy on her throat. She started strangling, tried to didocate one of his fingers He
pushed down harder, brushed her hand away with his free hand as easily as he would a pesty fly. She let
hersdf go limp.

With a grunt of triumph he pulled his hand away, dapped her afind time, then released her, stepped
back, stood looking down at her.

Struggling to show surrender despite the rage nearly consuming her, Aleytys did off the carrier and
crouched on the ground, her head hanging, gasping and choking as she fought for breath. When she
heard him step toward her again, she gasped, “ Haestavaada. They sent me”

“Why you?

The spitting crack of a pellet rifle interrupted him. He svung around as one of the other Scavs ydled
hisname. “Quaé&”

“What?” Jumping a hit of trunk, he loped to them, eyes moving warily adong the line of trees.
“Greenies?’

The amdler of the two Scavs nodded, pointed. “Bunch of themin there”

“Wing any?”

“Don’t think s0.” He shrugged, settled himsdf and squeezed off another shot, then leaned forward
peering into the shadows under the trees. “Hard to tel.”

Qude squatted beside him, dropped a hand on his shoulder. “We got to get out of here. Szor, you
and Huut get that Suff loaded. I'll keep the greenies off your backs.”

“Sure, Quae.” Szor rose, followed by the slent Huut. Both men's faces were sullen and discontented
as they moved toward the pile of cdls, they paid no atention to Quale or Aleytys as they trotted from
capaule to carrier and back, throwing the cdls onto the carrier with unnecessary violence out of thar
resentment at being used as common laborers.

Aleytys flinched as an arrow sang from the trees, skimmed past Quale—just mising as he ducked
away—and thunked quivering into the damp soil by her feet. Quale began shooting dowly, his targets
haf-seen shadows darting among the trees. Aleytys snatched the arrow free and scrambled on hands and
knees to the carrier. Crouching benegth it close to one of the wheds, she examined the arrow. It was
about eght inches long with three flights on one end, a stone point on the other, the stone coated with a



dark gummy substance. Poison, she thought. No wonder they don't go out at night. Fools. With a
snort of disgust she tossed the arrow aside. Damn them, making my job harder.

She gasped as a wild wall burgt from the shadows under the trees. Edging her head around the
whed, she saw Qude lower hisrifle and stand up. She chewed her lip a minute then crawled from under
the carrier and stood. “What was that?”

“Got one of them.” He looked around, then came toward her, his gray-green eyes glinting with
triumph. “From the noise, we hit a chief, someone important.” He drew his hand down the sde of her
face, closed his fingers around her throat, moved her dowly from Sde to sSde, his thumb stroking her
neck. “ Soft. | could break you in hdf with a snap of my fingers” Abruptly, he shifted his grip to her am
and dragged her to the front of the carrier. “Grab hold.” He kicked at the tongue. “Huut!”

Shrugging, Aleytys moved past him and caught hold of the tongue near the front, setting her sde of
the short crossbar againg her somach. Behind her she heard the Scav come shuffling up, his feet
dragging through the leaves and ash. She eyes and the hand holding his rifle was white-knuckled with
glanced around. There was a glazed ungteadiness about his drain. Aleytys shifted her grip on the
crossbar. He's about to blow, she thought. The Snk’'s got to him. If that's what Quale picks to
guard him, | wonder what the others are like.

“Get up there and grab hold. We got to get this thing undercover before the greenies get their nerve
up again.”

Huut kicked at a section of shattered branch. “Ain’'t no horse”

Quade reached across the tongue, grabbed the little man's battlgacket at the throat and twisted. “I
say you're a horse, you whinny. Hear?’

Huut's eyes widened until they were ringed with white; his mouth stretched open, the hairs of his ratty
moustache fluttering as he gtrained for air. When the hate on his face intensfied, draning away the last
trace of humanity, Aleytys thought he was going to attack Quale, but he did nothing except stare a the
big man, then lower his eyes. Quae shoved him away and stepped back. Settling his battlejacket around
his shoulders, Huut dung hisrifle across his back and tramped slently to join Aleytys, taking hold of the
other sde of the crossbar.

With Quale and Szor prowling dong on either Sde, their eyes roving congtantly over the slent trees,
Aleytys and Huut hauled the carrier toward, then past, the Scav ships, bresking from the trees onto a
wide path trodden deep into the soft damp earth.

After another fifteen minutes the soil underfoot grew thinner and dtonier, the trees sparser and
scrubbier. Wisps of fog snaked dong the ground, drifting toward them from cloud domes hugging the
earth some distance ahead, intermittently visible through brush and trees. Then they broke through into a
clearing.

The waled square in the dearing's center was seven feet high, stone blocks set in a running bond,
held together by concrete that shone dazzling white againg the dirty reds and browns of the stone.
Startled, not expecting any such sructure on this primitive world, Aleytys let go of the crossbar and
stood garing until a hard blow between her shoulders and an angry growl from Quale sent her sumbling
forward again. She sneaked alook back at him as she caught hold of the crosshar. His head was tuming
condantly as he swept the brush and scrubby trees around the dearing; the ferd taut-ness in his body
and the intent concentration on his set face spoke more srongly than any words of the danger that lay
around them. Feding a coldness between her shoulderblades at the thought of those poison arrows,
Aleytys began to push more enthusiagticaly. They circled the wal and stopped in front of a gate whose
porous wood had been treated with a dark substance that hardened it and |eft it attractively mottled.

Qude brushed past her and banged on the gate. “Blaur, open up,” he roared. “You adeep, I'll kin
you cold.” He banged again. Behind them in the mig there was a sudden scream and an arrow skimmed
past hisarm to skitter over the wood and fdl to the ground. “Haul ass, man. Greenies.”

When Aleytys saw the arrow bouncing off the wood to fal with its point punching into the sail, she
dropped to hands and knees and scurried under the carrier. Behind her she heard a thumping and
scraping and spared a moment to hope the men indde the wal would waste no time getting that gate
open. She could see Qude and Szor shdtering behind the carrier, firing dowly a dark figures that



popped up and down, appearing and vanishing in the mig, insubstantia as ghosts.

Behind her she heard Huut's feet scrape againg the hard soil. She glanced around, wondering why
he d taken so long to Start firing. He was lifting hisrifle, his eyes fixed on Quaée's back, white-ringed and
daring, the hate in his face gartling in itsintengty. Without stopping to think, she threw hersdf at his legs
before he could pull the trigger.

As the two of them rolled on the ground, wrestling for the wespon, a flight of arrows hissed down
around them. Aleytys heard a meaty thunk and felt Huut convulse beneath her. She rolled desperately
away trying to reach the carrier but a last arrow pierced the pdm of her left hand, pinning her to the
ground.

There was a roaring in her blood, an agony burning in her brain. Terrified, she arched her back,
thrugting with her body and reaching with her mind for the safety of her black river; her reach was a
frantic legp into nothingness that dmogt failed as the poison daimed her, then she collapsed flat with relief
as she tapped into her power and the heding water came flooding into her, washing away the poison,
rebuilding the destroyed nerve cells. When the burning was gone, she lay panting until her panic subsided
a0, then she pulled the arrow from her hand and flung it away. Drawing back a few wigps of the water,
she hedled the cut in her padm, rolled over, pushed onto her hands and knees and looked around.

Huut lay beside the carrier tongue, an arrow through his throat. The gate was open. Men were
running toward the carrier, crouched over, wary. Behind her she could hear someone—Quae or
Szor—4ill shooting a haf-seen shadows in mis. She got shakily to her feet and sumbled toward the
gate, her mind in turmail.

Ignoring the startled looks that followed her, she moved through the opening, turned aside and sat on
aplank propped up on severa chunks of wood. She leaned her head againg the stone and closed her
eyes, shuddering, a belated reaction to her close brush with death—if the poison had acted a fraction
fagter, she wouldn't have had time or strength to nulify it. Her knowledge that she could hed just about
any injury to hersdlf, that she was faster and stronger and provided with more resources than the ordinary
men or woman, this knowledge had made her cardless, had tempted her into taking chances that a
person more conscious of his or her mortality would have avoided. | could have yelled, she thought.
Could have called Quale, warned him, let him handle it. | didn’t even think of that. Think! | didn’t
bother to think. With a shaky laugh, she opened her eyes and looked around.

The carier was indde and the gate was shut. Quale and the other Scavs were danding on
improvised wakways like the plank she was stting on; they were firing at irregular intervas a targets she
couldn't see. More arrows were coming into the square, some of them gicking in the ground, others
bouncing off the low dructure in the center of the enclosure. Beside her, a lanky avian Otaz with dulled
and ruffled vedtigid feathers crouched awkwardly behind the wal and squeezed off a steady stream of
shots. Three steps farther on four Ortels scratched at patches of paragitica lichens on their exoskeletons
and took turns popping then- bulbous heads over the wal to touch off an occasiona shot, spending the
rest of the time dicking and cresking at each other. Beyond these, three Tiks were chattering shrilly, haf
then- speech outside her range of hearing, their huge eyes protected from the glare of the sun by specid
gogales, the short gray fur that covered their squat bodies ruffled and stained. On the far Side of the geate,
the humanoid Scavs were as raveled, nervous and battered as the nonhumans. Aleytys noted the
separation of the kinds and ther physca deterioration. A lot of friction, she thought. And not more
than a double dozen of them left. Three ships. Probably more than a hundred of them when they
landed. And three Captains. Only Quale left. The Snk and the natives have been hard on them. As
she watched, one of the humanoid Scavs yelled and collapsed, an arrow through his shoulder. He was
dead before he hit the ground. The others ignored him and continued as before. Aleytys shivered.

Outside the wadlls, the cries rose in a crescendo then died away. A last arrow came over the wadl, hit
the squat structure in the center of the enclosure, bounced up into the ar and fdl again to lie rocking on
the earth. Quale draightened, let his rifle rest a moment on the wall as he drew his deeve across his
swegty face. He scowled a the corpse. “Blaur.”

A one-eyed black man with caste scars dashing his cheeks stood rubbing at his back, his blue-tinged
skin shining with swest. “Yesh?’



Qude jerked athumb at the dead man. “Get rid of that And keep thieving hands off thet. It's mine”
He stabbed a finger a the carier then jerked his head toward the wdl. “Put someone up there.
Greenies ve run off but I'll kick assif I come up and none of you bastards is sanding watch.” As he
turned away the Scavs came down from the walkways, separating into smdl clots that milled about until
there was a maximum amount of space between them. Szor tapped the avian on the sde to send the
creature shuffling back to the wall.

Aleytys rose to her feet as Quae came toward her. Before she could say anything, he caught hold of
her arm, thrust her ahead of him toward the stone hutch in the middle of the enclosure. He pulled her to a
stop, dropped her am and dug an intricately scrolled bit of metd from a pocket in his battle-jacket.
Aleytys jumped, startled, as he stepped back and thrugt the dip of metd a her. “Unlock it.” He pointed
to a heavy lock set in the top of the hutch.

She stared at the thing in her hand, looked back at him.

“Stick it in the dit and turn,” he snarled, irritation a having to explain the obvious unsdttling his less
then stable temper. He turned away to scan the scattered groups of men and non-men, his back to her,
meking a point of his contempt for her.

She amiled down at the key in her hand, fitted it into the dot and turned. In spite of his pose of
indifference, he heard the soft thunk of the bolt. He reached past her, took the key from the lock and
duffed it in his pocket. “Pull the hatch up.”

A ladder was screwed into the stone, dipping into a pool of opdine light instead of the darkness she
expected. Qua€e s hand was rough and hot againg the amdl of her back. “Down,” he grunted, pushing a
her, sending her over the edge and scrambling down the ladder.

When she hit bottom, she stepped into a short tunnd, turned a corner and found hersdf in a
comfortable and surprisngly large room. Severd ail lamps hung from brackets screwed into the stone,
throwing out circles of pale light on a gray-green carpet, on bookshelves diced into the wals with their
burden of books, notebooks, neatly arranged stone points, baskets, smdl wooden carvings. One table
was backed againg the far wal with a angle char pushed under it, A candlestick with a haf-melted
candle, an open notebook and a sylus were bunched together in the middle of the table. She started
toward them, her feet whispering over the carpet, but stopped as Quae stomped in behind her. “Drij!”
he roared. “Drij!”

A tapestry hanging on the wal to her left fluttered, then was pulled aside and a dender, dark-haired
woman stepped into the room. “Yes, radi-Quae.” Her voice was soft and submissve; she bowed her
smooth dark head, touched long dender fingers to her brow.

Aleytys turned farther, caught the glint of satisfaction in Qual€e's eyes. She lifted her head and glared
a him.

Ignoring her, Quale watched the dark woman begin to tremble as she waited for him to make his
wants known. He amiled, glanced at Aleytys to see if she was absorbing the lesson in femde behavior,
the amile turning to a scowl when he met her defiant eyes. “Scrub the bitch down,” he snapped to the
dark woman. “See she' s ready for me when | get back.”

“Yes, radi-Quale,” the woman murmured, spesking to Qua€e's back as he stalked from the room.
Brushing back awigp of hair, she turned her large dark eyes on Aleytys. “You'd better come with me”
With a quick, nervous amile, she gestured at the arch where Quae had passed. “Save your strength for
aurviving.” She touched lightly, quickly, at fant ydlow and green marks on her face, old bruises dmost
faded away. “Don’'t waste it in futile rebdlion.”

“Not infutile rebdlion,” Aleytys retorted, then fdt vagudy juvenile, like a child sassng its mother. She
grimaced.

Drij shook her head, Sghed and smoothed shaking hands over the folds of the long strip of cloth she
wore wound around her dender body. “You'll learn,” she said softly, a dull hopelessness weghing down
the words. “Come. You'll enjoy a hot bath.”

“Bath!” Aleytys 9ghed. “Magic word.” She stretched, walked toward the tapestry, paused with her
hand on the heavy materid. “Behind here?’

Drij closed her eyes, pressed one of her long narrow hands againg her digphragm, her reaction



datling Aleytys. After a moment, the dark woman murmured, “Yes. Wait. I'll show you.” The
shimmering dlk she wore whispering an accompaniment to her graceful movements, she brushed past
Aleytys into what once had been a smdl neat bedroom. Now the bed was a tangled mess of
swesat-stained blankets and dirty sheets. Clothing was scattered over the floor. In spite of the soft fdl of
ar through the ventilation ducts in the cailing, the whole smdlled of stde sex and dirt. Drij glided across
the room, her back very sraight. She pulled another hanging aside, clutched at her dignity and turned to
wait for Aleytys.

Ignoring everything around her, her face a amiling mask that covered her growing anger and her
comprehension of the shame that put faint spots of color in Drij’s cheeks, she moved quickly through the
room and stepped past her into an asurdly luxurious bathroom.

A lamp charged with scented ol cast a soft golden light over a wide, deep bath, a toilet, a dressing
table, its mirror cracked across the middle. The perfume drifted in waves through the room, crisp and
pungent pine scent. Drij placed a hand on Aleytys s arm. Aleytys stepped aside and let her dip past.

The dark woman kndlt beside the bath. She reached out and swung the tap handles over, holding her
fingers repeatedly in the gush of water then moving the handles until she had the degree of heat she
wanted. With a soft grunt from the effort, she stood up, smoothing wisps of fine black hair back from her
face, beads of seam like dew on her dark amber skin. “I tapped into a hot spring when | had this shelter
built. Have to be careful | don't get the water scdding hot.” She looked around. “One minute” Brushing
by Aleytys, she pushed past the curtain and could be heard rummeaging about in the bedroom. Aleytys
smoothed her hair down, took a step, winced as her dusty soles grated againg the pale green tiles, the
sound made her teeth hurt. She dropped onto the side of the tub, yawned, sat waiching the water come
roaring in. After amoment she began rubbing at her throat where the marks of Qual€' s fingers were dark
sore lines on her flesh. She looked up as Drij stepped into the room, a clean towd over one am and a
cake of soap in her hand. Giving these to Aleytys, she braced hersdf again, reached over the wide
expanse of water and wound the taps shut.

Traling her fingersin the water, Aleytys sghed with pleasure. Drij laughed and turned to leave. At the
doorway she stopped, one hand light on the curtain, her wide mouth open in the firs genuine amile
Aleytys had seen on her worn face. “It wasn't so bad. He's not the lover he'd like them to think he is”
She fluttered her fingers at the cdling. “ Sometimes he wouldn't bother me for weeks.” Stroking the back
of her hand over her bruised cheek, she spoke again, her intent to reassure obvious though the words
weren't quite the right ones. “When he ... hefailed, he'd get drunk, beat on meto fed likea man. You're
new. He probably won't have difficulties but, for your own sake, hep him as much as you can ....” She
hesitated. “For my sake.” The long hand on the curtain began to tremble, the curtain rings to knock
agand the rod. “Make him fed like the greatest thing thet ever ... be careful. HE s not supid.” She Stared
a thetiles rductant to leave the room. “Are you hungry? | can fix something. I'll bring a robe. He hasn't
let me do awash for awhile so clean things are getting low. Ah, | know. I'll fix a pot of cha” She started
to step through the doorway, then turned again. “He's Farou.” Her mouth twitched up. “Any Sgn of
femde intdligence or competence is a chdlenge. He considers it a threat to his masculinity.” Her mouth
dretched into a sudden grin. “You're going to give him fits. My name is Drij Petin, by the way. I'm
supposed to be a culturd xenologist. Dropped in here to study the Rum—the people on this planet. My
god, it's good to talk to someone again.” She pushed past the curtain and was gone.

Sheking her head, Aleytys stripped off the spider slk and eased hersdf into the hot water. As she
scrubbed at her swesty body, she frowned at the spreading idands of suds. Drij was a complication she
hadn’'t expected. | can’t leave her here, she thought.

When Drij came back with atray of sandwiches and a geaming pot of cha, Aleytys was washing her
hair, her head a mass of lather. She waved a hand as Drij set the tray on the dressing table and began
pouring the eaming amber liquid into a pair of cups. Aleytys did her body down in the tub, rinsed her
hair. She came up again, wiping the water from her face, squeezing it from her hair. Smiling, Drij brought
her a cup.

Aleytys spped at the cha, feding warm and oddly content. “The natives—you said Rum?—how
hodtile are they?’



Holding her cup, Drij lowered hersdf to the floor until she was resting with her back braced agangt
the tub’s sde, her long legs drawn up, one hand curled loosdly on her knee, the other lifting her cup to
her lips. She sipped at the cha, her face troubled. “At least they have the Snk on ther sde. It'd be a
daughter up thereif the Scavs could use their energy weapons. The Rum ... the Scavs have killed a lot of
them. Even the firg day, they bragged about dghting in their rifles on greenies. The Rum keep coming,
though. How many did they get thistime?’

“Two.” Aleytys pulled her knees up and leaned againgt the tap handles. “How many Scavs have the
Rum taken out? | saw three ships. There should be alot more men up there”

Drij tapped long nails againg the cup, making the ceramic ring. “Hard to say. | never got a chance to
count them when they firg got here. Only time Quale lets me up iswhen | have wash to hang out or when
he makes me haul up supplies for the men.” She was slent a minute, garing down into the steaming
amber liquid in her cup. “He won't let any of them down here and he wasn't about to lower himsdf by
toting loads.” She sghed. “But that's not what you need to hear. | think they fought among themsdves
before they got here. Evenwith that, 1... as a guess, from things | heard, they’ve lost a man or two most
days since they landed. Thet poison isfast and fatd.”

“Poison.” Aleytyswrinkled her nose. “Think you could hand me some of those sandwiches?” When
Drij was settled again, Aleytys bit into the bread and meat paste, chewed thoughtfully, swalowed. The
bread was a bit stde, but the paste ingde was thick and juicy. She finished the sandwich and reached for
another. “Know wheat the Scavs are after?”’

“Samething you are, | presume.”

Aleytys laughed. She straightened her legs, watching the bubble idets rock precarioudy around her
torso. “You might be right.” She emptied the mug and st it on the floor beside the tub. There was slence
except for the gentle lapping of water againgt the sides of the tub and the soft hiss of the flame in the ail
lamps. Aleytys shifted position, diding down until her head was resting on one of the tap handles. “Tdl
me about the Rum,” she said drowslly.

Drij’s dark head bent over her cup, her har fdling forward to curtain her face. “What do you want to
know?’

“Hmmm?" Aleytys yawned. “What they look like, how do they fight? Why do they fight? How
dangerous are they? Anything that could be useful.” She yawned again, diding lower 4ill in the water, haf
adeep as the warmth eased away her tensgons. She closed her eyes, hdf-ligening to Drij’s soft voice,
haf-wandering among thoughts drifting haphazardly through her head.

“Rum weapons are stone. They're expert at turning out different kinds of points. Also expert in the
properties of poisonous plants. This world aboundsin poison ....”

Harskari, Aleytys thought, you hearing this? Dammit, talk to me. Swvardheld, old growler,
where are you? | need you. Shadith? Talk to me. Haven't you left me alone long enough? She
touched her temples, Sghing when the diadem was slent and her mind empty.

“They’'ve worked out a complex sysem of intertribd warring that maintains itsdf because it acts to
keep the population within managesgble limits and lets used-up land lie fdlow long enough to regain its
fertility. Sash and burn agriculture would otherwise turn the forest into grasdand and many species of
animas would die. Without the trees the Rum would diedso ....”

Quale, Aleytys thought. She moved her toes and waves of the cooling water swirled around her
body. Hell want to know where the Queen is. Won't believe me if | give in too fast, damn him.
Not looking forward to letting him slap me around. | need him. He controls the men | need to pull
the carrier.

“Roha says the nuggar swvarm and when they do, the Amar—her tribe—war. Nuggar are six-legged
rooting beasts. Egg layers. When the clutches hatch the forest crawls with the little beasts. They are near
full-sze when this world dips into the Sink. The tribes pick a lucky day. The Amar leave this choice to
their Twin Roha. They take the men out and daughter as many of the nuggar as they can and bring them
back for afeast that can lagt for as many as four days.” The soft voice pattered on drifting in and out of
Aleytys's consciousness.

Quale has to have the ships keys hidden down here somewhere. He wouldn't let those get



away from him. That's power. No way he'd let power dip through his fingers. | wonder if Drij
knows anything about where he hid them. She built this place. Better not say anything now, he's
got her whipped. No, not whipped, not exactly, but ....

“The Rum seldom get much mest. It seems to give them an overabundance of energy that they use up
in elaborate and very bloody battles. The losers are pushed off thar land, most of the men dead and the
women taken as daves to work more garden patches. They don't add to the birthrate because they are
ritudly unclean for severd years ...."

| wonder if the natives will keep after us once we start for the Queen. Probably. Poison. | hate
it. It's their home ground. The vaad talked about fog. Continual fog. They could sneak up close
and massacre us. Unless my head works. We Il come out of the Snk in little over a week. She
scrubbed her hand across her face. Madar! too many complications .... Still, a ship ... | can take a lot
to get me a ship.

“The Sink exacerbates the vidlence of the Rum-wars. Many of the warriors become berserkers.
Thar thinking becomes tracked. Once they’re locked in on some course of action, they keep going over
the same round until they reach some kind of resolution.” Aleytys opened her eyes and met Drij’'s grave,
sad glance. The dark woman stroked long fingers absently over the green and blue splotches on her face.
“They aren’t going to stop attacking us, not as long as there are any of us left. I'm one of the demons
now. You too.” She looked down a her cup, ran the tip of her forefinger around and around the rim.
“They'll keep coming until we're dead or they are” She dropped into Slence for severa minutes then
sgned and began murmuring again. “They’'re egg-layers, reptilian in ancestry. The hatchlings are
undeveloped, they need congtant care by thar mothers. Since they don't lactate, the mothers regurgitate
for the infants, feeding them semi-digested food. Mother-child bonds are very strong, which balances the
warrior society to give women far more status than they ordinarily would have in such a culture ...

Aleytys closed her eyes again, Idting the soft voice flow over her unheeded. Harskari, she thought.
Listen. A ship. Once | have a ship, I'm not planet-bound any more. | won’'t have to depend on
chance and persuasion any more. I'll be free. WE'll be free. | can find my mother, | can find
Vrythian. Help me! Harskari! Svardheld! Shadith! If you care anything about me, help me!’ She sat
up, dapped her pdms againg her temples. Help me! When she opened her eyes, she saw Drij saring a
her, startled and anxious, heard the whispered words echoing in her ears, winced a her sdf-betrayd.
“I'm sorry,” she said. She scooped a handful of water and splashed it across her face. “How do you let
the water out? I’ d better get ready for Quae.”

“It's for me to gpologize” Drij stood up. “Under the taps. Rull the lever. I'll get you a robe. | am
sorry, it's been so long since | could talk about my work. Quae didn't like it; it reminded him ....” She
shrugged and moved quickly out of the room.

Aleytys rose onto her knees, feding under the tap for the lever. As the water swirled away, she
stepped from the tub, snatched the towd and began drying hersdlf. “Dumb. Ask her to tak then make it
obvious I'm not ligening.” She wrapped the towd around hersdf and padded to the chapot. Lifting the
lid, she peered insde, then shrugged as she saw that it was nearly empty. As she replaced the lid, she
heard Qual€ s voicein the bedroom.

“Whereis she?’

There was dlence a moment. Aleytys turned to face the curtain as Drij said dully, “Bath.”

Aleytys grimaced. “Fird time I'm a whore by choice. Dammit, Harskari, I'm not asking you to do
anything, just talk to me”

The big man shoved the curtain aside and stood in the doorway his eyes running insolently over her.

She stood without moving as he crossed to her. He cupped his hand under her chin and turned her
head from Sde to sde. “The Haestavaada must’ ve been outta their bug heads. Sending a woman. You're
pretty enough, but not to a Bug. How the hdl you got around them .....” He pulled the towd away..

Chapter I11. Roha
Roha saw the mat-izar through the tangled branches of an acid-tree. The bell-shaped spice tree



stood like a pale shadow among the darker foliage, its wide, fla flowers trembling on desiccated stems,
one by one snapping loose to float tipping and wheding on the brisk morning breeze that stirred a golden
mig of pollen about the izar. She stopped, so suddenly that Rihon bumped into her. The Niong closed
hard calused hands over her arms, pulled her around. “Where?’ he hissed.

Confused, swalowing repeatedly, Roha avoided his eyes, she wanted to go back to her house and
curl up on her degping mat. The Niong tugged at her. He, was crowding her. She dill hadn’t made up her
mind about the new demon. Letting her body yidd to his pull, she kept her eyes on the mig pooling in
long strings dong the ground. She could amdl the bitter scent of the demons, the crazy killing demons.
Rihon pulled her back againg him. “All right,” she murmured, “dl right.” She closed her eyes tight.
“There. Just past the mat-izar. The dark seed came down there.”

The Niong loosed her arms, he sucked in along hissng bresth and blew out the song of an imbo.
Three times he warbled the rigng trill, then he faded into shadow, slent as a shadow himsdf.

Roha trembled, quieted as Rihon patted her shoulders and murmured comfort to her. She turned her
head s0 that her ear and cheek were pressed agang Rihon's chest while she gazed into the shadows
after the Niong. Though she saw nathing but the whispering trees, she knew what was happening around
the dark seed’s clearing. The Amar warriors were spread in a short arc around it, cregping closer, bows
srung, arrows ready to dip in the poison pots. She burned with an anguish she didn’'t understand. In dl
her short life she had never faced such uncertainty. She had only her fedings to guide her and these were
30 confused that she moved in afog thicker than any in the mistlands.

Rihon tugged at her shoulder. She tilted her head, staring up past his chin. He turned her toward the
village “Let’'s go, Twin,” he whispered. “Niong don’t want us here.” He brushed past her and trotted off,
arding wide around a girring mat-akul, dapping away a questing tendril. She didn't try to follow. He
came back a few steps. “Roha” The word was a breath againg her ears. He beckoned impatiently.
“Comeon.”

“l have to see,” she hissed, speaking more to the wind that pressed againgt her than to her brother. “I
have to.”

Rihon came dowly back. Before he reached her, she wheded and ran toward the mat-izar. She
dipped under the dangling branches, holding her breath againg the pollen, and stretched out on her
somach, precarioudy conceaed behind siff tufts of dead dry grass. There was a rusile behind her and a
shower of pollen grains. She held her hand over her nose, glanced back, saw Rihon sdttling behind her.
He grinned, then flattened his nose further with the ball of his thumb. She fdt a sudden rush of affection,
clasped his hand, then turned her attention to the dlearing.

As she peered through the grass, the biggest demon started throwing the red-haired one about.
Sheking with fear and confusion, she dropped her face into the grass until she could trust her reactions
agan. They were enemies, the firehair and the sky-devils. Enemies Rihon's hand rubbed dong her spine,
caming her yet more. He knew, her brother, he knew what she was feding and he did his best to help
her.

She heard a shout. The demons had seen someone. Not me, please, she thought. Mother Earth, let
it not be me. She looked again into the clearing. The firehair was under the long thing, the little demons
were running back and forth carrying white eggs from the dark seed and throwing them on the long thing,
and the big demon was cadting the amdl deadly stones from his spitting stick. He wasn't looking toward
her, so she relaxed alittle, frowning, as Amar arrows glanced from his clothes. His luck stirred her blood
to arage tha brought her claws out and digging convulsvely in the soft damp earth. “Die, demon. Die”
she hissed.

“Shhh.” Rihon’swarning was a thread of sound but she heard and controlled hersdlf. He patted her
twice then moved back alittle. She could hear the grass rudling, then it was dill. When she looked again
into the clearing, she flinched, then pressed hersdf closer to the ground. The big demon was glaring
draght at her. She hed her breath, heard the stick spit arid the tiny zing as the pdlet sang over her taut
body. When she looked again, he was facing another way. She fdt a fierce triumph. “Twin's luck,” she
whispered.

Rihon lay with a terrible neetness, his face nedtling in the grass. Forgetting everything ese she pushed



onto hands and knees and scrambled around. She stretched out a hand to touch him. “Rihon?’ His flesh
was warm. His head rolled limply until he was facing her. The eye she could see was haf-closed. His
mouth was a little open. She lifted hisarm. It bent easly and, when she let loose, dropped to the ground
beside hisdill body. She spread her hand over his back. “Rihon?’ She fdt nothing ... didn’'t know what
shefdt ... didodief? Her hand pressng down hard, she shook him again. There was no resistance in him,
no thing that legpt to the touch and said in this skin there is life. His back was warm, intact, under her
hand. She did her hand up dong his spine, pressed it down on the resilient ridges dimbing the middle of
his skull. She fet a wetness and pulled her hand away, stared down & the red stain on her dark green
skin. With the same dow disbelief, she turned his head farther so she was looking into his face. Between
dull, half-open eyes there was aamdl black hole. She reached out to touch the hole, stopped her hand an
inch from it. Her hand sheking, she stared at the hole. “So amdll,” she said, then was quigt, the sound of
her voice gartling her. Outrage and grief hovered around her but she couldn’t accept them yet. So fadt, it
happened so fast. Her brother was dead. She'd talked to him, turned, and he was dead. Her claws came
out and she ripped a hersdf, drawing blood from her cheeks and chest. “Rihon.” The golden pollen
drifted down around her, dotting in her blood. “Rihon,” she whimpered. Then she shrieked the name, a
raw wall tearing from her throat.

Chapter 1V. Aleytys

Aleytys woke in darkness. The man beside her in the bed was snoring alittle, his body radiating hest.
She pushed the covers back, feding sticky and unclean. After dipping from the bed, she stood for a
moment looking down a him. You make my skin crawl, she thought. | didn’t know how | would fed ..
, it seemed so simple. She shuddered. You want me again, you're going to have to chunk me on the
head first. She moved quitly to the bathroom.

Asthe water ran shuddering into the tub, she stared down &t its ghost-glimmer. The towe lay on the
tilesin a crumpled hegp where Quae had dropped it. She shook it out and hung it on a hook by the tub,
remembering Drij’s words about clean things being in short supply.

“Clean!” she whispered. Sick and unhappy, she smoothed her hands down her sides, feding the
dickiness of sweat induced by her struggles and his heat. “Damn, damn ....” Holding down her nauses,
she stepped into the tub and turned off the tap, then eased hersdf cautioudy into the Seaming water,
feding the heat bite into the tenson as she stretched out, her head regting on the end of the tub. After a
few minutes, she groped for the soap and began scrubbing hersdlf.

Later, she lay hdf adeep, the cooling water lapping a her sdes. She'd settled into a measure of
cam. Her mind and body had adjusted to the interference of the Sink. No more inundetions of
data—images, fedings, events pouring into her head until she was dizzy with them. No more smothering
in the prison of her skull. She yawned, her head dipped from the tub end, and she was suddenly
submerged.

Sputtering and splashing, she managed to St up, chuckling at the sudden disruption of her dignified
sdf-pity.

Purple eyes opened in the back of her mind. “In, Lee.” Shadith’s face developed out of the darkness.
“Another bath?’

Aleytys edged cautioudy toward the side of the wide tub. “So you decided to tak to me again.” She
caught the corner of the towd and jerked it down.

The singer-poet’ s pixie face smoothed into a wide grin. “You know why we went avay. And we
were right. Y ou needed to be on your own.” She sobered. “Some mess”

“You going to hdp or complan?’

“Going to watch more then anything. Tak to you some. You don't need help.”

“Thanks” Aleytys started rubbing a her har. “1 think. One thing I've found out. | make a lousy
whore.”

Amber eyes opened. Shadith moved hedlily aside and let Harskari come forward. “Aleytys” she said
quietly.



For amoment Aleytys fdt like a child under that measuring cool gaze, then she rebelled. “Harskari,”
ghe said, her voice amurmur in the dark room, as noncommittal as she could make it.

The sorceress smiled, her eyes twinkling, turning Aleytys limp with surprise. Harskari’ s rare low laugh
filled her head momentarily with liquid musc. “As Shadith implied, Lee, now tha you don’'t need us, we
can tak to you again.”

“You didn't cdl me child,” Aleytys murmured, feding a gentle mdancholy at this change in her
relationship with the concatenation of forces that produced the imagesin her head. For her, Harskari had
been as much a mother as any she'd known.

“Should 17" The sorceress raised awhite eyebrow.

“No.” Aleytys sighed, amiling as she saw black eyes open behind Harskari. Swardheld grinned,
winked at her and went away again.

Aleytysfound it hard to remember that these figures were phantomsin her mind, collections of forces
imprisoned in the jewd traps of the RMoahl diadem, the trap that held her, too, once she'd put the circle
of golden flowers on her head and found she couldn’t take it off. These were her friends, in a way her
closest friends. They lived in her and shared everything she fdt and did. Harskari, the firg victim,
sorceress and ps-master. Shadith, the second victim, poet and singer, member of a long-vanished
high-tech dvilization. Swardheld, swordsman and mercenary, with dl the hand and mind skills needed for
aurvivd as asoldier in afeudd society. In an important way they were part of her, had shaped what she
hed now, both her uncertainties and her competencies.

Shadith was reduced to sketched violet eyes while Harskari’s form had developed until she stood in
atunic and long skirt, her white hair blowing around her dark brown face. She stood with an avkward
grace, adight smile on her face, relaxed as Aleytys had never seen her. She tilted her white head dightly
asif she were looking into Aleytys's face. “Friends stand on levd ground, Lee”

Aleytys stirred in the water, feding a flush of warmth that had nothing to do with the warmth around
her. “Wdl ...."” She stepped out of the tub, wrapped the towe around her, regretting briefly the robe Dirij
had never brought, then stepped into the bedroom. The mirrors coaxed enough light into the smdl room
to show her Quaé€'s sprawled bulk. Hed moved a little, kicked off the blanket. In the fant light, his
profile againg the pillow was clean-cut, his scarred cheek was down, sweat had nudged his thick fine
hair into loose curls. Too bad you won't stay adeep, she thought. He stirred, mumbled a few blurred
gyllables, then was snoring again. Holding her breath, she did away from the bed, respecting his animd
sengtivity enough to make no unnecessary noises. The fading bruises on Drij’s face were suffident
waning.

She dipped through into the outer room, which was filled with peace and a pulsng gray twilight, the
dillness broken only by Drij’s soft bresthing. The dark woman lay in one corner, a blanket pulled over
her, leaving only her face visble. Aleytys moved to the center of the room, stretched. Yawning, blinking,
she moved her feet sensuoudy across the soft fibers of the rug, feding a home again in her body, happy
a the feding, ddlighted that the break between her and her mind-friends had been hedled, amogs equaly
happy that the Hunt had redlly begun. She trotted across the room and went up the ladder, unbarred the
hatch, then leaned againgt the opening, her crossed arms regting on the narrow ledge that supported the
hetch.

The Sink was aweb of light, pulsing and ominous. Bright spots oozed from place to place dong lines
of light that continudly shifted postion. The packed earth insde the wall was littered with bodies of the
degping men and non-men. Nearby one man was muitering in his degp—no didtinct words, but anxiety
made him twitch, his gnarled fingers scrabbling at his blanket. She heard the scrape of a foot and looked
up. A man was waking dowly dong the top of the wal, hisrifle dung across his back. He strolled dong,
snapping his fingers now and then, glandng occasondly & the trees, radiating more complacency than
dertness

Swardheld's eyes opened, dlinting with disgust. “ Shithead,” he growled. “If he was one of mire.....”

“You'd have his skin,” Aleytys finished, sruggling to suppress an attack of giggling that took her by
aurprise. “Wel!” Scratching a her nose, she looked around again a the deepers. “Probably the natives
don't attack at night Remember, old growler, the Scavs have been here the better part of ayear.”



“Don’'t matter. Things could change in aflicker.” He snorted. “ Stralling dong on top that damn wal!”

Aleytys smothered a chuckle behind one hand, her eyes moving over the Web; its changes fascinated
her. There was a diver of blackness hugging the western horizon, a bit of Sky no longer covered by the
web. “Hah!” she whispered. “Look, friend. Nowhere' s garting to leave the Sink. Our timing isjust about
right.” Suddenly deepy, she hitched up the towel, then caught the loop on the hatch and pulled it shuit.

In Drij’s workroom, she stood moving her feet dowly over the padded carpet, her eyes fixed on the
curtained doorway. “No,” she said softly. “I won't.” She pulled off the towe, curled up on the rug, and
pulled the towe over her. In minutes she was adleep.

“Who sent you?’ He held her by the hair, struck her face with an open-handed dep that produced
more noise than hurt. He dropped her to the rug, stood over her. “Why you?’

Aleytys sat up, one hand rubbing dowly a her abused face. “l told you,” she muittered.
“Haestavaada; tdl skinny valaad caled Maadra Shayl. I'm supposed to be good at getting things out of
tight places.” She gasped as he wound his hand in her hair and jerked hard. He let her go again and she
bounced alittle on her buttocks. She stared up a him, cowering allittle.

“Stinkin Bugs sending in awoman.” He grinned. “They get what they deserve. You know where that
ship is?’

“Yes”

“Hah!” He strode away from her, griking his fis repeatedly into his pam. “Quaé€' s luck. | knew it!”
He paced around the room, laughing and repesting, “1 knew it! | knew it!” Fndly he came back to stand
infront of her. “Where?’

“In the miglands” she muttered. “Near the middle. It's down permanent, not broken up. Queen’s
dill dive”

The sounds of ydls and the spitting of rifles came down the ventilation tubes to them. His grin
widened. “Quaé€ sluck again. | want hdf a dozen of those little green bastards. We need horses to pull
that wagon.”

In the doorway he turned. “Get some clothes on. We're going after the Queen soon's | collect some
greenies. Drij too. Ain't leaving her behind to think up femde tricks on me.”

Shadith's purple eyes opened. “Toad.” She watched him leave.

Aleytys grinned. “Don’t insult the poor beast. The toad, | mean.”

“What now?’

“A bath. Won't get another for along time”

“You'll turn into a prune.”

Chuckling, Aleytys jumped up and moved toward the tapestry.

Aleytys stepped from the bathtub and stood rubbing vigoroudy at herself. The battle was dill going
on up top; she could hear the blurred shouts and shots over the gurgle of the draining water. She winced.
Too many dead and the count was't finished yet.

Drij pushed the curtain asde and came in. Her face was tired and unhappy and there were dark
smudges under her eyes. She glanced nervoudy over her shoulder. “He s dill up top. You dl right?’

“No sweat.” Aleytys began pulling on her hunting trousers. The spider slk dung to her damp body
and was uncomfortably warm in the seamy room, but these were her working clothes and they gave her
afeding of competence and control. “Y ou were right about that ... that toad. A lover heign't”

“Hush!” Drij soun around, her hand to her lips, her eyes wide and frightened. “Don’'t trust him. Ever.”

Aleytys pushed her head through the tunic and began smoothing it down over her torso. “Redax.” She
picked up a comb Drij had left on the dressing table and began working out the tangles in her wet hair.
Drij fidgeted by the doorway. “I’'m an empath,” Aleytys said impatiently. “I’d know it if he was hanging
around.” She frowned a the soft simmering materia Drij wore wrapped around her body. “You have
working clothes? Something for tral wear?’

“Yes, of course.” Drij ran trembling fingers over the curtain. “We re going into the mistlands?’

Aleytys twisted her har into a knot on top of her head, driving long hairpinsin to hold it there. She



turned to face Drij. “What do you know?’

Drij looked down. “The few times Qude let me up ....” She shivered. “I heard some men taking.
Something about a ship going down somewhere on this Sde of the world. Before that, before the Scavs
came, Roha came to see me” Drij looked up, frowning. “She's the femde hdf of a par of twins
bdonging to the village near here. She was on the point of hysteria Drug teking is a part of the naive
religion. This planet is rich in halucnogens and other consciousness-dtering drugs. Since she was
hatched, Roha has been fed on these; she's saturated with them to the point that she has a hard time
separating hdlucination from redity. Her mde twin, Rihon, is an anchor when he isn't caught up in her
saizures” Drij stopped as Aleytys shifted impatiently. “Sorry, seems | can't stop lecturing. You did ask
what | knew, remember?’ She amiled nervoudy. “Roha's an intdligant little thing in spite of the drugs,
hungry for knowledge in a way that shuts her off from the rest of her people, even her brother. Thet
hunger brought her to me, overriding fear and culturd conditioning. Before the Scavs came, we were
close to being friends. Damn them. Damn them ....” The whisper trailed away as Drij rubbed at her eyes.
“| think she came to me for reassurance the day after the ship came down and | didn't give it to her. |
tried to ... she said a burning thorn had plunged from the sky into the mistlands, an evil thing carrying
demons. Her mind was tracked. | tried to shift her in another direction for the sake of any that might have
survived the crash. It was a mistake. She ran.” Drij tared a the wall, her face sad.

Aleytys svung her foot dowly. “Did you tdl Quae about the thorn?’

“Certainly not.” Drij moved her hand in a jerky impatient gesture. “He d have gone in after that ship
and dragged me with him. Even the natives are wary of that hdl. | wasn't quite ready to die” Her tired
eyes twinkled. “Not then and not now. But | don’'t have much choice, do 1.

“Afrad not.”

Drij gazed thoughtfully a Aleytys. “1 wish | knew whether you've got a plan or smply don't see the
danger out there”

Aleytys swung her dangling foot a bit faster. “1 know what I'm doing. I'm damn good at surviving,
Drij. You'd better get dressed. WE |l be leaving sometime soon, whenever he thinks he's ready.”

The sun had drifted past zenith as Aleytys emerged from the shelter, Drij behind her. The supplies
she'd brought were neatly packed on the carrier. As she moved nearer to it she could see Sx sruggling
naives trussed in harness to the carrier tongue, hands and legs tied, eyes wild, mouths working, foam
gpattering with each gasping breath. The Scavs were cirding restlesdy, divided into two groups—a sl
tight group of men standing behind Blaur and a bigger, noiser group, induding dl the non-men, clustered
around the carrier.

Qude brushed past Aleytys and strode to the gate. He stood glaring a the Scavs, fids on hips, his
pae eyes moving over the restless beings as he waited for them to stop walking about and talking to each
other. When this didn't happen, he roared out a gring of obscenities, then a series of crigp commands
that prodded the Scavs into ragged lines on each sde of the carrier. He cirded the men and non-men,
ingoecting ther arms, snarling at some, noncommittal with others. Back a the gate he beckoned to
Aleytys and Drij, then jabbed a thumb a the carrier. “Get on,” he snapped. “Keep your fool heads
down. Once we get out there, “we an't stopping. If the greenies get you, too damn bad.” He undung his
rifle “Blaur!”

The one-eyed black man gestured quickly to the men around him, sending them onto the planks
beside the gate. They squatted with their backs to the wall, rifles on knees, watching the rest of the Scavs
with a cool detachment—in some cases with wide grins—knowing they weren’t going to have to leave
the protection of the walls and face the poison arrows of the natives. Keegping two men with him, Blaur
trotted to meet Quae.

“WEIl be back in a week, maybe nine, ten days.” Quae frowned up at the pae lines of the Sink.
“Should be coming out of this shit by then. Be ready to shift when you see us”

Blaur grunted. “Y ou want the gate open?’

Qude looked past him at the Scavs. “Szor,” he cdled. “ Cut those greenies loose and get ‘em on their
feet. Rest of you ...” He paused, watching ther sullen faces. “When we go out, | don’'t want no siopping.



K eep together. Watch your mate's back. Y ou go down, you're on your own, so keep on your feet. We
got a prize waiting bigger’ n any of you bastards ever saw.”

Szor dapped a taler man on the shoulder. “Gallez, you keep them sanding once | cut ther feet
loose” He grinned at the whip in the big man’'s hand. “Tickle them if they St down on us. We got no time
to train these horses”

On the carrier, Drij sucked in a breath, pressng her face againg the white supply cdls Aleytys
grasped her shoulder, cursng softly a her helplessness, wincng each time she heard the crack of the
whip, feding Drij shudder with her.

As Gollez and Szor dashed the bonds around the legs of the amdl wiry naives and used a
many-thonged whip on legs and back until they were on their feet, Blaur and his helpers were shoving the
gate open.

A native legped into the opening, bow raised. He fdl, a dozen shots in his body. Quae roared with
disgus at the waste of ammunition and ran back aong the Scav lines thumping and dapping a his guards.
Swearing, raging, he ran back to the gate. “Kleyt, Cran, get up here. The rest of you, fird man who
shoots before | tdl him gets a bullet in the bdly.” He ran through the gate with the two men, stood dert,
watching the trees, then the gusts of steam coming from the edge of the mistlands.

After some confusion the naive maes, bound, began moving toward the gate, awkwardly, jerkily,
one dumbling into another until the carrier shuddered to a stop.

Szor glanced a Qua€'s back, his round face wrinkled with worry, then he hissed a Gollez. The big
men turned dowly. Szor pointed his knife at the bound hands. “We gotta cut them loose, tie them to
those crossbars so they don't walk dl over each other.”

Gollez rubbed a battered hand over his face. “Better hurry. He ain't feding too sweset.”

They cut the natives hands loose and bound them to the crossbars, then urged them into a trot.
Cowed temporarily by the whips, the green maes leaned into the harness and began pulling effectivdy
enough to get the carrier ralling at a dow trot. As they passed through the gate, Aleytys tapped Drij on
the shoulder. “Stretch out,” she murmured. Drij nodded, flattened hersdf on the bed of the carrier.
Aleytys waited until she was settled, then did the same. Theline of Scavs on their Sde of the carrier were
moving a afast walk, rifles ready, nervous and deadly, scanning the slent trees and scrub brush and the
mig clouds in front of them. She watched them, hoping the natives wouldn't attack and be daughtered,
feding obscurely guilty about the ones dready dead. Too many, and more coming, she thought, then
wrenched her mind from the amdl green corpses, trying to concentrate on the reason she was here, the
vaada dying on Davaks, fdling like leaves in autumn because they had no Queen, the Queen she was
going to return to them.

Shadith’s purple eyes opened in the gloom insde her head. “And a ship. Your own ship.”

“I'd rather not think of that right now.” The carrier lurched, then one of the captives screamed as
Gallez used hiswhip. Aleytys shivered. “Not now.”

“Don't beanidiot, Lee”

“Devil’s advocate?” She dropped her head on her crossed arms, glad to shut out the prowling Scavs.
“Leave memy little attempts a mordity.”

“At morbidity. All thisisjust because you aren’'t doing anything. Too much time to fuss”

“Shedith!”

“Wdl, think about it.” The snger shook her aureole of red-gold curls “You take yoursdf too
serioudy.” She grinned. “Poor little she-Atlas with the universe on her shoulders” Her laugh was a dance
of clear pure notes. Her face faded urtil only the eyes were left. One eye winked then both were gone.

After amoment Aleytys smiled, the world pulled back into perspective by Shadith's teesng. She sat
up as the carrier jolted to a stop.

They were perched on the edge of a long indine. The sx captives had balked when they redized
where they were being driven. They were gtting on their haunches, their bound hands pulling the tongue
down until its nose dug into the rocky soil. Aleytys caught hold of the carrier’s edge and closed her eyes,
trying to insulae hersdf from the sounds she knew would come. She couldn't shut out the
snick-hiss-splat of the whips and the hoarse cries of the natives. Then the carrier tilted and started ratling



down a steepish dope. Aleytys opened her eyes and looked around.

The grey-white mig was dosing around her, limiting her vison to a dozen feet indl directions. As the
carrier picked up speed, she started swesting fredy. She hung onto the bumping carrier while sweat ran
in rivers between her breasts. There was no trail, but the plant growth was short and scrubby and the
rocks were smdl, little more than pebbles. The multiple whedls ratled over them throwing them up to
patter againg the underside of the carrier, driking through the interstices in the woven webbing of its bed,
thwacking againg her buttocks and legs. As the ride grew rougher, she began to worry about the natives
puling the carrier. She peered past Drij, who was hunched over dutching the webbing of the bed. The
natives were running full out, glancing back repeatedly at the mongter that threatened to roll over them.

Qude loomed through the mit. “You at the end,” he roared. “Grab hold and dow this thing down.”
He waited until the carrier dowed to aman’slong lope, then faded into the mist again.

Drij looked back, her face gtrained. “Lot of places I'd rather be.” She pushed back hair that was
draying across her face, svung her legs over the edge. The iff short brush dapped agangt her boots
and scraped benesth them, making amdl staccato sounds that lost themsdlves in the louder rumble and
clatter of the carrier. She waved a hand at the migt. “How far into this do we have to go?’ She snatched
a a strap in the bed to keep from fdling off as the carrier lurched over a net of larger rocks. When the
ride steadied, she waved a hand at the men moving beside the carrier, haf-seen shadows in the thinning,
thickening, drifting mist “A lot of them will soon be dead.”

Aleytys crossed her legs and tried bdancing againg the jarring of the carrier. She glanced a Drij.
“Tdl me about the miglands.” She grinned. “I don’'t mind alecture thistime” She shrugged. “If this place
iSO deadly?’

Drij stared down at the brush dill dgpping againg her boots. “1 probably shouldn’'t do this” She
drew her legs up on the bed of the carrier. “The sap in mogt of these plants is a powerful drug of one
kind of another. Many are poisons. Irritant fibers on leaves and branches, corrosive exudations, pollen,
they’ ve got a number of ways of attacking anyone who interferes with them. Be very, very careful about
touching anything with your bare skin.” She grimaced at her boots. “I'll have to wash these down before
| take them off. Only way to be redly safe would be sdf-contained arsuits” She amiled at Aleytys. “Or
avoid breathing.”

“Great!” Aleytys sniffed. “If that'sdl ...”

Drij frowned at the curtain of mist undulating a few feet in front of her, at the half-seen figures of the
Scavs, dipping and diding dumsly dong with the carrier as they rumbled and clattered down the dope.
“The Amar,” she murmured. “They'll follow us. Those fumblefeat ....” She indicated the line of men.
“They don’'t know anything about this kind of fighting; they’ve got no fed for this land. They might be
deadly with power-weapons but they're gtting targets here” She paused. “Us too. One arrow out of
that. One scratch. And we're dead.”

The carrier trundled over a bare spot then plunged into brush that wrapped tendrils around the
whedls. Aleytys heard a thrashing out in the mig, then a startled yel, then raitling noises as one of the
Scavs logt his foating and went ralling down the dope, followed by an avalanche of amdl stones. There
were curses and, ahead of them, Gollez or Szor started whipping the captives, forcing them to pull harder
and free the carrier from the tangled thorny mess.

As the carrier bounded from the brush patch and bounced over water-eaten washboarded stone,
Aleytys swore. She looked thoughtfully at Drij. “I make alivdy corpse,” she said suddenly.

“Whet?' Drij lifted her head, startled, then suspicious.

Aleytys hdd out her left hand, pam up. “Look.”

“Sy?

“What do you see?’

“A hand.” Drij tilted her head. “With dirty fingernails”

“Damn. Already.” Aleytys sighed. “No, friend. See any wounds or scars of wounds?’

“Get to the point.” Drij leaned forward. “These wheds are making too much noise. Scavs can't hear
you.”

“The natives attacked us before we could get through the gate. One of the Scavs was killed and |



took an arrow through the pdm.” She waved her hand up and down. “Thet poison is a hdler. Thing is,
I'maps-heder. If | catchit fast enough, | can neutraize any poison they throw a me”

“Oh.” The word was carefully noncommitta. “How useful.” Drij leaned out and peered into the mig,
keeping her balance. “They're out there, | know it. Only a matter of time__”

Stones came out of the fog and rained around the men, some of them reaching as far as the carrier,
with enough momentum left to sing the women. Drij curled up, her ams protecting her head. Her voice
muffled, she cdled out, “Don't let them hit your skin.”

Aleytys didn't move. She gave an exasperated Tiff. “If you'd let yoursdf believe me, xenologis,
you'd save yoursdf alot of worry. Why aren’'t your Amar usng their bows?’

No more stones were hitting the carrier. Out in the mig Aleytys saw severd Scavs go down, heard
shots, saw indidinct figures bending momentarily over the downed intruders, then fading into the migt.
There was more shooting, more scrabbling and rattling of stones as Scavs chased after amdl dusve
targets and went dlent under the attackers stone knives. A roar from Quae caled the survivors back.
Ha trotted dong the lines of Scavs, curang them for their supidity and tdling them he'd shoot them
himsdf if they allowed themsdves to be tricked away from the carrier again. Drij sat up, watched him for
amoment, then relaxed, leaning againg the pile of supply cdls. “They don't seem to need them, do they?
As a guess, I'd say they don't want to waste arrows in the uncertainty of this fog. Takes quite a bit of
effort to flake out the stone tips and prepare the poison. Why waste work when dl this free anmunition is
avalable?” She gestured at the rocky surface of the flattening dope, then amiled at Aleytys. “Thisworld is
ful of illusons, Lee. I've learned to believe very little of what | see. Or hear.”

The carrier rattled down and down, the Scavs loping dong close to it, shooting occasondly a
thickeningsin the mig that might have been a nétive or could have been only a shadow of a taler bush.
The lagt hdf-mile of dope was so gradud it might have been taken as leve except for the hurrying of the
carier that dill needed the retarding weight of the Scavs at the rear.

The native maes pulling the carrier sumbled aong, waking head down and dull-eyed, apparently
thoroughly cowed. Aleytys watched them as they neared a stand of tal spindly trees whose sparsdy
lesfed crowns were lost in the mist Something was't right. The fedings she got from the captives didn't
match ther appearance. She leaned over and poked Drij. “They’re up to something,” she muttered,
nodding her head at the captives.

Drij studied the Amar for a moment. “They know this place” She wiped off some of the swest that
rolled down every creasein her face. Drops of moisture dung to the doth of her tunic and trousers, the
leather of her boots. The heat down here on the floor of the basin was claustrophobic; there was no
wind, not even awind of passage snce they were moving too dowly to gir up a breeze. The mig hung
close around them, draining away color, turning the landscape to patterns in black, white, and gray. Drij
rubbed her eyes. The carrier was beginning to swing wide around the trees. She watched the ground
ahead unreding from under the fog, then turned to Aleytys. “You want to warn the Scavs?’

“Not especidly. What abou ....”

A Scav ahead and to the right lurched, then shrieked with agony as his boots crunched through
paper-thin stone into boiling water. Whimpering, screaming, pleading, his legs cooked to the bone, he
writhed on the ground where two Scavs had put him after pulling him out. The carrier rolled to a stop, the
natives watching with bodies tense, ears quivering. The other Scavs began crowding around.

Qude came out of the migt. The Scavs separated in front of him as he marched to stand over the
moaning man. He looked down a him, then at the others, dropped the muzze of his rifle agang the
injured man’'s skull and pulled the trigger. Then he kicked the body into the pool beyond the shel of
stone. Before he straightened, the other Scavs had melted away and Szor was whipping the captives into
moation. Quae stood slent and ominous, watching the carrier rall past, then he turned and loped ahead, a
dark animd formin the migt Aleytys followed him with her eyes, impressed in spite of hersdf, beginning
to understand how he managed to survive and mantain his hold on the other Scavs. “He' s different with
men,” she said.

Drij looked back. “He knows where he is with them. No threats he can’'t handle. With women ....”
She shrugged. “Like | said, he's Farou.”



“Mmm. Those Amar look frisky.” The natives mades were holding their heads higher, their large ears
danding erect.

“They’re darting to use the land. That was a setup. They didn’'t need to swing that wide around those
trees” She laughed very softly. Then she stopped and stared ahead.

Aleytys searched the ground ahead, trying to pick out what Drij had seen but she didn't know
enough to guess which of the innocuous-looking bushes or rock piles hid a stinger. “What isit?’

Drij crawled toward the front of the carrier, where she stretched out flat, her head toward Aleytys.
“Wetch the Amar. When they drop, you drop. Thank God the toka's on the other side. These cdls
should protect us” She was breathing hard as she thought about what was waiting for the Scavs. Her
face was flushed, her eyes shining, she was filled with a suppressed excitement, and an intense
expectation—an expectation of death. Scav desth.

Aleytys began to redize how terrible the past months had been for Drij. She was Indarishi, coming
from a people deeply committed to reverence for dl life She knew violence and oppression and
destruction, dl the horrors intdligent beings can inflict on their brothers, but this was academic knowledge
that could be contemplated at a distance, dasdsfied and dissected for mativation and outcome; the
violence done to her was immediate and persona, afecting her in ways she couldn’'t yet begin to ded
with. Aleytys backed up a little then stretched out flat, her face close to Drij’s. “Toka? What's that?
Pant, animd, or rock.”

“Can you see adark bush up ahead? Squat with lots of reddish leaves? We should be getting close
toit”

Aleytys stared past bobbing Amar heads. “Right. Maybe 3x feet ahead. Hunh! Those little bastards
are edging toward it. What' ve they got in mind?’

Drij’ s amile widened. “Roha brought me a sample once, showed me how it works. If you were close
enough, you'd see round, hard fruits about the Sze of afist dangling from thin tough stems. When they're
ripe, they explode at the lightest touch, shattering into hundreds of tiny divers, each with an attached seed
and a bit of crysdlized sap. Very, very poisonous, but dower working than the arrow poison the Amar
use” She was panting in her eagerness, blinking repeatedly as sweet poured from her scap. “One of the
Scavsis bound to brush againgt it,” she breathed. She licked away the saty drops gathering on her upper
lip. “The smal explosonswill make them jump, they'll fed a few sings, maybe itch alittle They'll walk
on ... five, Sx, seven steps. They'll start feding dizzy. They'll drop, dead before they reach the ground.
Dead ....” Her voice trailed off and she lifted her head, ligening intently.

When the sounds came, Aleytys amost missed them, but the jerking of Drij’s body alerted her. Over
the crunch and rattle from the carrier, she heard a series of andl squesks and sounds like rapid
exhdations, then exdamations from severd Scavs. She ventured a quick glance over the cdlls, dropped
back ingantly as she saw a Scav launch a kick at the offending bush while he pawed at a face brigling
with amdl dark divers. The Rum were flat on their faces now and severd of the Scavs were brushing at
battlg ackets or pulling the divers from faces and hands. Aleytys heard the sound of a whip and curang
from the drivers, then the carrier lurched forward. There was some disgruntled muttering from the Scavs
but they seemed to view the dart bush as annoying, not dangerous. Aleytys sat up, her back againg the
cdls Drij lay where she was, ligening again, her body taut with expectation.

The seconds ticked away, each stretched out and interminable. Nothing happened. Nothing ... then
Aleytys saw a Scav—no more than a shadow in the mis—stagger and drop. Then more were down.
The captives dowed ther trot, stopped as the other Scavs came running toward the downed men.
Severd of them were squeezing off shots a shadows in the migt, cursing the dusive greenies. Drij sat up,
the shine gone out of her. “They think the Amar did it,” she sad dully. “They’re right, but not like they
think. How ... how many dead?’ Aleytys caught hold of her hands as she twisted them about each other
and tried to warm away the chill she fdt in them. Abruptly Drij was sobbing, great dry tearing sobs that
shook her fral body. Aleytys eased her down until the dark woman's face was pressed agang her
thighs She smoothed the sweat-sodden hair off Drij’s face, then patted Drij gently. “Hush now,” she
murmured. “I1t's not so bad, not so bad, not so bad.” She continued to soothe the distraught woman with
hands and words, keeping her own anger and distress from her voice until the storm had passed.



Drij pulled away and sat up again, recovered. “I don’'t know why | did that.”

“Stran.” Aleytys knew it was inadequate, but it offered something for Drij to catch hold of. “Riding
adong like this, part and not part of what happens, it's hard for people like us. We want to be in control
of our lives” In her head purple eyes opened, winked at her, vanished again. Aleytys suppressed an
goprecidive grin. “Be better if we got off and waked; at least we' d be doing something.”

During Drij’s nerve criss Aleytys had heard—but paid no atention to—a growing disturbance
among the Scavs. They milled about the corpses, gaing a the Sx Amar in harness, muttering and
curdng, their words getting louder and more daring as Quae remained away. The Amar served as a
focus of ther hatred. If they couldn’'t reach the natives out in the midt, a least they could take out ther
frugtrations on these. One Scav prodded an Amar with the muzze of hisrifle, dapped him with the barrel
as he hissed hisfury. Another one used the point of along knife to jab at a greenie. Aleytys rose to her
knees, wondering where Quale was, ready to move at an indant’s notice to protect hersdf and Drij if the
Scavs remembered the women.

A man kneding by one of the bodies jumped to his feet, screaming, “My brother, you killed him.
Fucking greenies, you killed him. My brother!” He flipped his rifle over, gripped the barrel and brought
the stock down on the head of the nearest Amar. As that one dropped, his head Flit open, the Scav
whirled therifle over his head and started to bring it down again, the other Scavs ydling encouragement.
There was a sharp crack. A dark hole appeared between his eyes, the hatred on his face turned to
agonishment. He dropped without a sound. The other Scavs backed away from him, then turned to
glower a the man watching them.

Qude stood on an outcropping of rock, a great dark predator ready to take out the next one to
move. For a moment they stared at each other, then one by one the Scavs lowered ther eyes, let the
muzzes of ther rifles drop. Aleytys relaxed; as the Scavs moved away from the captive Amar, taking
thar places once again in the guard ring, she sat as before with her back againg the supply cdls.
“Wonder how far he can push them.”

Drij looked up; there were dark gains under her eyes. “He's the only way they have of getting off
thisworld.” Her fingers pleating the thin, loose materid of her trousers, she went on, “Long as he doesn't
let the pressure build until they forget that, he's safe.” She sucked in along ragged breath, let it out. “HE's
good. Hell maneuver amdl explosions. You'll see. They know he manipulates them, but they sill dance
when he pulls the strings”

With Quale looming above them on his rostrum, Gollez cut the dead Amar out of the harness.
Grabbing an am and aleg, he sent the body flying toward a barren section that looked like an upthrust of
bedrock. The body broke through a thin skin of stone and released a powerful stench from a sulphur
soring that began bubbling out over the rock. Curang and gagging, Szor whipped the Amar onto thar
feet and started them moving again. Gollez trotted up, scarred face twisted with disgust. “This fucking
hdl-hole)” he muttered as he svung up and settled himsdf beside Szor. “Queen better be there” He
scowled back at Aleytys, then sat hunched over watching the Amar trot dong. “Gonna watch them
greenies; they been looking frisky.”

Szor grunted. He watched Quae trot ahead and disappear into the mig. “The more they buy it,” he
muttered, “the more we scoop in. One ship’s crew, dl we need.” He turned to Gollez. “1 can navigae,
you're a pilot. Couple of engineers ....”

Gallez grinned then shook his head. “Catch our rabbit firs.” He rubbed a his nose. “Tiks” he sad
dreamily. “Engineers. Thick up here” He tapped histemple. “Think about it.”

Behind them as they dropped into silence, Aleytys lifted an eyebrow.

Drij shook her head. “Not a chance.”

Aleytys looked over the edge of the bed at the ground below. They were travding over rubble,
pebbles and coarse sand with a few patches of grass usudly smdler than a man's fis. She straightened
cramped legs and let them hang over the sde. “Wha next? Anything ese around we should worry
about?’

“Aslong as they avoid the bushes, nothing much. There' s the patches of quag, of course, you can tdl
them by the thick grass growing over them; more hot springs, not good to step in. Poison water ...



kinyakin-kin ... mistlanders ... floating ghosts ....” Her voice was dow, her eyes focused on the curtain of
mig pulsing lazly, swdlowing the landscape as the carrier moved dong. After a while, she settled
agang the supply cells, closed her eyes, and drifted off to deep.

Aleytys stretched out on her back, lay staring up a the unsteady celling. She was drifting. There was
nothing to do, nothing but lie on her back and contemplate the changing knots of mist. Nothing to do ...

The cessation of movement and a growing confusion around the carrier awoke her from a too heavy
deep. Head throbbing, she pushed Hiffly onto her knees, winced as her head threatened to vibrate into
pieces. PAm heds pressng hard on her temples, she closed her eyes, then opened them wide as Quae
loped from the fog, ydling for Drij. Aleytys caught hold of Drij’s shoulder, shook her awake before
Quade reached her, then settled hersdlf with her hands folded in her Iap. Beyond Quale she could see the
Amar crouching, shuddering but stubborn under the ships and boots of Szor and Gollez. Out in the migt
the other Scavs stood dlent and nervoudy dert, haf-seen, this time hardly seeming connected with the
carier and the warning of the Amar.

Drij waited for Quae to reach her. Sweat beaded on her forehead and upper lip. She drew the back
of her hand across her face, then stared down at the smear of mud on her skin.

“You tak greenie?’

Drij jerked her head up, her dark eyes wide with fear. “Yes, radi-Quae,” she breathed and had to
repeat the words when Quae caught hold of her arm and dragged her off the carrier.

He shoved her toward the Amar, strolled beside her as she sumbled adong. “Something got into
them,” he grumbled. “If there' s trouble ahead | want to know it. Get it out of them.”

“Yes, radi-Quae.”

Aleytys dipped off the carrier and followed them. Szor and Gollez were gtting on the front of the
carier, flicking idy at their legs with the thongs of their whips, meking the metd tips skitter about like
dancing bugs. She glanced at them as she moved past, met Gollez's cool interested gaze with a shrug and
walked on, ending up beside Drij, looking down at the cowering Amar.

Quae nudged an Amar in the ribs with the toe of his boot. “They're scared shitless of something.” He
reached down, caught hold of the floppy crest on amae€ s hare skull and jerked his head up, ignoring his
hissng and bared canines. “Ask hmwhat it is”

Drij pressed her lips together. Her hands moved amlesdy, then drifted together a her wast, one
pressed over the other. Angry at Quae for reducing Drij to a quivering mess, angry at Drij for letting him
do it to her, Aleytys caught hold of her shoulder and shook her. Drij looked around, blushed with shame
as she met Aleytys' s eyes. She closed her own eyes and, with consderable effort, managed to control
her shaking. She ignored Qualée' s impatient growl and said, “Ni-hat pdle, Rum-Amar? Naddeaa.” She
glanced nervoudy a Quade, sad rapidly, “I asked what he's afraid of .”

The Amar twisted, trying to free himsdf from Qual€e's punishing grip. Blood tralled down skin torn
and savaged by the whips, dripping onto coarse sand. Quade jerked again on his floppy crest. “Tdl him
he' d better answer you,” he snarled. “Or I'll dump himin the first hot spring we can find.”

Drij flushed; her hands closed into figts. She looked down into the native's glaiing eyes. “Ku jalale,
Ras Amar. Niu-kuua haye.” She paused then said quickly, “I told him what you said.”

The native cried out as Quale jerked him to his feet, pulling with him the tongue of the carrier and the
other Amar. Quale kicked the maée s feet from under him and shook him until his eyes were ringed with
white. Then he dropped him. “Ask him.”

Drij sucked in a breath, glanced from Quae to the Amar. “Ni-hat pale, Rum-Amar?’

The Amar’s tongue moved over histhin lips. “Kinyakin-kin. Beh. Tenashar.” Unable to use hands
bound to a crossbar, he pointed with an elbow ahead and to the right.

“What's he say?”’

“There's a swvarm of Kinyakin-kin coming past ahead of us about ... about ...” Counting on her
fingers, she trandated Rum distances into measures that Quae would understand. “About a hundred feet
ahead.” She turned back to the native. “Ih-Rum. Yadwe, Rum. Nadeleaa yad'we. Nadeleaa. Amsvo
yeniak-tupa di-ai Kinyakin-kin? She draightened her narrow shoulders. “I just asked him what



direction they’ re moving in, how long they will take to pass and how close they have to be before they're
dangerous.”

The Amar’s ears folded back againg his head. “Tak puan,” he muttered. “A-atua didi telathea.”

“They are crossing our path, not coming toward us”

The Amar shifted postion a little, his broad feet scraping over the coarse soil. “Pinja keunedede.
Kuen kehwa.”

“Hethinks it's afarly smdl swarm. No danger to usif we don’t get closer.”

“Bastard' s probably lying his ass off.” He scratched at his short beard, scowled & the nétive. “What
the hdl’s a Kinya-kin-kin?’

Drij shoved impatiently at a strand of black harr fdling across her face. Standing asde and behind
them, Aleytys watched Drij revert unconscioudy to lecturing and with that regain a measure of sdf
respect. Knowledge is her touchstone for worth now, Aleytys thought. It's what she has left to cling
to. He doesn’t like it. She glanced a Quae, then moved a step closer to Drij. HE Il punish her for this,
she thought. For making him need her.

“Kinyakin-kin ....” Drij stared over the Amar's head into the mig until Aleytys touched her elbow.
She looked around, saw Qual€e' s glower and started spesking. “Kinya-kin-kin is the name of a swarm of
gmdl vicious predators. Six legs. Short, iff white hair. Mouth hdf the length of the body. They could
grip the meet from your bones in about thirty seconds. They kill and eat everything that moves ahead of
them; in a pinch they’ll strip bushes and grass, even lichens from the ground in their path. Individuds are
kin, the swarm itdf is Kinyakin-kin. The swvarm moves in a draight line from sde to sde in the
mislands, they’re blind, don't let anything shunt them aside.” She looked down, saw the Amar leaning
forward dill in a crouch, ears twitching. In the sudden Hillness as she fell slent, she heard a low crackling
sound punctuated by random squedls. “Kinya gongole-s, Rum-Amar?’

The Amar shrugged. “Nam.”

Qude shouldered Aleytys aside and grabbed Drij’s arm. “What' s that?’ His temper was evident.

It won't take much more to start him dapping Drij around, Aleytys thought. He can’t take it
when he can’'t understand what people around him are saying. She rubbed a her nose. What the
hell am 1 going to do? | can’'t let him .....

Drij lowered her eyes. When she spoke, her voice was soft and submissve. “Radi-Qude, | asked
hmif that sound belonged to the svarm. He said it did.”

“Hunh.” He turned her loose, his rancor soothed somewhat by her dtitude. “How long we got to
wait for that mess to pass?’

“Rum-Amar.” She waited until the native was looking up at her. “Jn-refu 2m au gari wae-ne?’

The Amar thought a minute, glanced up a the sky then down a his bound hands. He rattled the
crosspiece he was tied to, stuck out two fingers. “Lib kidole”

“Radi-Quae.” Drij turned away from the Amar and stood in front of the big man, her head down, her
hands clasped in front of her. “He says two fingers. That means the time it takes for the sun to move the
width of two fingers. Roughly an hour and a hdlf.”

“Mud be ahdl of alot of them.”

“They don't move fast. Severa thousand kin probably. Little bigger than mice” Drij edged away
from him, bumped into Aleytys. She glanced around, flushing again with the shame that filled her
whenever she had to grove to keep Qude from hurting her. Aleytys patted her shoulder. Quae was
dready somping off, ydling at the Scavs to come in close, dternating orders with srings of curses.
Aleytysled | Drij to the carrier.

She sttled hersdf with her back agang the cdls turned to amile a Drij. “You handled him
beautifully; he was getting restive with dl thet gibberish.”

After along sllence Drij said, “I've had alot of practice.”

Aleytys forced a chuckle. “Sad to think of such effort Wasted. Soon enough you won't need it.”

Drij giffened. “What are you going to do?’

“You wouldn't believe meif | told you.” With a grimace of disgust, Aleytys svung around and lay on
her back staring up into the mig. “I’m getting very bored with this fog. This damn day islagting forever.”



Drij leaned over her and smoothed the smdl hairs off her face. “You can't say nothing has been
happening.”

“Can't 7" Aleytys closed her eyes. “Nothing has been hgppening to me, doctorli, just around me”

“And you regret that?’ Drij tugged at a strand of sweat-sodden red hair. “The Sink is getting to you.”

The time passed dowly. Most of the men sat in amdl groups around the carrier, some smoking
tuumba, others chewing gra ll—both mild euphorics from the Singanor syslem. Some were drowsing,
others prowling about carefully avoiding dl vegetation. The Amar crouched in their harness, slent and
galid, waiting. The two Scavs Quale put on guard circled the carrier dowly, eyes nervoudy on the fog
that rolled with a rigng breeze, thickening and thinning until it was easy to imagine forms out there,
watching and waiting.

While Drij dozed and brushed at crawling insects, Aleytys lay with her eyes closed, probing into the
mist. Moving about out of sght of the drding guards, she fdt other centers of life One of these burned
hot and strong, radiating hate and grief. She pulled away quickly whenever she touched this one. It was
hard to be certain how many were out there because the fod kept moving about, but after a while she
grew reasonably sure that they numbered about a dozen, twelve Amar out there, dirding and drding,
wating ... to attack, to rescue or kill their felows, to kill the demons. Her own nerves began knotting up
in response until she could not remain stretched out. She sat up, looking around, frowning.

“What isit?’ Drij jerked erect when she saw Aleytys move. She looked past Aleytys to Quale, Stting
near the wal of mig, his figure inditinct. He was lighting a tuumba roll from the hot end of one he held
clinched between his teeth. He looked restless. She could see his head tuning congtantly, the red end of
the tuumba rall like a amdl beacon in the growing darkness.

Aleytys started kicking her feet back and forth, watched her boot toes swing. “We' re being watched.
Out there. About a dozen of them. Amar, | think. Fedlslike that.”

“Tonight ...." Drij began, then glanced over her shoulder at the crouching Amar 4ill tied to the
crosshars of the tongue. “You and |. We' d better take turns saying awake.”

Sheflashed ady grin a Aleytys. “Unless Quae decides to keep you busy.”

“Phhah!” Aleytys wrinkled her nose. “He' s not such afool. You redly think they’re going to attack at
night?’
“l know they didn't a the Shelter. But this is different; more a rescue than an attack. | think they’'ll
comein and try to cut the captives loose fird before they start trying to kill us. Maes smply aren’t taken
captive intheir culture” Drij’s mouth widened into a sudden brief amile. “It's probably an inult, treating
men asif they’ re women.”

“You want to warn Quale?’

“God, no. | hope the Amar get their people out. | just don't want to be killed.”

Once the swarm had passed and moved on enough to be no danger to them, Quae got the carrier
moving again, then loped ahead, scouting for good water and a defengble campsite. When they crossed
the ravaged track of the Kinyakin-kin, a Scav kicked loose a dead kin. He picked it up, held it by a
short stubby leg and waved it around. It was about two inches long, shaped like an egg, the mouth at the
pointed end filled with severd rows of tearing teeth. It had large round ears and no eyes, was covered by
short coarse gray-white hair, had a short tufted tail, Sx legs, and a nausegting odor.

A Scav hdd his nose. “Get rid of that fuckin' rat, Herz, or you'll be edtin’ it.”

Herz grinned and waved the kin about some more.

“Hdl, that an't rat you smdlin’, that's Herz.” A wiry dark-skinned Scav with long greasy braids
Sneered a the paer and taler man. “Hang it round you neck, jaka, till it get ripe enough for you to egt.”

With a curse, Herz swung the dead kin around his head and flung it a the taunter. When it splatted
on histunic, the man leaped a Herz.

Other Scavs came running, muscled the two of them apart. “Damn fools” “If Quae comes back,
he'll kill both of you.” *Y ou got that much energy, go find some greenies and play with them.” Sullen and
dill pushing angrily at the men holding them, the two Scavs were shoved to different Sdes of the carrier.
The procession started on again.



“They’re getting edgy.” Drij wiped at her face, looked at the mud and moisture. “It's hot enough; at
leadt there' s alittle breeze now.”

“And thisisonly thefirg day.” Aleytys pulled her tunic away from her skin. “Nobody told me it'd be
likethis. Wish I'd packed a bathtub.” She swiped at her neck. “Or atowd.”

The ground started to dip again as the basin began to dope toward the centra and lowest point. The
atmosphere grew murkier. The breeze was girring more and more strongly through the mig knots. The
sun’'swide blur was touching the western rim, the migt around it shimmering with bands of muted color.
Aleytysfdt more uneasy as vishility decreased and the fog drew in around them. The Amar were trotting
adong out of 9ght on the upwind sde. There was something else, something that bothered her more. She
fdt a cloud of things ... shapeless things, swirling around and above them like motes caught in a dow
eddy. She fdt hunger in them, a craving that scratched at her like bug feet.

She shifted uneasily on the mesh. “Drij?’

“Whet isit?’

“Y ou said something about floating ghosts?’

“They're one of the things Roha mentioned when she talked about the mistlands. | don’'t know if
they'rered or myth.”

Aleytys shivered. Her eyes scanning the migt around her, she muttered, “Red. Something’'s hanging
close by and it's hungry.”

Drij pointed toward a number of dim red glows bobbing about. “That?’

Frowning, Aleytys probed at the shifting blurs amost too dim to be seen. “No. Those are your Amar
raiders. They must have fired some torches, though | don’t see why they'd do that.”

Drij touched her arm. “Look at the captives.”

Aleytys leaned forward, looking past her at the little green maes. They were bouncing aong, taut
with suppressed excitement. Their mobile pointed ears were quivering forward; they kept ther heads
down and ther shoulders rounded, but Aleytys could read glee mixed with mdice radiating from them.
“They're reeking anticipation,” she breathed. “They have to be planning something.”

“They know the others are out there. Quaeis a foal for fighting a primitive on his own ground. If he
hadn't taken those captives, he wouldn't have lost SO many men aready. Not that they hadn’t earned it
She scowled ahead into the mig. “I want to see it when they get him; God, do | want to see that.”

“Drij, about tonight ....”

“Mmmh?’ She was dill focusing on the darkening grayness ahead of them, not ligening to Aleytys.

“Drij!” Aleytys waited until she swung around, surprise widening her dark eyes. “You've made it
quite obvious you don't believe me when | talk about my taents. | don't intend wagting time or energy
trying to convince you, but this you can believe, I'm a damn good fighter. What about you?’

Drij amiled alittle. “Best thing | can do isrun like hell. Y ou know I'm Indarishi?’

“Yes. But you're afidd scientist. Y ou mugt have had some training in sdf-defense.”

Drij shook her head. “They tried to teach me, but | ... well, | ressted learning. | had to pass a tes,
but managed to forget most of the materid dmost immediady. I've dways found that patience and
taking worked better for me” She pulled her brows together. “Until this year. And none of what |
learned would have helped me much against o many anyway.”

Aleytys nodded. “My temper has brought unnecessary trouble on my head,” she said absently. “Dirij,
do you smdl anything?’

“Those torches.” Drij sniffed a the trails of mig blowing into her face. “The Amar are burning wet
wood downwind of us. Drugsin the sap.”

“No wonder our little green motor is prancing. We ll dl be riding highiin a little while if they keep this
up. How long till it's too dark to move?” She looked around. The fog was gradudly cdosng in. The sun's
blur had nearly vanished and the muted colors of dusk had darkened to a hazy purple. Overhead the web
of the Sink traced pulses of lighter areas through the murk, but it was aready hard to see the ground that
did past beneath the wheds. The Scav circle had tightened until the men were trotting within a few feet of
the carrier.

“Can't read Quae's mind,” Drij muttered. She was swaying with the jerk and dide of the carrier,



dready succumbing to the drug in the smoke. Aleytys Sghed, caught hold of her shoulders and eased her
down on the bed-webbing. The smoke was strong around them now. Out in the mig she could see the
fireeshine of the torches much more planly; the Amar were moving closer. Drij began to snore. The
Scavs closest to the carrier were beginning to sumble though they seemed unworried about it, unaware
aso of the crigp oicy aroma that overlay the ordinary odors of dampness and decay around them.

Yawning, Aleytys rubbed sore and heavy eyes, then stretched out on the carrier bed, shifting about
until she was comfortable. The drug’s seductive intrusion teased her toward deep. She drifted for a short
while, then struggled to St up, darmsringing in her head. She reached and the black water of her power
river washed the drug from her body.

The waking men were plodding aong, moving dower and dower. Out in the mig the Amar kept
shifing about. Severd of the red glows dimmed, went out, then were replaced by more fiercdy burning
lights as new torches were kindled in place of those that had burned ouit.

A red glow bloomed ahead of the carrier—another fire, this one ationary, entirdy too big to be
carried about. Quae was wating for them by the fire, a dark demonic figure in the swirling mig that
picked up the red of the flames and cast it back onto his face and hands. He was scowling as he watched
the Scavs sumble into the space he'd sdlected as a camp, their eyes dull, their faces dack. The Tiks
were a little less affected than the others, their hotter bodies burning away the effects of the drug more
quickly, and, as they were nocturnds, the night was the time when they fdt more comfortable and more
dert. The Ortels were lumbering on four legs instead of two, bent over so that ther mid-ams were
saving as a second pair of legs. They chittered and creaked eraticdly, taking as much to mind-ghosts
as to their companions. When they reached thefire, they lowered their center sections to the ground and
stared at the legping flames, ignoring everything going on around them.

Qude watched a moment, eyes narrowed. He' d escaped the effects of the drugged smoke, ranging
too far ahead of the carrier to redize what was happening behind him. His scowl deepened as he
scanned the dazed faces of the Scavs. He siwung from man to man, roaring questions that got no answers
and little other response. Then he staggered, fdl hard againg the carrier, driving it ahead a good two feet.
He shook his head, shook it again, in an attempt to clear away his sudden dizziness. Grim, he forced
himsdf back onto his feet, his eyes fixed on the shifting red glows. Cursang under his breath, he undung
hisrifle, steadied himsdf and squeezed off a series of shots, sweeping his fire dong the line of lights

Aleytys watched his brief sharp druggle with the effects of the drugged smoke and his quick
asessment of the problem. Once again she had to revise her opinion of him. His persstent stupidity
about women was no excuse for an answering supidity on her part. His was a culturd blind-spot; hers
hed no such excuse. She dropped her head onto her arms, turning it Sideways so she could see but close
her eyes and pretend to deep with the dightest of warnings. If he found her awake and unaffected by the
smoke, he might start digging into that vague sense of familiarity her name woke in him the firg time he'd
heard it. She scanned the mig, saw the torches fdling, heard severa howls. Her outreach touched the
Araar, counting ten of the twelve sparks. Two dead, she thought. If my first count was accurate.

When dl the torches were quenched, Quae dung his rifle onto his shoulder, then started around the
sandy dearing, prodding the dozing, dazed men with his boot, curang steadily as he moved from man to
men finding dl of them in no shape to stand guard or fight off anything stronger than a bad dream. Not
too pleased at the need for it, he ordered the Tiks to patrol the dearing, tdling them to keep dert for
greenies. Now that it was dark, he redly didn't expect any attack, but he didn't want them taking
chances. He watched them waddle off on their short crooked legs, anger and disgust twiding his face into
an ugly grimace.

Aleytyslifted her head a little, sniffed at the air. The breeze was strong now, blowing srings of mig
thick around them, deaning the ar of the drug-laden smoke. As Quae prowled past the end of the
carier, she dropped her head back on her arms, closed her eyes and began waiting.

Chapter V. Roha
Roha crouched in the corner of her house, rubbing and rubbing at her hands unable to get the fed of



Rihon's death off her skin. At intervals during the night she'd flung hersdf about the room, shrieking her
rage, cdling on her womb-mother Earth, sster night the dark twin for a hundred degths to pay for this
one death. Now there was only coldness, helplessness and loss.

Asthe morning crept ingde the slent hut, the Wan climbed the ladder with a mug of loochee and a
bowl of mush. He squatted beside her, set the mug and bowl by his feet and cupped his hand under her
chin. Shetried to pull away, but his gentle withered fingers were too strong for her as the weariness from
the endless terrible night broke suddenly over her. Shaking, weeping, she pressed her face againg his
shoulder and dung to him.

He patted her back, then held her until the storm passed. When she drew in a long shuddering breeth
and stopped sheking, he eased her away, smiled down into her damp face. “Eat, Roha There are things
you'll have to do.”

She looked down at the cooling mush and the dill seaming loochee and fet her throat close. She
swdlowed, swallowed again, but the lump was dill there. “I can't.”

He lifted the mug and closed her fingers around it, holding them tight againgt the wood with his hand.
His skin was warm and dry like a year-falen ledf in the sun. He helped her lift the mug, held it to her lips
until she took a gp. It warmed her mouth. The warmth spread. She drank more, then gulped down the
loochee until the mug was empty.

When she set the mush bowl down empty, he amiled at her. “St and be, Roha” He edged back a
little, and began rubbing at her feet.

Rohalay back on her degping leether, the tiredness her grief had hdd off before cregping over her.
With the warmth in her belly and the soothing seductive manipulation of her feet, she was findly able to
let her grief drift away as if it were something apart from hersdlf, outsde her, like one of the floating
ghodts. In afew minutes she was adeep.

It was late afternoon when she woke. She lay flat on the leather as memory brought back her grief,
dthough food and deep had taken the edge away. Already it seemed distant. But there was nothing
digant about the cold anger that filled her whenever she thought about his death. She pushed onto her
feet and waked diffly to the low door, ducked through and stood a moment on the narrow ledge
outside.

Women were bringing wood for Rihon's pyre. Angry, Roha backed rapidly down the ladder and
plunged into the trees. Right now she couldn’t bear to watch the women. She didn't want to tak to
anyone. Restless and impatient, she ran beneath the trees with Rihon's ghost beside her. She could amdl
him, hear his feet pattering with hers. She pulled hersdf up on the air-roots of her womb tree, sat with her
back pressed againg the trunk but there was no peace for her even here. She fidgeted restlesdy, trying to
draw gtrength from the tree that had fed on her buried womb. It was her second sHf; she was bound to
it, had brought her pains here and her joys, but Rihon had aways been with her. Always. Without him the
tree was cold. No pulse beat in it for her. “I'm dead too,” she said, then winced at the empty sound of
her voice. She shivered and climbed down from roots. Arms hugged tight across her chest, she stood on
the path her feet and Rihon's had beat into the earth and tried to think. She couldn’t make words gtick
together, then images of the demonsfilled her head. She started running.

As ghe circled the dearing she saw the demons throw one of ther own over the wadl, a dead one
who splatted hard on the ground and lay tumbled hdf across a dead Amar. She glared at the wall with
the heads moving up and down behind it, her claws extending and retracting. She stood without trying to
hide hersdf even though the demons were usng their flinging sticks to spit the smdl deadly pellets.

Churr caught her arm and pulled her into cover. “You shouldn’'t be here, Twin. Go back.”

She saw his face change from irritation to uncertainty to anger. “Not twin. Not any more” Turning
away from him she focused on the wal. “What are the demons doing? Are they judt Stting there?’

Churr kndlt beside her, his strong scarred, face wrinkled with his own anger. “We can hear them
moving behind the wals. What they're doing .....” He shook his head, then hissed as the gate in the wall
avung open. He whistled urgently. An Amar ran from the trees, raised his bow. And was blown onto his
back by a crackle from the spitting sticks.



Churr growled as the long thing rolled out, pulled by sx Amar warriors, sumbling and rebdling,
driven dong by the whipsin the hands of two demons.

Roha clutched at Churr's am. “How ... how ... how ...” she duttered. She pressed hersdf agangt
him, taking strength from him, not in a flood as from her brother but in a brief effuson like a windborne
mid. She watched the strangers rattle closer, then Churr pulled free and whigtled again. Ydls sounded
around the dearing then arrows flew from the trees griking here and there, dropping a few of the
demons, skittering off others.

Churr lifted her, sartling her into a sharp cry. He set her down severa paces back from the clearing.
“Go home” he sad firmly. Before she could protest, he'd faded into the mig.

Roha ligened to the noise of the combat asiit retreated dowly until it was hardly louder then the wind
whigpering in the trees over her head. She walked dowly back to the dearing and stood waiching the
wal. The gate was closed and she could see a demon’s head like a misshapen fruit Stting on top the wall.
She turned to the west, pricked her ears forward, then started following the faint sounds that Hill reached
her.. Behind her she heard the crack of aflinging stick then fdt a hot line of pain across her shoulder. She
trotted faster, her hand pressed over the shdlow groove in the musde that padded the top of her arm.
For the firg time snce Rihon's desth she fdt the Twin change within her. Her blood hegted, turning the
red landscape though the serid and smultaneous distortions familiar to her in her heightened state—flat
lines and planes of black agangt white, white againg black, crossed and recrossed with swooping and
jagged shimmers of color that were the sounds she no longer heard, only saw. She reached the edge of
the migtlands as the ralling thing tilted down the indine into the domes of mig Churr caught her as she
started to follow.

She didn’t sruggle. Standing in the curve of his arms she stared at the migt and wanted ... wanted so
many things she couldn’t name them dl, wanted to go into the terrible place and finish the thing she'd
started, finish the demon egg, wanted to destroy dl the demons, even the Nafa now. All the demons.
Destroy them and hed the Womb-Mother of her burning great wound. FHames danced on the fog before
her eyes. She saw the great gray egg burning. Burning. She blinked and it was gone, only the hillowing
domes of mig left as they rose from the floor of the basin far below.

Churr stepped back from her, but kept hold of her wrigt as he turned to face the ten Amar who
stood around him. “They have our brothers, those demons. They took them there—you saw.” He jerked
his head toward the beginning of the downdope where the flat stone crumbled away into along easy dant
toward the basin floor. “Who comes?’

The ten shuffled their feet, exchanged measuring glances, then, one by one, walked to Churr, set a
hand on his extended fi, then stepped back. He nodded. “Good. Ngin, you and Fitic collect what
arrows you can from the flat outsde the Nafa's wal. Take care; some demons stayed behind.” He
scowled, touched his hand to the quiver angled across his back. “We're dl low and we got no time to
make more. Rest of you—fetch trall food, knives and some fresh poison-pots. We could have a hard
time getting our brothers back. Fulz, you and Bayin get a couple firepots and some snzi wood for
torches” He chuckled at their sudden grins. “A desping demon’s throat is easier to cut.”

Fitic looked at Roha. “Before the burning?’

Churr shrugged. “Wan, Serk and Niong are enough for honoring the Bright Twin. We got others to
worry about.”

Atic glanced & Roha once more, nodded, then trotted after Ngin. The others did slently into the
trals of mig, loping dowly toward the village. Roha stood gazing at Churr, saying nothing. “Go home,”
Churr said gruffly. “Thisis man’s work, Dark Twin.”

She turned her head away. “No ....” Rulling free, she went to the rock dope and sat fadng into the
billonving mist. After an extended silence, she looked over her shoulder. He was frowning past her as if
shedidn’t exig. “Churr,” she caled. He sivung around to face her. “Churr, I’'m going with you even if |
have to follow by mysdf.” She rose to her feet and took a step down the dope.

He caught her shoulder. He was only a head tdler, but her frall body was no metch for his wiry
muscle. She didn’t try to sruggle. “You can stop me now. You can't stop mefollowing.”

“Roha....."” He broke off as she stood without moving or spesking, then he turned and waked away



to stand waiting for the return of the warriors.

Roha watched him as he paced restlesdy over the stone, moving in and out of tendrils of migt. She
should have fdt triumph but was empty ingde. She sat again, wating with him with a cold patience that
changed her into stone to match the stone benegth her.

She heard shouts and confusion ahead of her as she picked her way down the loose rock on the
dope, moving carefully around the scattered vegetation. Here on the fringes of the mistlands dmogt dl
that grew was dangerous. She heard a loud cry as one of the demons much farther down the dope
tangled with a bush and went tumbling over and over as the center of a amdl avdanche. Sometime later
she dmost sumbled over his body; it was partidly covered with amdl stones and prickly leaves. His flesh
was bloated and puffy. She stood garing down at him, then lifted her head and laughed. “One” she
cried.

There was more noise in front of her. The ten Amar with Churr were attacking the demons with
stones, knocking them down and cutting their throats, driving them into the poison bushes. Roha stepped
over and around more of them, feding with each an upsurge of anger and triumph that quickly flattened
with the redization that the blood of dl the demons would never be enough to pay for Rihon. She circled
the feet of the lagt and ran down the dope to rgoin Churr. WE'Il send their ghosts to serve you,
brother, she thought. One by one, we'll send them.

Chapter VI. Aleytys And Roha

Aleytys

In the dark the fog seemed thicker and warmer. The fire had burned down to a few flickering coals.
Aleytys lifted her head, looked cautioudy about, then sat up. After siiffing the air, she amiled. The migt
was laced again with the drugged smoke. She narrowed her eyes and scanned the dark on the downwind
sde, searching for more glows that would mark the position of the torches. A dark, squat figure waddled
past—a Tik on his rounds. She pushed wandering tendrils of hair back off her face then she fdt about for
the Amar, searching for the ten sparks of life out in the darkness.

They were gathered together, Stting quietly in one spot as far as she could tdl. The torches were
ather out or smoldering so dmly she could see no 9gn of them. How long will | have to wait! she
thought. What are they waiting for? She fdt hersdf drifting, blinked heavy eyes, redizing she was more
under the influence of the smoke than she'd thought. She washed the drug from her system, heditated,
then dropped her hand on Drij’ s shoulder, Ietting the black water flow into the degping woman and clean
the smoke effects out of her. When Drij’s body was free of drugging, Aleytys snapped the tie to the
power river and shook her awake.

“Wha....” Drij sat up, blinking uncertainly, tongue passing over dry lips. She scanned the dark lumps
of the desping Scavs. “1 wonder how many of them will be dive in the morning.”

“Better not talk.” Aleytys sniffed at the ar blowing vigoroudy past her face; the spicy tang of smoke
was nearly gone. “Relax. Nothing's happening.”

“Wha about the Amar?’ Drij made no attempt to keep her voice down. “Where are they? Do you
know?’

Amused, Aleytys eyed her for aminute, then reached out for the life-gparks in the migt. “Didn’t think
you believed in this. Ah! They' ve started moving. Coming toward us”

“l don’'t know whét I... you're sure?’

“Yes. Coming dow, perhaps because the Tiks are ill on their feet.”

“Where s Quae?’

“Adegp somewhere. Drij, | want to tak to the Amar. | need you to trandate for me.”

“Why? Let them comein and get their people. They don't need help.”

“They're going to cut every throat they can reach, induding ours, my friend. You know that. | need
those Scavs, Drij. | want them dive”



“These ... these bastards? Let the Amar have them.” Drij’s voice was low and filled with hate.

“No. Trandae for me”

“l have no desire to die. Not to save a bunch of scum like those” She gestured. “Could you keep
them from killing us? And don't give me nonsense about wild taents” She saw Aleytys grimace. “I
thought so. Forget it.”

The Amar sttled to the ground as two of them edged close to Tiks. There was a soft flurry of sound
and the lifefires of the sentries snuffed out. Aleytys jumped down. Looking up at Drij, she said, “They
just got the sentries. If you don't help, I’'m going to have to wake Quae.”

“That’s not far.” Drij Sghed, did down beside Aleytys. “Wdl, I'm ready. Keep me dive if you can.
I’d appreciate it very much.”

“| share the feding.” With Dirij trailing close behind her, she moved toward the crouching captives.
When she passed close to one of the deepers, she kndt beside him and touched his cheek, then dapped
him hard, her pam splatting loudly againg his flaccid cheek. He was deep in a stupor, would take a lot of
waking. Out in the fog the Amar huddled together. They could see her and Drij moving about, dert. She
dipped his knife from the sheath a his Side, hesitated a minute, then dipped the rifle off his shoulder and
shrugged it onto hers. Knowing the Amar were wetching, a little nervous about approaching the captives
with a knife, she started toward the tethered netives.

Before she could take more than a few steps, smdl forms burst from the mis and came a her.

She whedled, gathered light between her hands and threw it & them, then rushed toward the
captives.

“Rohal” Drij shrieked. “Tenda-sl Tendal”

Roha

The flash burned in front of her. Roha fdt a tingle but there was no pain, just the blinding light that
mede her eyes hurt. She blinked, saw nothing but the flare with black specks svimming in it. When her
eyes cleared, the fire-haired demon was kneding beside Dad, a knife at his throat. Whimpering, claws
coming out, Roha started for her then stopped as the Nafa stepped in front of her.

“Roha,” the Nafa said softly, her hands outstretched, empty.

The deep voice thrumming ingde her, Roha drew back. “Demon,” she cried desperatdly. “Stand
adde” Snatching the knife from her belt, she raised it in threet.

Aleytys

“Tdl her to stop.” Aleytys winced, the trandating part of her tdents cdled into action, producing the
thundering headache it dways did. She screwed up her face, then relaxed as the worst of the ache went
away. “| don’t want to hurt her, but | won't let her kill me or the others.”

Drij nodded. As she and Roha spat words a each other, Aleytys cut the captive free. She tapped
him on the shoulder, pointed toward the mig. “Go!” she whispered, then gave him a light push. He got
the idea and trotted off.

Roha

Roha watched Dad trot to join Churr and the others. She looked around at the desping demons.
“They haveto die” she moaned. “They have to die, Nafa. For what they’ ve done, they have to die. They
killed Rihon. He' s dead.”

“Ahhh.” The Nafa caught her hand. Roha tried to pull away, but the long dim fingers of the demon
were too strong for her. “I didn’'t know, Roha,” the demon said. “There are no words. If | could change
things | would.”

Roha pressed the knife againgt her chest, teking some comfort in the coolness of the stone. “Why do
you try to stop us?’

The Nafa nodded at the Fire-hair, who was busy cutting the rest of the captives loose. “Left to me, |
wouldn't try. She says she needs them and won't let you kill them. Tdl you this, young Roha, take the
men when they’re waking. You and your people can do that easy enough. She won't hurt you or yours



unlessyou force her.”

A third and fourth Amar were loping into the migt. There was only one captive to free. Roha watched
the Fire-hair move quickly to him and bend to cut histies. “ Sheis ademon of grest power.”

“But one well-disposed to you. She knew when you killed the guards. She knew how many of you
were running after us. She sees through the fog just as an Amar can see through clear water. She could
have warned the sky-demons but she didn’t. She is pretending to these men that they have captured her.
When she is where she wants to be and has what she wants to have, these sky demons, the ones you
haven't killed, Roha, they will find suddenly that they are the captives and she the captor.” The Nafa
stopped talking and looked around, saw Churr and the others weatching. “Send your people away now.
Look, the lagt of your brothersis free. Take your people into the mig and wait. Sleep. Eat. Gain strength.
Tomorrow you can attack again, take the stragglers one by one. Roha, do you hear me?’

Roha nodded; she pulled her hand free and fled to Churr. “The demon will burn us if we touch the
deepears” she gasped. She drew drength from him, a weak flow that brought anguish with it, too
powerful a reminder of what she'd logt, a part of hersdf gone. She looked at the Nafa, then at the
Fire-hair. The pde face came a her a her a her, srength came from her, warmth came from her,
comfort came from her, comfort she didn’t want, wouldn't accept, tried to push away but was not strong
enough, that quietly caressed her and would not go away. With a cry of anguish, Roha wheded and ran
from that terrible place into the mist and darkness that seemed more certain and far more familiar. Churr
scowled, voiced alow command to the other Amar, then ran after her. They followed, glad to leave the
demon-cursed place.

Aleytys

Aleytys stared into the migt. The tiny Amar girl reminded her too much of hersdf a few years ago,
both of them forced to ded with people and things they had no way of understanding. She tossed the rifle
adde, turned to Drij. “Thanks. Here”” She held out the knife. “Hide this where you can get at it.”

Drij shivered and clasped her hands behind her back. “I could never useit.”

“You let others do your killing for you and rgjoice in the corpses. What' s the difference?’

“None.” Drij shrugged. “But | won't—can’t—use that thing on anyone.”

Aleytys looked down at the blade, shook her head, then threw it among the scattered pieces of rope.
“Just aswell, | suppose. You did a good job with the girl.”

Drij Sghed. “1 just wanted to convince her to go away and leave us done.”

“Whatever, you did it. I'm hungry enough to eat a boot raw. There' s hdf a dozen tab-cans of stew in
one of those cells. Been resting my head on it dl day. A hot med fird, then we'll get some deep. WE
need it when we face Quade in the morning.” She grinned. “Hell have the grandaddy of dl hangovers.
Since he's made a habit of cheering himsdf up on your face, I'll seeif | can head him off. Don’'t want him
to get ideas about me. Be damned if | stand for a busted face.” She pulled hersdf up onto the carrier’s
high bed and reached down for Drij.

In the morning Quale surprised her again. The explosion she'd expected never came. He kicked a
the bits of rope, then moved purpossfully about the edge of the clearing, stripping the bodies of the Tiks
and tossing ther wegpons onto the carrier. He stopped by the two women, turned his back on them to
watch the men getting ungteadily to their feet. “Throw down some of the food cdls” he said abruptly,
then strode away, leaving Aleytys and Drij Saring at each other.

After a breskfast of sdf-hesting stew and copious drafts of cha, the ten Scavs left lined up agan,
looking brighter and meaner. Quale stood by the tongue watching them thoughtfully. Aleytys fdt his anger
rise, then the coolness of second thought taking over, saw that he wasn't about to risk a refusa by
ordering any of the men to pull the carrier. He gill dominated them, but in their present short-tempered
mood, it would only take a spark to unite them againg him. He stared down at the tongue, lifted it,
tugged at the carrier, measuring the force required to move it. With a grunt of satisfaction, he dropped the
tongue and looked up. “Y ou women. Get down here and strap in.”

They began moving dong behind him as he led off into the brightening mis. The sun was up, a



greenish blur low in the eastern sky. A brisk breeze whipped the fog about; moving became difficult. One
minute Aleytys could see a dozen feet ahead, the next she was lucky to see where to put her feet. With
the harness taking part of the stress of her arms the carrier was easy enough to pull, but Aleytys was
nervous about the ground and vegetation ahead of her. She avoided bushes as much as possble, kept
her eyes on the ground, preferring the patches of coarse sand and rubble to smooth stretches of stone.
And | was complaining about just being along for the ride. Bored! she thought suddenly and
chuckled. This brought a startled stare from Drij but she didn’t bother explaining what had amused her.

The Amar were moving dong with them. Aleytys glanced a the men marching beside the carrier.
They were jumpy, ready to shoot a shadows. She hoped little Roha and her warriors had the good
sense to let the Scavs stle before they tried anything.

An odd sensation brushed a the far edge of her outreach. Hadlily she scanned the ground ahead of
her for dangers, then closed her eyes and extended her probe. Out beyond the Amar there was
something ese, life-sparks so dim she was not sure they existed or were figments of an overheated
imagination. As she sruggled with the limitations set on her talents by the interference of the Sink web,
she cursed softly. The touches were tentative and unclear and nothing she could do would make them
yidd more informetion. To add to her jJumpiness, she grew dowly aware of a swarm of tiny vibrations
hovering about the carrier, radiating a greedy hunger but impossible to locate with any certainty. Another
vague threat. Aleytys groped about but found no center to take hold of, only clouds of smoke that flowed
away whenever she reached for them. As time passed she walked dong in harness, muttering softly to
hersdf, so intent on her outreach that she forgot everything ese but the need to examine the ground
ahead of her feet.

“Lee” Drij looked around to seeif the Scavs were watching, then whispered, “Lee, what's wrong?’

Aleytys jerked her head up, smiled at the anxiety on Drij’s face. “Nothing.” She looked around, then
back at the ground in front of her. “Nothing yet, anyway. Mmmh. Tdl me, are there any larger forms of
life here in the miglands?’

Drij frowned. “Roha said something about Mistlanders but she seemed to think they were stories for
children. Like the floating ghosts” She was Slent a minute. “Why?" she sad after a while “Or should |
ak?

“l don’'t know ....."” Aleytys shrugged her shoulders.

“Ever fed uncomfortable and turn around to see someone daring a you? That's how | fed now.
Itchy. Tdl you what, Drij. If | ydl, you hit the ground fast.”

Chapter VII. Aleytys

Three more Scavs died before Quae brought them to camp on the second day in the mistlands. One
hed stopped to reieve himsdf and finished with a dashed throat. The other two fdl behind a little and
went down with arrows in arm and thigh. Aiming was difficult in the shifting mists but the poison was so
grong that any hit meant a quick death to the vicim. A Scav saw the last one fdl, ydled a warning and
began firing wildly into the mig until Quale kicked the rifle from his hands, curang him for wagting
ammunition. After that, the Scavs bunched close about the carrier, jumping a every shadow in the fog
but not quite bold enough to risk Quale' s anger by shooting.

When they stopped, Aleytys dipped the harness straps from her shoulders and stretched, groaning.
“l wasn't meant to be a horse.”

“Nor 1.” Drij rubbed at her shoulder; she looked very tired, years older than she had in the morning.
There were tiny lines webbed over her pale brown skin, deeper lines around eyes, nose and mouth. Her
hair hung lankly about her face, fdling in aily strands from the knot at the back of her head. Sweat and
the mis had washed away her cosmetics and she had none to replace them and no will to use them if
she'd had them. She stepped away from the tongue and stood watching Quale as he bullied the tired men
into setting up camp and gathering down-wood for a fire. After along slence, she turned to Aleytys. “Is
it worth dl this, the thing you and Quale are after?’

“Yes” Aleytys dropped to the ground and sat with her back againg one of the wheds. She waited



until Drij was settled beside her, then went on. “A queen’s ransom.”

“What?’

“A Haestavaada Queen. They hired me to get her back. If Quale gets her, hell sl her to the highest
bidder—Haesta-vaada or Tikh'asfour. For him, it's a prize bigger than anything even he ever dreamed
of. For me, it saworld of vaadawho'll dieif | don't bring their Queen back—and, | must admit, a very
hefty fee”

“l see” She pushed wearily a the hair plastered to her forehead. “In the end is there any difference
between you and Quale?’

“Inthe end ....” Aleytys sighed. “This maybe. I'm dready bought, though not quite paid for.” She
turned her head and met Drij’s curious eyes with a amile. “I get my fee When the Haestavaada get thar
Queen.”

“Oh?

“Kegps me honest.”

They rested without spesking until Quale set them to serving food to the men. The Scavs huddled
around the fire, glancing continudly over therr shoulders, suffing food in their mouths as fast as they
could. Quale dimbed onto the pile of supply cdls and settled himsdf there, rifle on his knees, Drij and
Aleytys crouching at his fedt.

Aleytys fdt his stisfaction as he glanced over her, over the men, around the camp. With the
satisfaction was a touch of self-mockery. Besieged by tricky natives, she thought. Trekking toward a
treasure. Standing guard while his men eat, his women crouching at his feet. A Farou saga.
Knowing it's nonsense. Unable to resst the dream. Bloody murdering bastard with a small boy
lost somewhere inside him.

Later Quae set up the sheter and crawled ingde leaving Aleytys and Drij to stretch out on the
carrier. This night the sentries were dug into pits looking out over banks of thrown-up earth. The other
Scavs were rolled up in blankets close about the carrier, seeking at least the illuson of shdlter. Drij was
adeegp dmogs immediatdy, exhausted by her drenuous day, but Aleytys lay daing up a the fantly
gowing mit.

In the darkness within her skull Swardheld's black eyes opened and his bearded face developed
around them. “Bone-head.”

Aleytys grinned. “Me or Quale?’ she murmured.

“Both of you. Way you're acting, you' re going to waste dl these men before you get to the ship.” His
eyes shifted. “What the hdl are those things?’

Drifting overhead were smdl spheres of emptiness vishle now because of the night-thickening of the
fog. As she watched, two of the spheres bumped together, merged into a larger emptiness, bumped
agan, continued to grow in erratic legps. “1 wonder,” she whispered. “Drij said something about floating
ghosts” Her lipstwitched into a brief amile. “If anything ever deserved that name, those do.”

The spheres bobbed about, moving in dow spirds over the camp. The largest ones hung about
overhead. Aleytys watched with growing apprehension. Two of them were dready larger than her head
and they radiated hunger. Hanging beneeth each sphere, tranducent tendrils fine as slk threads grew
longer and longer as their parent spheres merged. They circled above her, dipping lower and lower as
they passed over her, rigng as they moved away from the carrier, dipping again as they circled back.

She sat up. The largest ghost dropped quickly. Before she could avoid them, the dangling tendrils
brushed across her face; she jerked away and bent to shake Drij awake.

After aminute she brushed at the air in front of her face, brushed again, looked up to see a bloated
hallow drifting over her head. Her face and shoulders began to tingle A pleasant warm lasstude spread
through her.

“Led” Swardheld’ s ydl broke through the warmth. She jerked back, fdling flat onto the carrier bed,
then dammed a powerful negation at the ghodt, forgetting caution, forgetting adso the distortion in her
reach created by the web of the Sink. For a moment she glowed red-hot as power streamed from her,
searing the ghost above her, legping from it to others of the swarm, legping again until the floating ghosts
were linked in a red-gold webhbing like that of the Sink.



Screaming slently, screaming their agony, the ghosts fragmented and swirled away through the fog,
Soraying outward in a desperate flight to escape the fire she was throwing a them.

Then the flare was gone. Swardheld was gone. Her head was locked in a band of pain. Her eyes
blured He head was duffed with sand—dry, difling sand—she was terified—
suddenly—diffusel y—thoroughly—terrified. She crouched on the carrier bed, afrad—afrad—hepless
before another attack of the ghosts as the sand dowly trickled from her head, as the hill was paid for the
sudden enormous augmentation of her power.

She dtretched out flat on the carrier, feding limp and exhausted, aching in every joint. Uneasy, she
scanned the clotted fog over her head; she relaxed when she saw nathing but the faint glow from the Sink
invigble overhead.

The black eyes opened again. Looking startled and angry, Swardheld demanded, “What happened?’

“Hoating ghodts.” She yawned. “Did you catch any of that?’

“Sucking. Or fingers dosing around me before | pulled back.” He raised an eyebrow. “Rough ride
there for aminute”

“Damn Sink.” She yawned again; it was hard to keep focused on his image. He blurred and shifted
like afigurein a dream.

“Go to deep, freyka” Amusement and affection roughened his deep voice. He winked a her and
was gone.

“Mmmh.” She drifted away, too tired to tak or think any longer, too tired even to be afraid. In the
fird moments of her deep, she dreamed that Swardheld stood beside her, his black beard and har
ruffled by the wind, beaded with moisture from the steamy mist. He was leaning on a long black sword,
his hands placed one over the other on top of the hilt. Feding safe and comforted, she sank eeslly into a
deep and refreshing deep.

At sundown on the third day, Aleytys and Drij circled a large group of purple-tinged bushes then
stopped to stare at the stained, haf-buried ship whose long gray curve vanished at both ends into seam
and mig. Quale was slanding on the gritty soil saring &t the barricaded lock. By his feet lay the battered
body of avaad, the only sgn of lifein the desolate clearing. He siwung around when he heard the scrape
of feet as the remaining few Scavs moved waily past the circle of brush.

He glanced quickly at the carrier, then at the mist-shrouded bushes. The slence around them was
oppressive. With afrown he waved Aleytys and Drij forward. Following his directions they worked the
carrier around until it was pardle to the ship, the large whedls providing a measure of protection for the
Scavs. When he was satisfied, he strode to the lock and pulled himsdf up into the opening. He tugged a
the barricade. A dangling section of rod came off in his hand, but the tangled mass in front of him didn’t
move. “Hey!” His voice boomed into the cavernous blackness. There was no response. He brought his
rod down on a section of the barricade, producing a reverberating dang that made him wince when the
echo blasted back a him. He banged at the barricade again and again, ydling and curang.

Stones came flying from the mist. A Scav lounging againgt one end of the carrier cursed and dropped
hisrifle to dutch a a broken arm, then went down as a second stone dammed againg his temple. The
other Scavs dropped behind the whedls and began to fire into the section of the mig the stones were
coming from. Aleytys stripped off the harness, helped Drij fumble out of hers, pulled her behind the
carier.

When the stones stopped coming, Aleytys grimaced and stood. As Drij started to rise, Aleytys
waved her back. She moved closer to the ship, glanced up a Quae, then cried, “Kgyl the Hook.
Madadra Shayl sent me to get you.”

Qude dropped from the lock, caught hold of the knot of hair and pulled it. His face crimson with
fury, he whispered, “Tak when | tdl you, bitch.” He jerked her head back, the pain bringing tears to her
eyes. “You her?’

“l hear,” she gasped. “But ...."

“When | tdl you.” He forced her to her knees, stood glaring down at her.

Aleytys fought down her anger and lowered her eyes. 1 hear,” she said dully, flatening dl expression



from her voice.

“You know the bugs in there?’ He stepped back, his boots crunching on the soil. A gust of wind
blew sulphur-laden air past them. Quae choked, spat, cursed.

Aleytys focused on the stained and scuffed toes of his boots. “Yes”

Qude glanced at the barrier, then caught hold of her am and jerked her to her feet. “Get them out
here” He suffed one hand behind the waist-band of her trousers, grabbed her thigh with the other and
threw her up into the lock.

Bresthing hard, shaking with rage, Aleytys clutched at a broken girder, fdt the cold sted smooth and
strong under her hands. For amoment she closed her eyes, then stared into the thick, pungent blackness
vigble through cracks in the barricade. She sucked in a breath, steadied hersdf, cdled, “Kgyl the
Hook!” She could hear the words bouncing about and bresking apart as her voice echoed about the
ulterior. “Kgyl the Hook,” she cdled again, more loudly. “The Navigator reached Kavaakh.” Again she
waited until the echoes died. “Madadra Shayl vaaad sent me here to bring the Queen away.”

She began to wonder if Ksyl was dead. The valaad was captain of the Queen’s guard but the others
had to understand interlingue; they wouldn't have been chosen otherwise. There was no way she could
speak the clik-tongue of the Haestavaada. She couldn’t make the sounds, couldn’t even hear some of
them. Edging her head around, she risked a glance a Quae. He was prowling about, dividing his
atention between her and the mig-line. She could fed his impatience; it matched her own. She turned
back to cdl again, then saw a vdaad face daing a her through one of the smal openings in the
barricade. “Kgyl?’

Thefour eyes stared at her, the mandibles moved dightly but produced no sound then the face shifted
and the vaaad was looking past her & Quae and the carrier. Still without meking any attempt to
communicate, it turned and vanished into the darkness. For a moment she could hear the soft scraping of
its feet. Her fingers tightened on the metd. More waiting.

“l sad get them out here.” Qual€e' s hand tightened painfully around her ankle. She looked down. He
was scowling, but she didn’t need that to read the nervous irritation building in him.

“One of the valaad came; it judt Ieft to get the guard captain,” she said hadtily, hoping what she said
was true. She was beginning to fed like a sacrifice tied on a bulge in the earth waiting for the volcano
below to explode beneath her. Out of the fog she could fed converging areas of hodtility. Higher in the
mig the floating ghosts were dirding, remaining some distance from her, but gathering more thickly than
ever. | have to be careful, she thought. They're starting to forget what | did to them before. She fdt
Sck at the thought of those bulbous nightmares sucking out her life. It was getting dark. The glow from
the setting sun was fading, the rings of color about it darkening to a greenish purple. She could hear the
creak of the carrier as the men leaned on it. Scavs, she thought. Five of them left out of the double
dozen we started with. Little Roha, you're taking us out, you and your warriors. | wonder if we'll
make it out of this nightmare.

Qude jerked a her ankle. “Fve minutes” he snarled. “Then we try smoking the bugs out.” He didn’t
wait for an answer, but stalked to the carrier and sent three men toward the pile of dead brush near the
tal of the ship.

A triple dang of metd againgt metd brought her head around. The valaad was back. She looked
closer. No, she thought, it's another one. “Ksyl?’

The vadaad lifted its Sgning hands. wHO ARE YOu? Aleytys read.

Shefdt a sudden rdief and closed her hands tightly over a broken strut until the shake was out of her
legs. Then she stepped back and Signed: HUNTER ALEYTYS, HUNTERS OF WOLFF. WE WERE HIRED TO FREE
THE QUEEN. DOES SHE LIVE?

YES WHO ARE THOSE MEN? YOURS?

Aleytys hesitated. Findly, she Sgned: NO. SCAVS. THEY THINK TO RANSOM THE QUEEN. I'M USING
THEM TO GET US OUT SAFE. MANY DANGERS OUT THERE. She waved a hand at the mig that surrounded

them. usiING THEM ?If Sgns could be skeptica, these were.
| AM A HUNTER OF WOLFF, KSIYL THE HOOK. | AM NEVER DISARMED. THINK QUICKLY. THE BIG MAN IS

IMPATIENT AND | DON'T WANT TO HAVE TO FIGHT HIM YET. She glanced at Quale, then made a quick,



sharp gesture. YOU HAVE TWO CHOICES, KSIYL. YOU CAN SIT HERE AND ROT UNTIL THE TIKH’ASFOUR
LAND AND ROOT YOU OUT. AND THEY WILL, THEY'RE OUT THERE, THREE PACKS OF THEM, WAITING FOR
THIS WORLD TO EMERGE FROM THE SLNK. OR YOU CAN COME WITH ME AND TAKE YOUR CHANCES THAT |

'M NOT A FOOL OR A LIAR. She paused and waited.

Thevdaad stared at her for a long minute then backed away. She heard him moving off and sghed
impatiently.

Qude came driding up. “Wel?’

Aleytys pressed her back againg the jagged outside of the barricade; he was a har away from
exploson. “| talked to the captain, Sr.” She spoke quickly, her voice soft, trying to catch the submissive
rhythms of Drij’ s habitua response to him. It went to get others to pull back the barricade.” Keeping her
eyes down, hoping what she'd said was the truth, she waited, ready to use the sunner implants on him
though she hoped it wouldn’t be necessary.

With a quick powerful legp he came up into the lock beside her. He grasped a protruding bar and
tried to shake the barricade loose. The effort made it rattle a little and squed loudly; more important, it
drained off some of his pent-up irritation. He peered into the darkness, then glared down at her. “That
bug don't come back quick, I'll kick this thing apart, waste every bug | get my hands on and drag the
Queen out mysdf.”

About to protest that they needed the vaada and vaaada, Aleytys bit down on her lip and swallowed
the words, he had to know that and wouldn't appreciate her reminding him, interfering with him, he'd call
it, gicking her nose in where it had no business. She watched him shake the barricade again, then jump
down and start a pair of Scavs tumbling the remaining supply cdls to the ground between the carrier and
the ship. Behind her, she heard a scratching, squedling, scraping. She turned.

Through the openings in the barricade she saw bits of vaada bodies. She touched the barricade and
fdtit move. “Qude” she cdled. “They re dearing the lock.”

He dtraightened, triumph in his wide, flashing grin. He grabbed the shoulder of the man beside him.
“Gebe, get that thing ...” he jabbed a thumb a the carrier. “... ready to rdl indgde soon’'s the junk’s
hauled out of the way.”

The barricade did back intact, moving very dowly but steedily until the lock was cleared and the way
opened to the indde of the ship. The darkness ingde was broken as a vaad came toward them holding a
smoking torch in a hand, its mid-arm pincers pressed tight againg its thorax. It stood back and lifted the
torch above its head, ignoring the spattering bits of hot sap that fdl about it.

Aleytys started to move indde, then stopped and stood aside for Quae. He sivung up into the lock
and strode past her. He moved to the junction of the wide corridors, paced the distance, then beckoned
to Aleytys. When she reached him, he pointed to Ksyl standing like a shadow figure in the flickering,
uncertain light. “What' s that bug saying?’

Aleytys frowned. The hand tadk was widespread, used extensvely between species with
non-compatible speech forms. She suspected that Quae knew it well enough to catch most of what was
being said. She stepped alittlein front of him, risking a short, emphatic warning, cutting Ksyl off before it
could cdl her Hunter.

Kayl's 9gning hands fatered, then moved into aforma greeting.

“It welcomes us. If we fallow, it'll take us to the Queen.”

“Tdl the bug to get on with it.”

“It understands you, Sr,” she murmured. She pointed to Kyl who was sngpping its mandibles and
producing a rapid gring of sounds. The vaad with the torch edged past Aleytys and moved with
awkward rapidity dong the echoing corridor that ran down the center of the ship. Ksyl Sgned a formd
request for them to follow, then siwung around and moved off down the cluttered corridor with the diding
lurch of great weariness.

The ship was far more broken up indde than Aleytys had expected after seeing the nearly intact skin.
The inner wals were ripped, twisted and crumpled, with debris sailling from what had been separate
rooms, she found hersdlf stepping over desiccated pieces of long dead vaada, kicking a round object that
wobbled off, a vaad head. The acrid, pungent amdl of unhedthy vaada was thick enough to cut,



intengfied by the fumes from the torch carried ahead of them. They passed severd dill living vaada
ganding in openings, dull-eyed and indifferent, their carapaces mucky and scratched, ther top ams
dangling limply in front of thelr tilted thoraxes, their mid-arms tucked up tight. Ther bresthing echoed in
the heavy air, shrilling through the spiracles dong their sides.

Aleytys trudged behind Quale, trying to fight off the despair coming from the weary vaada—weary to
the point of death but they were not dlowed to die—a despair that was thicker than the stench that was
choking her. She remembered her brigfings. No zesh pairs Ift.

The pairing between the neuter Haestavaada was a non-sexud but intense bond formed a the onset
of maturity. The capacity to form such bonds was the mark of maturity in the neuters as puberty was for
the sexed Haestavaada. The parings were made for life If one of the par died, the remaning vaad
usudly lived less than a year, fading from life like a dried-up lesf. These vaada only lived because the
Queen needed them—the Queen and the Queen’ s guard who were valaada, ther naturd leaders. If Kyl
was any example, the valaada were in far better shape than the miserable vaada.

In the heart of the ship the vaad with the torch stopped in front of a massive door-iris. Ksyl hated,
tilted forward until its pincers touched the floor, then straightened and turned to face Quale and Aleytys.
TURN YOUR BACKS, it Signed.

When Aleytys trandated this, Quae scowled, then shrugged and turned his back. Behind them they
heard a long thrumming then fdt a flooding of hot ar and saw the light around them intengfy. Ksyl
touched Aleytys on the arm. She turned and saw him stepping carefully into the dimly lit room beyond the
partly unfolded iris. Eyes glittering with greed, Quale ducked through the smdl opening and straightened,
his eyes fixed on the casket that took up much of the space. Aleytys came through behind him.

The Queen’s transport room was sphericd, the inner skin able to revolve fredy, a sphere ingde a
sphere. The Queen’s casket was suspended in the center of the room, cradled in a nest of webbing. Two
of the 9x guards were stting atop the casket, working leversthat kept the air and liquids flowing through
the tubes insde. Around the room smdl torches were burning in improvised holders, heeting the ar until
the room was like an oven. There was light enough to show the larger detalls of the forms that sat
benegth the casket. Three of them. They wore ceremonid swords and energy wespons in black lesther
holders on the same legther belts tha held the swords. Their armored eyes had a deep glow. They
looked a bit worn but otherwise in excdllent shape. The valaad on the end had an extra belt looped over
its legs. Kgyl touched the top-arm fingers with this one, then took the belt and fastened it around the
lower part of its thorax.

Qude jabbed afinger at the casket. “Queen?’

Ksyl sgned: YEs.

“Alive?’

YES.

After alagt look at the smoky hot chamber, Quale caught hold of Aleytys's arm. “Watch them.” He
pushed her away, then disappeared into the long corridor. Aleytys heard his heds coming down hard on
the torn rubber sheething. She ducked out and saw with rdief that he redly was leaving; his powerful
body was dmogt logt in the shadows, but she could fed the exultation exploding in him. He was nearly
running, SO eager was he to get the Queen on the carrier and start her on her way to the hold of his ship.

Aleytys ducked back into the room. HE’SGONE, she Signed. FOR THE CARRIER.

WILL IT TAKE THE WEIGHT ?

KSYL, FRIEND. VALAADA HELPED DESIGN IT.

Ksyl sgned an gpology, added a quick twigt of chagrin.

Aleytys waved the gpology away. THOUGH HE'LL LOAD THE QUEEN TONIGHT, HE'LL WAIT TILL
MORNING TO START BACK. YOU CAN USE THE NIGHT TO GET READY ANYTHING YOU WANT TO TAKE
WITH YOU. HE WON'T OBJECT TO ANYTHING THAT DOESN'T REQUIRE TOO MUCH ROOM. ONE THING. HE'S

PROBABLY GOING TO USE YOU AS BUFFERS AGAINST NATIVE ATTACK.
THERE ARE TWO GROUPS OF NATIVES OUT IN THE FOG. WE LOST OVER FIFTEEN MEN TO THEM ON THE

WAY IN. She an$d THREE DAYS. IT WILL TAKE THAT LONG TO REACH THE SCAV SHIPS.

YOUR sHIP? The vaaad glanced at the Queen’s casket then at Aleytys.
TO CATCH THE TIKH'ASFOUR PACK OFF GUARD, | DROPPED IN A SPECIAL CAPSULE. HUNTERS KNEW



THE SCAVS WERE HERE SO | PLANNED TO TAKE A SCAV SHIP OUT OF HERE,

YOU ARE ONE AGAINST MANY . The vaaad took her hands, looked down a the soft flesh. It dropped
them and stepped back. HOW WILL YOU TAKE A SHIP FROM THAT MAN? The last words were staccato
gestures that expressed its agitation and growing distrust.

KSIYL, | DID NOT NEED TO ASK YOUR HELP. | COULD HAVE COMMANDED IT. She snapped the signs out
briskly. The heat in the room, the heavy dill ar thick with the acrid smdl of the valaada, the knowledge
that Quale was due back in minutes, these irritations ate away at her temper until she was on the point of
exploding, scrapping her plan and taking control into her own hands, only an uneasy suspicion that
controlling so many through the treacheries of the mistlands was more than she could take on hed her
back from acting impulsively. | AM HUNTER AND HALF-VRYHH, KSIYL. AND NOT A FOOL | MY LIFE IS AT
RISK HERE TOO.

Its four eyes were fixed on her for severd minutes. She couldn’t read its expressionless immobile
face, but caught snatches of curiogty, then a sudden flash of understanding. Its Sgning hands lifted, hung
dill, then moved through quick signs. YOuU WERE THE HUNTER ON THE HAREWORLD ?

YES YOU KNOW OF THAT?

THE VALAADA HAVE HEARD.

SAY NOTHING OF THIS TO THE MAN. She hesitated, then began sgning dowly, extending her gestures
to add weight to her words. THE WAY IS PREPARED, KSIYL. WALK IT WITH ME.

The valaad performed a bow of honoring. WE WILL FOLLOW YOUR PATH, it Signed. It turned away
and went to talk with the other valaada. When they heard the rattle of the carrier, two of the vdaada
moved to the entrance and used their eght ams to muscle a whed around, diding the opening large
enough to bring the carrier in—and out with the casket.

Qude strode through, noted the change. He stood beside Aleytys and watched the shambling vaada
work the carrier in place under the casket, then lower it, the two vaaada on top imperturbably continuing
to work the life-support. When it was settled, he walked over to it and laid his hand possessvely on the
smooth golden metd, a great black beast daming his prey, for the moment draining color and force from
the others in the room by the suffocating power of rage and desire hed in a precarious control—black
beast and shimmering golden casket in the uncertain light from the torches.

The vdaada were caught for a moment in the spdl, then Qude grinned and with the grin logt his
dominance, shrinking abruptly from demiurge to merdy human. Ksyl moved, then dilled as Aleytys
flashed it a warning Sgn. With the torchlight glittering in its bulging eyes, it moved its head in a quick
circle, dicking out a command to the guards to back againg the curving wal. Quae patted the casket a
last time, then strolled back to Aleytys and took her arm, his fingers tightening until he drew a murmur of
protest from her.

Stidfied, he hauled her into the thick blackness of the corridor. She went with him without further
protest, wondering if he dill needed her enough to offset his growing irritation. No light at dl came back
this far from outsde but he surged ahead, his feet scuffing and thumping on the rubbery compound that
shegthed the passage. She could hear her own breath coming harsh and too quickly in the sillness around
them that was as thick and unnerving as the stench of the disintegrating vaada hanging about everywhere.

The blackness grayed alittle as she turned the corner and moved toward the lock. Near the opening
he jerked her to a stop. She rubbed at her am where his fingers had left bruises, watching him take a
gancein the pale circle of light with one am extended, hand closed around the rim, the other hand fisted
on his hip, she wondered what he was up to and, with a bit more apprehension, what he was planning for
her. Moving as quidtly as she could, she edged closer to the lock.

The pile of supply cdls was a white blotch in the swirling mig that had closed in tight about the ship.
The Scavs were dark smudges fading in and out of view as the fog between them and the ship bunched
and thinned. A fant glow came through the mig from the Sinkweb but it was dimmer than ever. Not
much time left, she thought. We're coming out of the Snk.

A stone arced through the migt and whanged againg the metd close to Qual€'s hand. He cursed but
didn't move. More stones splatted down around the crouching Scavs. Two didn’'t seem to notice; the
other three began firing blindly at the point where the stones were coming from. After a moment more of



this, asif by mutud consent, the stone bombardment and the shooting stopped.

“Stinking greenies”

Aleytys glanced up at Quae. The rock throwers weren't Amar. She considered tdling him, then the
thought of what his reaction would be to unasked-for comment from her started her laughing. She
choked down the giggles, her breeth coming in little snorts.

Qude cursed again, dropped his hand and strode back into the corridor beyond the lock. He paced
back and forth, muttering, his nogtrils flaring with disgust at the stench. Abruptly he was beside her, his
hands dosing around her waist; the urge to laugh left her and she tensed. Before she could do more, he
lifted her and dropped her to the ground outside.

Off baance when she landed, she staggered forward afew steps, nearly kicking into the supply cells.
She whedled to face him as he jumped down, sarting the musclejerk sequence that would activate the
sunner implantsin her left hand.

He nodded at the supply cdls. “Haul those indde. Stinking hole, but it'll keep the greenies off our
backs.” Without waiting for an answer, dismissng her attack crouch as a cower of fear, he waked
toward the Scavs.

Uncertain as to whether she was more annoyed or relieved, Aleytys rdlaxed her hands. She hefted
one of the cdls then stood watching the Scavs. Gallez had logt his chance in the lottery about midday
when he'd stepped on a patch of grass and was sucked under too fast for the nearest man to haul him
out. Szor went next, then the Scav who'd mocked a Herz, then two of the Ortdls—fdling to another
hidden hot soring under a skin of rock, to a bush with attendant fliers who swarmed over one of the
Ortels, penetrating to hisflesh in spite of the armor of chitin plates, to sngle arrows coming from the mist.
Fve left. One man had hisarm in an improvised ding and a garish bruise on his forehead. He was sullen,
responding to Qua€e's prodding with angry grunts. The remaining Ortel crouched apart, saring at the
ground, ignored by the others as profoundly as he ignored them.

Drij came out of the mig. “What's hgppening, Lee?’

| forgot about her, Aleytys thought guiltily. “Help me get the cdls indde” She started for the lock.
“He wants us to spend the night ingde. In the moming we ll be heading hack with the Queen and the
vaada and valaada il dive” She tossed the cdll into the lock and turned back. “With alittle luck wel be
out of thishdl soon.”

“I'll believe that when I’'m gtanding in front of the shelter gate.” Drij picked up two of the smdler cdls
and stood watching Aleytys come back for another load. “They trusted you, the guards?’

“l hed the right words.” Aleytys chuckled, then frowned as she tried to baance three cdls that were
just too large for comfortable holding. She started dowly for the lock with Drij pacing beside her. “And
Kayl knew my name.”

Aleytys moved diffly into the opening and stood, stretching and yawning, trying to revive suffidently
to face the emerging day. The sun was a greenish blur on the eastern horizon; the moming was aready
hot and steamy. She pulled a her tunic to coax a bit of breeze againg her skin. A smdl stone whooshed
into the opening, skimmed past her knee and landed with a muted thumping on the reslient ma just
beyond the lock. She probed the mig, finding a sngle life-spark retreating without haste or concern.
Saying good morning, she thought, smiling. The amile faded. The two sets of enemies were waiting out
in the mig, one to the east, the other to the west, wating for the demons to emerge. Overhead the
floating ghosts drifted about, attracted to her but ill wary.

Out in the dearing the head of the vaad-body moved suddenly, staring a her out of vacant holes
where its eyes had been. She started, then swore. The body was movingintiny rapid jerks; lines of large
flat insects were burrowing into the rotting flesh through breaks in the chitin. She shivered. This was the
naturd ecology of life and death but it was too strong a reminder of the fragility of her own body.

Hearing movement behind her, she jumped down to waich as a number of vaad appeared in the
lock, carrying long gtrips of a light-metd wal boarding. They maneuvered the strips out the lock and let
the ends fdl to make a ramp of sorts. They piled more of the strips on top until they had a farrly sturdy
indine from the lip of the lock to the ground.



Qude came out, sscomped on the ramp, moved down it, stood looking back up. Fndly he nodded.
“Right. Kdling, get the bug and send the thing down. Move it fast. That ramp won't hold long.”

The Scav acknowledged the order and disappeared insde. The nose of the carrier appeared beyond
the lock. The tongue was tied up, the nose shifting about asif sniffing for the ramp. More and more of the
carier emerged until it findly tilted down, the front wheds finding the metd strips. The ramp groaned
beneath the weight, began to creak and sag. Quale jumped closer, yeled, “Faster. It's breaking up.”

The carrier came hissng down the ramp, the front severd wheds reaching the ground before the
ramp collapsed. The axles groaned and the carrier bed bounced duggishly, nearly unsegting the two
guards dill working the life-support on top of the casket.

Standing allittle apart, watching the valaada move about the carrier and the vaada carry from the ship
a number of curved sections of metd—shidds to fend off the stones that came unopposed and a
unpredictable intervas—Aleytys saw Drij move dowly into the lock. She stood watching the flurry of
movement past her and around the carrier, her shoulders sagging a little. She looked weary and afraid.
All of this was none of her business, she'd been dragged into it and forced to abandon the work which
was the center of her life. There was no way the Amar would accept her if she stayed. Without Aleytys's
hdp she'd even have to abandon her notes and collection of artifacts. Aleytys edged through the
shamhling vaada and stopped by the lock, waiting until Drij noticed her. Medting the dark, tired eyes, she
sad, “It'll be over soon.”

Drij shrugged, squatted. She started to speak, then winced as severa stones came from the mig,
damaging two of the vaada because they were too dumsy to move fast enough to avoid them and
because thar chitin was brittle and thin after months of dow dying. As hed done before, Qude
dispatched them with a shot through the head, giving them even less time and attention than he had
spared the wounded men. He waved sx of the strongest vaada to the front of the carrier and saw them
buckled into the harness. Drij stared at the sprawled bodies, wiping nervoudy at her mouth. “That's what
he's going to do with us”

Aleytys closed her hand over Drij’s shoulder, feding partly sympathetic and partly annoyed with her.
Too many things coming at her, she thought. What can | sayt Nothing, | suppose. She stood beside
Drij, watching Quale as he got the procession organized, spreading the Scavs around in a thin circle with
the one-armed man in front, saw that they dl hefted the shidds and got them settled as comfortably as
possible, with a stone or two from the mig to underline his ingructions. The Queen’s guard arranged
themselves two on each Sde of the casket. Quae checked the casket, shoving at it and watching it rock
dightly on the webbing. It was stable enough, its weight pressng the webbing down into the bracing
gruts, lowering the center of gravity so the carrier rode more eesly than before. He ran his hand dong
the finish then stepped back. “Move out.”

The multiple whedls biting at the coarse earth, the carrier started smoothly forward as the Sx vaada
leaned into the harness, set moving by a clicked command from Ksgyl. Quae watched a minute, then
cdled Aleytys and Drij to him with an impaient snap. He stabbed a finger a the rear of the carrier.
“Follow if you want. Don't get in the way.” Dismissng them, he turned and loped for the front of the
carier as it began threading past the ragged brush a the edge of the dlearing.

Drij stared gloomily at her boots. “I told you. He' s through with us”

“S0?" Aleytys began pulling her after the carrier. “Does that mean we curl up and die?” She edged
through the plodding vaada and came up behind the carrier. “I have surprises left, friend.” She
consdered tdling Drij what she intended. She wouldn’t believe me. Her creed is rationalism.
Everything is explainable eventually, even things that seem to defy known rules. A year from now
she'll have all this settled to her satisfaction. Wonder where I'll be a year from now? A ship. Head
will have the Haestavaada tied tight. If | get the Queen to them, I'll have my ship. Drij has been a
good friend. I’ ve paid for my sanctuary but there's a lot she did she didn’'t have to. Gray's had to
put up with a mountain of idiocy from me. A year from now .... A flare of hate in the mig gave her a
moment’s warning. She saw the stone flying a her head and jerked aside, dmog graeful for being
aroused from her confusion. She tugged Drij around to the far Sde of the casket where they'd have a
little protection from the stones. The shidlds provided by the valaada began danging musicaly under the



bombardment. Aleytys sneaked a look around the casket. The stones were targeted a the dangerous
ones, the Scavs and the Queen’s guard, though a few fdl among the uneven lines of trudging vaada,
leaving two of them curled up on the stony soil, the others stepping dully over them. Abruptly the attack
was over. Protected by the shidds, none of the Scavs had bothered to fire back so the hdt to the
bombardment was as inexplicable as the beginning of it was unpredictable.

Trudging once more behind the carrier, Aleytys faced the unpdatable redization that she could very
eedly be killed by arock she didn’t see coming. Absurd to survive so much and fall to a stupid rock.
She glanced at Drij. Do something ... has to be something | can do. | refuse to be killed by a rock.
She giggled at the thought then sobered. Nowhere did existence or chance or whatever it was that
directed lives promise dignified endings. What are they doing now? Wonder if | can scare them
off? She searched the mig for the rock-throwers, touched them, touched a seething mass of fear and
hatred. She jerked away then forced her outreach back and began to explore the tantdizing bits of
information she teased from beneath the suffocating passions that nearly obscured everything else about
them. There was a suggestion that they were more animd than man, yet there was purpose in what they
did, a purpose beyond merdly the drive of inginct. And her probing began to make them uneasy; she fdt
the individud sparks moving closer, dmost merging as she pressed them, trying to discover what they
would do if she caught hold of and amplified their fear. Flee or fight? The wrong trigger would bring hdll
down on them al. She focused more and more intently on her probing until she falled to notice a caling
root that caught her boot toe and brought her flaling to the earth, confused and disoriented for a momen.

“Leed What ....” Drij kndt beside her, anxioudy.

“Hdp me up.” Sill alittle shaken, Aleytys lifted her face from the dirt and, with Drij’s assstance, got
back on her feet. She leaned on the dark woman as the vaada split around them, paying no more
atention to them than they would to any obstruction that had to be circled and left behind.

Aleytys brushed a the grit dinging to her pams, bleeding a smdl cuts from the sharp gravel she'd
plunged into. She rubbed her hands together to get the last of the gravel from the wounds, suppressing an
urge to gasp with the pain of it. She reached and the black power-water flowed into her, knitting the
flesh into a smooth whole again. With a smdl satis-fled sgh, she began dusting the sand and debris off
her dothing.

Drij caught hold of Aleytys's left hand, turned it pdm up, and ran her own fingertips over the
unmarked flesh, scratching with the nall of her forefinger at traces of blood from wounds that no longer
exiged.

Aleytys grinned at her. “Seaing things?’

Drij dropped the left hand and inspected the right. With a shake of her head she stepped back. “I
think s0.” She glanced a the carrier disgppearing into shifting migts that had aready swalowed the Scavs
and the Guard, then looked nervoudy at haf-seen bushes and jutting outcroppings of rock. “We have to
caich up.” With Aleytys driding beside her, she moved a an anxious trot toward the illusory safety
ahead.

When they were waking more comfortably a the dow pace of the carrier, Drij touched Aleytys's
am. “What were you trying to do?’

Aleytys rubbed & her nose. “Survive. It hadn't redly occurred to me before that one of those damn
rocks could kill me. Hurt I don’t mind. | can fix that easy enough.” She chuckled at the expresson on
Drij’s face, a compound of distress, disbdief, and reuctant acknowledgment that she had seen something
ghe couldn’t explain. “Lend me your aam awhileto see | don't wak into anything?”

With Drij mydtified but complying, Aleytys reached agan for the mislanders. They were moving
closer, spread out in along line that her outreach saw like a procession of torches bobbing nearer and
nearer. She started probing again, throwing snatches of fear at them in quick light touches.

The life-sparks bunched together. She tried a stronger projection, taking their own fear and
amplifying it and sending back. As the thrust touched the life-sparks, they flared back and started racing
toward her, radiding triumph and rage. Hadily Aleytys dropped that projection, assembled a
combination of negation and anger and hurled that a them.

The life-sparks dimmed like gale-blown torches, huddled together, radiating uncertainty and pain.



Trembling with fatigue, Aleytys leaned heavily on Drij and tried to reach for her hediing water, but the
draning effect of the Snk that dill affected her cgpricioudy—never gving warning that her
accommodation with it was about to be breached—eft her with a profound lasstude that made the least
effort more than she could endure. Drij seemed to sense this; she supported Aleytys with her arm, taking
most of her weight for severd minutes until Aleytys regained her strength. Again Drij redlized what was
happening amogt as soon as the change took place in Aleytys. She pulled away, glanced repegtedly at
Aleytys as she trudged beside her through the shifting veils of mig, trying to understand what she was
seaing.

As the morning did away, the migtlanders and the Amar drifted dong a the edge of her outreach,
keegping even with the carrier but hanging back. Her touches fed her a sense of confuson and dissensons
among the Amar and a rigng anger in the mistlanders. At times they started to converge on the carrier,
she would tense, then they’d back off. They kept her nervoudy dert the whole day until her temper was
cocked to explode a aword or atouch.

Qude kept them going until the light was gone, then bullied the staggering vaada into digging trenches
and throwing up banks of earth. Prowling about unable to stand 4ill, nervous and tense, he snapped his
fingers a two of the Scavs and set them to putting up the shelter. Curang, stopping now and then to stare
into the fog, appearing and disgppearing as he moved about, he passed Aleytys and Drij severd times
without seeming to see them.

“I'm hungry,” Aleytys said abruptly and started for the pyramid of supply cdls a the front end of the
carier. “There are some packets of food for the vaada there.”

Drij caught her am. “Don’t. Lee, héll ....”

Aleytys jerked free. “Let imtry,” she snapped. Sheleft Drij a dlent reproachful figurein the mist and
sarted digging among the cdls, feding for the marks that identified the Haestavaada food. She found
one, threw it to the vaaad sanding quigtly beside the carrier and continued rummaging about, scattering
the cdls cardesdy as she hunted. She heard a roar behind her and turned to face Quae. He grabbed for
her and she ducked away then sumbled to a stop, geping, as a horde of slent, grimadng
beasts—six-legged, horrendoudy fanged, covered with diff gray-white hair—exploded from the migts.
Qude wheded, hisrifle sngpping up. He got off a few shots before the knob end of a long club came
down firgt on his arm, then, as he legped at the mistlander, on his head. Aleytys backed againgt one of the
wheds, frowned and tried to assemble a negation, but she wasn't ready and it took too long. She
grabbed for Qua€ srifle A thrown dub whistled past her head. With a startled yep she dropped to the
ground and started crawling toward Quale. A gray-white mistiander legped at her. She rolled onto her
back and dammed her boot into his bely, sending him arcing over her to crash into the ground. Before
she heard the thud, she had wriggled back onto her somach and was reaching out for therrifle.

The knob crashed down on her head, there was an indant of shock—then nothing.

Chapter VIII. Aleytys

Aleytys came drifting up out of blackness with a grinding pain in her head and stubs jabbing into her
back. She became dmly aware she was tied to something. As her head cleared, she pulled & the ropes,
throwing her body from side to sde. Almost immediatdly she was aware of another body tied with her to
the knobby pole. Rdaxing as much as she could, she eased her head around.

Broad shoulders and fine black har with a white streak, a section of scarred cheek. Quae. And they
were tied to the roughly stripped trunk of a dead tree, a tree far larger than any of the spindly growths
she could see around them, with a stone-hard wood she couldn’t dent even with boot heds. She leaned
her head agang the wood and closed her eyes. Drawing in a breath, she started to reach for her
power-water, but a gentle tickling drifted across her face and neck, drawing away the pain, leaving
behind a pleasant lassitude. She sagged againg the ropes.

“Led” The soundless cdl roared through her head. “Freyka Get it together!”

Aleytys struggled to focus on the angry black eyes, the shouting that was bouncing around ingde her
head. A scowling scarred face came together around the eyes. Then the tickling tralled over her agan



and she logt interest.

“Freyka, dammit, floating ghost ....” Abruptly the image faded.

A darkness dropped over her, a vast hungry darkness that held her immobile and woke in her a
terror that grew as she fdt Quae wake, fdt his shock and horror. The misy sphere held them both, a
floating ghogt bigger than any she'd seen before. Abruptly it pulsed, sucked at them both. Swardheld was
jarred loose. She fdt him drawn from her, tried to cry out her anguish, tried to reach out and draw him
back. The ghogt pulsed again. A pattern of forces frozen into being by the power of the diadem, the
weaponsmaster started to dissipate then shelled over, fighting assmilaion successfully for the moment.
Then Aleytys was fighting too; angry and afraid, she rooted her being in her body, struggled to close a
shdll about hersdf as Swardheld had done. Pulsng and radiating a great frudtration, the ghost abandoned
them for the moment—though the darkness stayed clamped around her head and shoulders—and pedled
Qude from his body; she fdt the flush of new grength in the beast, heard Qua€'s slent dying scream.
Then the pressure was back.

She burned with rage, lunged with her mind for her black river, her power source she'd never
understood but used anyway. The water poured into her, filled her and she directed the force at the
ghodt.

With the ghost distracted, Swardheld broke free and dived into the handiest receptacle—Quale's
empty moribund body.

Freed from worry about him, Aleytys struck harder at the ghost, damming a thundering negetion &t it,
pouring power into it until she was burning red-hot.

The floating ghost was blasted into shards smdl as buckshot, soraying out in dl directions. With a
thousand tiny screams they fled, bobbing through the mig, radiaing pain and terror, tongues of foam
racing from the creature who terrified them.

Draned by tha blast, Aleytys sagged againg the ropes, her chin dropping onto her chest. Her
headache was gone, but her wrigts il hurt. Closing her eyes, she hung limp until the ropes started cutting
into her, then she straightened and let her head fdl againg the dead tree. Findly, she reached and cdled
a the sametime, “Swardhdd?’ She waited a moment. “You al right?’

Her reach touched coldness. Driven by a sudden fear she probed deeper, gasped with horror. The
Quale/Swardhed entity was dying. She snatched back the power, pooled it within her, wriggled about
until she could press the fingers of one hand againg his wrig, then let the power pool stream out of her
into the cooling body, let the black water drain through her, expending her power recklesdy. She didn't
try to direct it; she had no idea how to hed that strange amagam tied to the post with her, Imply let the
deep indinct work, snking, asit did so, into a mindless contemplation of the ground around her feet.

Sowly she fdt the tenson and ectricity of life come back to the flesh beneath her fingertips. The
wrig moved. Wearily she loosed the power and waited.

Swardheld moved Qua€e's body, cleared Qua€'s throat. He fit uneasly into the man, though the
diadem had given him some practice in controlling strange bodies, dowly and warily he was extending his
control.

Aleytys was happy suddenly without knowing quite why. Not smply because Swardheld lived. No,
not amply thet; there was more, a complex feding that she was too tired to examine just now. Pressng
her back againg the pole to take some of the weight off her trembling knees, she closed her eyes, she
could forget about Quae with her eyes closed. “Swardhdd?’

With warmth flooding her body, she heard arusty, tentative chuckle. He cleared his throat again, then
spoke dowly, forming the sounds with unready lips so that the words durred a little, but his amusement
and astionishment came through. “Y ou do bring us these little surprises, Lee”

Forgetting entirdly about their precarious position, she laughed happily. “Are you dl right, my friend?
Areyou redly dl right? How do you fed?’

“Startled.”

“Do you mind too much?’

“Suddenly acquiring mortdity? At least you got me a good body.” He straightened, pulled tentatively
a the ropes. “It takes some getting used to, the idea of growing old after so many years ....” He fdl glent



amoment, sucking in lungfuls of the pungent seamy air. “To andl things again, to fed and tagte ... to go
where | want and when ... ah!” He laughed. “Right now, freyka-min, it's a damn good feding, even if |
am tied to some damn post in the middle of a stinking volcanic swamp.”

“Is there anything of him Ieft?” As she listened with some trepidation for the answer, she began
wriggling about trying to reach one of the knots.

“No.” The curt negative cut off any further exploration of that question. “What are you doing?’

“Knots”

“Getting anywhere?”’

Shetwisted as far as she could, then relaxed, bregthing hard. “No. Damn.”

Swardheld started moving. She could hear the soft rasp of the ropes over his dothing, then a grunt of
interest. “They got the belt knife but looks like zippers don’'t mean much to them. Thereé's something in
the side pocket of this jacket. The tab’s close to your fingers. Think you could get it open? Stylus maybe.
Just about anything could help.”

“Rignt.” While he worked as close to her fingers as he could, Aleytys scraped her back across the
stubs and won an inch of play in the ropes wound around her torso. She strained toward the tab, caught
it between her fingers, then eased it down. “Got the pocket. Now ...” When she worked her fingers in
past the scratchy tracks of the zipper, she just managed to touch a long cool object that nestled in the
bottom of the pocket. Holding her breath, she sruggled for the additiond hdf inch she needed—and
falled to get it. Trembling with the effort, she eased back on the ropes so she could catch her breath and
let some of the pain fade. “Swardheld.”

“What?’

“I'm ahdf inch short.”

He sad nothing. After a moment she heard and fdt him moving. The trunk they were tied to grew
gradudly smdler in circumference as it rose from the ground. Aleytys had dready taken advantage of this
as much as she could, stopped by the jutting stub of a low branch that a present was poking panfully
into her hip. Swardheld edged closer until he too was stopped by that stub. “Try again.”

Thistime she had no difficulty fishing the object from the pocket. Stretching her neck she managed to
seeit. She grinned. “Luck’s changing, old growler. Dainty little pocket knife. Rdax while | start sawing a
these damn ropes.”

He rested his head againg the trunk. “Don’t want to worry you, Lee, but | got a feding thereé' s more
coming at us”

“Ummh.” She looked about. The mig had closed in thick around them; dthough there was enough
light from the Sink-web to make out things close a hand, the darkness a few feet out was impenetrable.
A brisk wind blev a medley of andls past her; the sweet-sour sench of the mistlanders was
unmistakable, mingling with a amdl that was amilar but different enough to be digurbing. “Right.”

Working with careful smal movements, Aleytys managed to get the knife unfolded. The blade proved
to be irritatingly dull and the ropes tougher than they looked, but she managed to cut through the rope
around Swardheld' s wrigts, then began usng the point to pick at one of the loops around her hips. Intent
on wha she was doing, she missed at fird the increasing pungency of the ar and a low murmur that
gradudly became a mdange of whistles, squeds and a pattering like a heavy ran. When the noise
became too loud to ignore, she lifted her head and stared into the migt.

The miglander was a vague shape that grew sharper in outline as he came closer. He hdd a bundle
tucked into the curve of amid-arm that he dipped into again and again, dropping gobbets of bloody mest
to the ground behind him. Mouth gaping in slent panting laughter, he dropped the rest of the bloody
bundle at Aleytys s feet, then loped off. Aleytys sniffed at the breeze, then started sawing franticdly at the
rope, her hands shaking, horror mounting sour in her throat.

“What is it?” His hands free, Swardheld had been fumbling awkwardly at the ropes, meking little
progress snce he wasn't solidly in command of the body he wore. “Cam down, Lee, or you'll lose the
knife”

“No time” Her voice was drained. “The midlander. Bating a swvarm here. Kinyakin-kin.
Remember them?’* She glanced up. “My god, | can see the scouts.” She dashed a the rope, missed, hit



the stub by her hip. Her fingersflew open and the knife salled into the migt.

Chapter 1X. Roha

“Kill them.” Roha paced beside Churr, shoulders dumping, as she tried without much hope to gir im
into action. She fdt the tiredness in the men moving slently behind her, a tiredness that was more in the
will than in therr bodies. The turning of the demons back toward the outside, the presence of the
mistlanders and ther attacks on the demons that were surrogates for Amar activities, these things drained
them of thar resolution. There was no need for them here. What they had come to do was being done
without them. This sense of futility touched Roha too. More and more she found hersdf thinking of the
un shining on the water, the trees, of the children running through the dilts that held the houses up to the
wandering breezes, of the tree that was her sigter, of the sticky acrid sap that sent her spirit winging, of
the Wan's amiles and dtories, of the amdls and sounds and sights that had filled her life until this time
when things fdl apart. The poison in the Mother was spreading farther and farther, rotting the world as
she knew it until everything familiar was mdting away from her. Her center was gone. Rihon was dead.
But she had to force hersdf to remember this—that he was dead, that the demons had killed him. She
hed to scourge her spirit over and over to raise her anger from her grief.

When Churr set the others to meking camp, Roha watched a while, then left, moving cautioudy
through the migt, dowly at firdt, then more quickly, driven to recklessness by an anguish that choked her,
born of the wall growing between her and the warriors. She left dowly because she'd expected someone
to cdl out to her or try to stop her—at least Churr. She couldn’'t understand how his care for her had
eroded so completdy. But no one caled. She was outsde ther circle now, a reminder of death and
defest. Her place was gone.

Pain shot through her leg as a strangle vine lurched out of the mis and coiled about her ankle. She
crashed to her knees, dazed for a moment, then she was thrashing wildly about, trying to tear free as the
vine sank hallow thornsinto her flesh. Panting and afraid, she crawled away as far as she could, but she
was't srong enough to pull free. She whipped around, stone knife in hand, and dashed a the tough
writhing vine. The blade did futildy over the dick surface, mangling a few sde tendrils but doing little
more damage. She grabbed the sem and tried to pull it loose, but it was too strong. Findly she tried
pushing at it usng both hands and her other foot. Inch by inch, she forced it down over her foot, then
scrambled franticaly away as it lashed out for her.

She limped on, moving more carefully now, exhausted by the struggle and the itching poison from the
ving drained of emotion, driven forward by inertia. and alingering curiogity. Having nothing to go back to
it was easier Imply to keep going toward the demons.

She heard them when she was 4ill too far to see them, taking and working, busy about setting up
their own camp. She crept up the far Sde of an upthrust of moss-dimed rock and eased her head
cautioudy over the top.

Through the thickening darkening strands of mig blown across the rocky cearing she watched the
big demon move from point to point. Absently she curled up, scraiching now and then a the smdl
ginging cuts on her ankles, watching the demons from the Egg casting up banks of rock and earth,
watching the Nafa and the Fire-hair taking, quarrdling, she thought, watching the Fire-hair bresk away
and gart digging through the thick-skinned eggs on the long ralling thing, watching as the sky-killer came
roaring after her.

When the mistlanders came out of the migs to attack, she crouched lower on the rock, waiching with
a touch of agony as her brother’s killer went down under a mistlander’s club. She pressed her hand
agang her mouth, teeth damping down on her forefinger to keep her pan indde, as the migt-landers
picked up the body of the sky-killer and trotted off with it, followed by others carrying the Fire-hair on
their backs. Thefight broke off and dl the mistlanders mdted into the darkness.

In the shattered camp the survivors began coming out, sanding up and looking around with a dazed
dishdief. Dead demons lay at ther feet like discarded husks. The Nafa walked dowly from one of the
dead to another, looking at them, touching them. All the demons from the Nafa' s house, dl the sky-killers



but the one carried oS by the mistlanders, they were dead. The smdler demons from the Egg sat about
among their own dead, many dead, more than hdf. The tdler demons that stayedr near the long ralling
thing held the sky-killers spitting sticks. Roha sniffed at the breeze and thought she could smdl pride and
grength bailing off from them. She scratched a her ankle again as the Nafa walked to them and began
dgning to them. If Churr and the warriors were here, she thought, they could kill all the demons.
And Mother Earth could be free and whole. And things could be the same again. She closed her
eyes and hit down on her forefinger to difle the wall of desire and grief that swelled in her throat.
Swdlowing and swalowing, she did down the rock not caring that her kilt tore and was stained by the
dick green moss, not caring that the dime dung in long ragged streaks to her skin. She couldn’t bear to
look at the demons any longer.

On the ground, she stood brushing at her torso wondering what she should do. Hunger was an ache
in her somach but she fdt sicker when she thought of going back to Churr. She stroked her fingers up
and down the leather-wound bone hilt of her knife and thought of the sky-killer. | will kill him, she
thought. Churr doesn't matter any more. | will kill him. This was a new thought and startled her a
litle. Fghting and killing were men's work; she closed her fingers tight around the hilt, shivering with a
fearful excitement as she stepped onto tabooed ground in her mind. “I will kill him,” she said doud.
Saying the words made the thought real, not a fever-dream. She began to cirde the cdlearing, casting
about for the lingaring stench of the mistlanders, repeating over and over under her breath, “1 will, 1 will, |
will, I will....”

A width of trampled earth marked their passage, as easy to follow as the bed of a dry stream. She
ran dong it, eager to find the brotherkiller, her blood throbbing in her ears, the words besating in her mind
though she no longer said them: | will kill him. My brother, | will send his ghost to you. The fog
darkened around her. She dowed, trotted aong, stooped over so she could see ther traces, dowed
further until she moved in a crouch. She was dmost on the trussed-up pair in the clearing before she saw
them.

She backed off afew steps. The Fire-hair and the brother-killer were tied to a dead tree trunk, atree
that, dive, must have towered even through the mists. She couldn’'t have reached around it with the full
gpan of her arms. Fedling cold and unready, her passion in ashes, Roha fingered the knife, trying to gain
drength to draw it out. Now that she was here and he was in front of her, what seemed such a smple
answer to her need suddenly was not so smple after dl. She backed away another two steps, listened,
then fled to the shelter of athin line of brush.

Three dark shadows loomed ominoudy in the migts, awkward and misshapen because they were
waking on midarms and legs. Roha pressed hersdf harder againg the earth as she saw the huge floating
ghogt they were driving before them. She gaped at it. The empty sphere was as tdl as she was. The
mistlanders pushed it a the demons, watched as it settled over ther heads, then ldlopped off with that
curious lumbering four-legged gait.

Shuddering with cold fear, furious with hersdlf for not doing what she’'d come to do, Roha forced
hersdf to her feet and across the dearing uniil she was standing in front of the brotherkiller. He stirred.
Through the watery transparency of the ghost she saw his eyes open, his face twig in horror then go
blank. His body dumped againg the ropes. For a moment, she fdt a glorious exultation, then she was
empty, her triumph shriveled to nothing. No matter what, Rihon was dill dead. No matter what, the Amar
warriors wouldn't speak to her. She stared at the demon’s limp body for along time, then blinked.

The ghost was convulsing, throbbing. Roha ran to the other sSde of the tree. The Fire-hair was
gowing in ared-gold aura, her face ugly with strain, her body taut with her struggle.

The ghost exploded. Fled. Roha shrieked and fled the dlearing as the force reached out from the
Fre-hair and brought unbearable pain; she was burning ...

She ran until she dammed into a indly tree. For some minutes she stood shuddering, gradudly
redizing that she Was by some miracle dill dive. She did her hands over her arms and torso. The pain
was gone. Her skin was smooth. She rubbed and rubbed at her arms, then turned and went dowly back
to the dlearing.

The Fire-hair was working franticaly with asmdll knife, trying to cut the ropes that bound her to the



tree. Roha stood hidden in the mig, fury building in her again as she saw the brotherkiller moving and
dive again. She didn't understand it, but she knew what she was seeing. And hearing. She swung her
head and saw the kin scouts scurrying toward the demon. Beyond them she could hear the
sgueak-punctuated grumble of the swarm. The Fire-hair gave a despairing cry. Roha svung back to see
the demon’s hands fdling, her eyes fixed on ground where the amdl knife appeared and disappeared as
the Web-light touched it through shifting knots of the mist. Roha sucked in her breath, feding a fierce
satifaction. Then she saw the brother-killer’s hands at the ropes that bound him to the trunk. Horrified,
she saw one strand snap, heard the demon’s grunting release of tenson. He worked one arm loose. She
saw him gtart to drain again then turned away. The Fire-hair was dill saring at the knife, her brows
drawn together, her face taut with effort. As Roha watched, shaking with a growing rage and frudration,
ghe saw acirclet of flowers shimmer into olidity around her head, the jewe centers chiming with strong
pure notes. Rihon, Roha thought. They'll get away. They'll get away .... Her claws tapped agangt
the leather winding of her knife hilt. No. | won't .... She gasped. The Fire-hair had twisted
around, opening out her bound hands, the fingers extending like flower petals. The little shiny knife shot
upward and dapped into the cup of her hands. The demon closed her fingers around the handle and
began sawing again a the ropes. “No!” Roha plunged at the sky-killer, her own knife in her hands,
throwing hersdf on the bearded demon. He brought an ebow up and smashed it into her chest, shoving
her vidently away. As she struggled to catch hersdf, she stepped on a rounded stone, turned her ankle
and fal awkwardly with her foot twisted under her. She fdt and heard asmdll crack like a twig bresking.
When she tried to stand, her leg buckled under her.

The shrieking and crunching of the Kinyarkin-kin was loud and close. The soldier kin came running
across the open space and threw themsalves on the Fire-hair. Most of these firg did off again, defeated
by the toughness of her dathing and boots. A few found purchase enough to ding; these were working
dowly up her sruggling body, moving toward the soft flesh of her neck and face. Then the whole svarm
was there, kin dimbing on top of kin, legping higher and higher, sngpping in ar inches from vulnerable
hands and head.

The sky-killer worked with awkward drength, tearing at the weskened ropes. Curang and
daggering, he at last came away from the trunk. Kicking a the svarming kin, tearing them off him,
knocking them aside as they jumped at him, he started on the Fire-hair’ s ropes.

Roha gasped as teeth sank into her leg. Ignoring the agony in her ankle, she began crawling away,
aying out as the kin bit into her, ground ther teeth in her flesh. She was dead, but she refused to lie
down. She wouldn't die here, not in the same place with the demons.

Hands struck aside some of the kin. Strong arms lifted her, carried her at ajolting run from the horde.
The kin with their teeth sunk in her flesh were dill gnawing at her, working deeper and deeper into her
body. The pan was beyond anything she'd ever experienced; it was a totdity blocking out everything
else—she didn’t even wonder who or what was carrying her.

She was lad on the ground. One by one the kin were taken off her. She could fed searing touches as
if they were burned off. Her blood was dripping from her. She grew weaker. Her eydids were too heavy
to lift though tears did from the corners of her eyes and ran down the sides of her face into her ears.
Hands were lad on her. Gentle and warm, they hurt terribly, pulling a whining cry from her as she fdt
them on her somach and chest.

Warmth flowed from them, washing away the pain urtil it was a distant thing like someone cdling to
her from a great distance whose words she couldn’'t make out. For the firg time since this ring of odd
events had begun, she could consider her dying, could decide she didn’'t want to die, not as usdesdy as
this, not with so much left unfinished.

Anguish in her voice as much from despair as it was from remembered pain, she cried out and
opened her eyes. The Fire-hair was bent over her, her hair faling in shining wings on either side of a face
lit by the glow from a golden circlet of delicate blooms that sang in a series of faint notes like drops of
water fdling. Strength flowed into Roha with the warmth from the hands pressng down on her. She lifted
her head a little and stared down the length of her body, then gasped, blinked, lay back in confuson
daing at the softly shining trails of mig drifting by overhead. The holes gnawed in her by the kin were



dodng rapidly; even the short time she'd watched she'd seen the flesh growing together. She was
beginning to itch; she twitched about then scratched at the worst spots.

The brother-killer came and caught her hands, hed them down at her sdes. She couldn't endure
having him touch her. Crying out, she struggled to wrench hersdf free but the man held her so eedly she
lay back and wept her fury and frudtration, not even noticing when the itching went away. Then the
Fire-hair said something to the other demon and he stepped back until he was ablur in the migs.

Thedircdle of flowers fading quickly into nothing, the Fire-hair bent over Roha. Though she amiled and
her hands were dill very gentle as she touched the faint markings on Roha's smooth torso, she looked
desperately tired. She'd been bitten too, there were a number of smdl wounds on her hands. Satisfied
with her examination, she settled back on her heds and watched cdmly as Roha sat up. “Go home,
child,” she said.

Roha gstared. “You know Amar speech?’ The Fire-hair smiled mockingly as if to say she was a
holder of power with nothing beyond her. Roha nodded. It is true, she thought. Then the demon'’s face
changed again. After a moment, she reached out to touch the center of Roha's chest. “Go home, little
Roha You don't know what you're mixing in here” The sense of power hdd in check was gone; her
gnile and voice were gentle and caring. Roha whimpered and rolled away, angry, confused and afraid.
She jumped to her feet, glanced from the squatting Fire-hair to the nebulous darkness that was the
mist-shrouded brother-killer sky-demon. Back and forth her eyes moved until she was dizzy. Forgetting
the need for caution in thisworld of hidden threet, she darted away a few steps without bothering where
she put her fet, stopped, wheded and looked back.

The sky-killer was holding out a hand to the Fire-hair, helping her to her feet. Roha passed her hands
over the chest that was whole again because of what the demon had done. She looked at the woman
ganding with her hand on the killer's, am amiling up a him and hated her more passonately than even
the man. She had upset everything, was undercutting everything Roha knew to be true, mixing good and
bad in Roha' s head until she was sck with it. She stared at the Fire-hair a minute longer, then ran into the
darkness, heedless again of the dangers that lay there to trap her feet, trying to run away from these
things she couldn’t cope with.

Chapter X. Aleytys

Leaning againg Swardheld, forgetting aready that the body warm and strong behind her had once
been Quale, Aleytys watched the tiny figure disappear. She turned her head, rested her cheek againg his
chest, ligening to the strong beat of his heart, then looked up a him, briefly disconcerted to see Qua€e's
face where she'd unconscioudy expected to see the image she knew from Swardheld’' s materidizations
in her mind. Feding strange, she reached up and touched the scarred cheek.

Qua€e's eyes narrowed in amusement and Swardheld looked out a her. He laughed a the
expression on her face, hugged her vigoroudy, then hed her a arm’s length. “I’'m not ready to cope with
you yet, freykamin-miel.” The ends of his moustache twitched up as he drew the fingers of his right hand
down the Sde of her face, then returned the hand to her shoulder.

Warmth spreading through her, she rested her hands on his arms, feding happy and relaxed for the
fird timein days. “I need time too,” she murmured. “To get used to your new look.” For along moment
they stood together, then both stepped away. Aleytys wiped away some of the moisture condensing on
her face, “I suppose we d better try finding the carrier.”

He raised an eyebrow. “If it's dill in one piece.” Taking her hand, he stood looking down at her.
After aminute, he went on. “The Queen could be dead. What | remember ....”

“l know.” Holding tight to the strong hand closed about hers, apprehensive and reluctant, she
reached, searching for the familiar fedls of Drij and the Haestavaada. When she found them, she leaned
agang Swardheld, weak with relief.

“What'swrong?’ He pulled her close.

“Nothing.” She amiled up at him through a haze of tears. “Nothing at al. They're dive, my friend.
They're dill dive” She sniffed and widened her grin. “I got the direction of the carrier.”



Swardheld glanced over her shoulder toward the dearing where the Kinyakin-kin svarm was dill
passing. “Not that way, | hope.”

With alaugh she lightly kissed his hand and moved away. “You lose, I'm afraid. We ran the wrong
way.”

“Looks like. What do you want to do? Try going around?’

“l don't know. They seem to be settled cdmly enough. Madar, I'm tired.” She looked vagudy
around then dropped to the ground, Stting crosdegged on the rocky soil. “I’'m tired and dirty and sick
with dl this dying. They promised me a ship, Swardheld. | keep trying to remember that.”

“And the vaada on Duveks”

“Thereisthat.” She sghed. “When things get too bad, | tdl mysdf about the dying vaada. All those
dying vaada.” She nibbed at her eyes. “Think the swarm has passed?’

“I'll see.” Long loping strides carried him into the migt.

Aleytys watched im go. | can't afford this, she thought. For severa minutes she rested, drifting
close to deep, rdaxing until she was floating. Her reach expanded effortlesdy, going out and out. And
out. She dtarted tenang as she wondered if she'd used up the power she had access to; that had
happened once before—in her last hunt on the Hareworld she' d expended the power so recklesdy only
wigps and dregs of it were left to her. She began to wonder if the river winding around the stars was
redly a good image of it—a series of amdl pools might be more accurate. Pushing away that unwelcome
suspicion she cast about until she findly touched afrall transparent shadow of her river and drew fromit a
trickle of the power-water, washing the fatigue poisons out of her sysem. When Swardheld came back,
she was on her feet waiting for him.

The Kinyakin-kin had moved on; she could hear the swarm chewing its way across the basin floor
but even the dragglers had disappeared into the mig and darkness. She stopped by the dead trunk,
touched the smooth hard wood, then looked up a Swardheld who stood a few steps away, a dark
outline with glints of white as he moved his eyes about. The body was beginning to change in subtle ways
that neverthdess added up to a physica expression of the change in persondity. Her hand 4ill on the
wood, she asked, “Isit going to work?’

He didn't pretend to misunderstand. “I don’t know, Lee” Coming closer he touched her shoulder.
“Timewill show. Where now? We both need rest.”

She pointed then moved across the clearing, picking her way among the bodies of dead kin.

She dmog stepped on an Amar snug on his somach and near invisble as he lay in a hdllow in the
earth, watching the slent camp. He hissed, then was up and away, vanishing into the mist. Aleytys jerked
back as an arrow skimmed her shoulder and rustled through the leaves of a amdl tree just behind her.
She heard Swardheld drop to the ground behind her, whedled, then went down as he grabbed her ankle.

“Dammit, Lee,” he growled, his voice constrained to ataut whisper. “You know better.”

She eased onto her somach and lay rubbing at an aching buttock. “Don’t do that again or I'll kick
you where it hurts, friend,” she hissed back at him angrily, but she grew depressed as she examined the
camp. The dead lay strewn about, crumpled or splayed out as they'd fdlen, where they’d fdlen, vaada
and Scav dike. She eased closer until she could see more than the shadowy outline of the carrier and the
Queen’s casket.

The two valaada were dill perched on top of the casket, working the life-support. Two guards were
with them, holding the curved shidds, their bulging eyes sweeping repeatedly over the severdy limited
fidd of vison. More of the shidds were set up just outside the wheds of the carrier.

Swardheld moved up by her. She looked around. “The rest of them under there?” He nodded at the
carier then moved his head close to hers for her answer.

“Right.”

“Crowded.”

“No ...” She 9ghed and moved restlessdy. Swardheld took her hand. He said nothing, but there was
no need for words between them. After a minute he moved his hand away, again saying nothing.



Aleytys stared diffly at the line of shids without seeing them, abruptly aware that he knew her too
wdl for her comfort. Sx years. More. Living ingde her head. Ingde her body. Knowing her thoughts.
Hearing what she heard. Seeing, feding .... She turned her head and stared at him.

Hiseyesmet hers. “Lee...."

She did away, stared a moment longer, then scrambled to her feet. “Drij!” she cried. “Kgyl. Don't
shoot.” She started running toward the carrier, hearing Swardheld curse and come after her, hearing the
dacking of the valaada, the soft flurried tones of Drij’ s voice. Between the shidds she caught glimpses of
dark forms, moving shadows, unidentifiable.

Behind her, she heard a grunt then the sound of a body faling, a blasting of pain againgt her nerves.
She wheded. Swardheld sprawled on his face, an arrow in the cdf of his right leg. Aleytys gasped.
“Harskari, hdp me. Time. Oh madar, | need time” She threw hersdf down beside Swardheld and began

reaching franticaly.

“Cdmly, Lee. Rdax, let us take it a moment.” Amber and purple eyes shone in the darkness of her
head. The diadem was lighting the mig, the chimes ringing softly, then the sounds dowed, deepened,
dipped below her hearing range. She fdt the arr diffen; even the mids froze in place. Moving with some
effort againg the resstance of the air, she pushed the arrowhead through his leg, broke it off and pulled
the shaft from the wound. There was no blood, but she didn't expect any. She pushed the pieces of
arrow aside and pressed her hands around the amdl puncture. There was a whisper in her head. “Hurry.
Lee The Snk ....” She 9ghed and reached again.

The black water trickled into her from athin and filmy river. She choked down a fluttering panic and
let the power gather within her before she tried to wash the poison out of him, remembering too vividy
the effect of the poison on her. The ar began to dir againg her face; she heard the chimes surging up
from a basso murmur to a singing ripple, heard the clatter of the arrow pieces againg the stones, as
Harskari and Shadith loosed the compulson and she dropped into normd time. She poured the power
into him, driving out the poison, heding the nerve damage. The rigidity passed from Swardheld's flesh.
His eyes opened and he amiled a her as the burning under her hands cooled. The diadem was reflected
in those gray-green eyes, painted highlights on his swesting face. She shut off the flow, holding the
remainder of the power-pool in reserve, took her hands from him. “That was close.”

He sat up, rubbed thoughtfully at his caf. “Hurts like hel, that poison. You look tired.”

“Worn to anub.” Her uneasiness was back; she fdt uncomfortable with him and angry at hersdf for
reactions she couldn’'t escape. She risked a glance a him, met his eyes, turned away from the flash of
sudden anger in them. She got up heavily. “I've got to get some deep.” Without waiting for him, she
strode to the line of shields, banged her figt againg one of them. “Drij!”

As Swardheld came toward her, two of the shields tilted gpart and Drij crawled out. Aleytys was
shocked out of her preoccupation with her own problems when she saw the deterioration in the woman.
At firg Drij stayed in a crouch, looking fearfully a the blowing migts and the dark figure of Swardheld.
Her eyes were sunk in dark circles; lines of drain were carved deep in her face. She reached up and
caught hold of the carrier’s bed and pulled hersdf to her feet. Hestantly she stepped beyond the shidlds.
“We thought they killed you.” Her eyes flicked past Aleytys to the man she knew as Quale. She started
to speak, then shrieked in terror and went scrambling back under the carrier as another arrow sped from
the migt and skimmed past her.

Aleytys wheded, screamed, “Amar, Rus-ss. K’ pa gpa meh tok!” Get the hel out of here, leave
us alone. Sheflung out her arms, gathered the remnant of her power pool, excited the air around her until
she was aradiant golden figurein a sphere of red-gold light, her hair rippling out from her head, burning
crimson, the diadem bright around her head, a cirdet of gold-thread flowers with jewel hearts. She
caught light in her hands and flung it at the migts, hurling with it a pal of repulson and fear, swinging
around in a circle, the black fear spirding out from her, spreading over the Amar crouched in the fog
watching her. She held the display until the reserve power-pool was exhausted and the natives were
vanishing life-sparks fleaing through the mist. Her knees trembling, she retreated until the curve of her
back was pressing agang the bed of the carrier, stood there too tired to move.

Strong arms closed around her. Swardheld lifted her then sank to his knees and eased her into a



space |eft open under the carrier. She lay againg his chest, too weary to bother about the things that had
troubled her only minutes before, happy for the moment to fed warm and cosseted, dmly aware of the
long ova of Drij’s face, pae and featureessin the gloom, of crowded dark figures huddling slently at the
far end of the space under the carrier, of the strong acrid scent of the vaada and valaada. Pressng her
face agangt Swardheld's shoulder, she closed her eyes and dept.

When she woke, she was done under the carrier in the grayed-green morning light. A little way
away, Drij and Swardheld were taking, the vaada were moving about and there was a scrabbling above
her as the valaad guards changed shifts. She stretched and yawned, grimaced as she remembered the
night's srains. “Harskari,” she whispered. “Tdk to me”

The amber eyes opened. “Lee”

Aleytys closed her eyes and saw the thin dark face framed with the shining Slver hair. “What a night
thet was.”

“Surpriang.” Heavy black brows met over the dark gold eyes. “Interesting. He seems to be stling
comfortably enough in that body.”

“You saw what happened?’

“If | read whet you're asking, Lee, yes, | could reproduce what occurred.”

“Would you want a body?’

The amber eyes closed abruptly and the image of the ancient sorceress was as aboruptly not there.
Startled, Aleytys sat up. “Harskari?’

The image returned, a look of pain in narrowed eyes. She spoke with a restrained passon tha
seared the words into Aleytys smind. “I want to come out. Yes, | want a body.” She stared at nothing,
her eyes widening, suddenly misted with tears. “1 want a body.”

Sitting crosdegged under the carrier, Aleytys fdt aone and disturbed; the anguish suddenly visble in
the ordinarily controlled and cool being was like acid on her kin, transferring the pain and mixing it with
fear. “But you'll die. When that body dies, you'll die”

“I'mtired.” Harskari Sghed. “l am ... too old.”

“But ...

“Lee, my people beieved that what they cdled the soul—whatever that is, perhaps this collection of
forces that condtitutes my present being—that this soul passes on and is reborn and never wholly ceases
to exig, that it gains in awareness and in wisdom as the ages pass and the bodies change, in the end
becoming something beyond man's comprehension, a part of the wholeness of things, encompassng
within itsdf that wholeness asiit is encompassed within it. | don’t know. | exigt this way. Perhaps the true
degth is jugt that—a ceasing to exis. Therrol denied me my chance to discover this truth, when he
fashioned the diadem and sentenced me to ages beyond number of ....” She laughed. “Of boredom,
Lee” Her broad amile radiated affection and humor. “Though you have certainly livened up my
exigence”

Shadith was suddenly with them, her purple eyes sparking with excitement. She laughed and the
sound filled Aleytys's head, tickled her into laughter in return. She sat in the misy morning light beneath
the Queen's carrier, surrounded by the discarded dead, rocking with laughter.

The poet-singer lifted her imaged harp and played an inaudible music. “I salute the society of ghouls”
she sang. “Newly formed and cagting greedy eyes on waking shapes.”

Aleytyswiped a her eyes, weak from laughter, thoroughly relaxed and suddenly content. “Only the
best bodies,” she murmured.

Harskari smiled, then shook her head. “Gently, friend. We mugt not think of displacing the living.
That's one thing. Another—we should wait to see how Swardheld does. | have no desire to dissipate
mysdf needlesdy.”

Her red-gold curls bobbing vigoroudy as she nodded, Shadith said, “1 plan to enjoy my new body
thoroughly and for as long a time as possble before | try meging with the infinite” She turned to
Harskari and giggled.

Aleytyslay back down, her eyes fixed on the underside of the carrier bed. “You know, there's one



thing | don’t understand. If it'sthis easy to shift to a body, why didn’t you do it before?”

“Eagy!” Shadith grimaced. “You don't know how close Swardheld came, Lee. Without you he
couldn’'t have taken that body and held it, he smply didn't have the strength. He needed the support of
the power you control, Lee. Not that we knew that before.” She shook her head, her violet eyes shining
with amusement. “You will understand it wasn't a thing we redly could experiment with. Too find if
something didn’'t work. Now ... dammit, Lee, get this Hunt moving. | want to start vigting morgues.”

“All right.” Aleytys sat up. “All right. Go away so0 | can think.” She crawled from benegth the carrier.

Swardhdeld was nowherein Sght. The valaada and vaada were eating from the supply cdls and Drij
sat done by the end of the carrier, knees drawn up, her head resting on her arms. An unopened tab-can
sat beside her foot.

After brushing off dinging sand, leaves and smdl rocks, Aleytys walked over to the dlent woman,
squatted beside her and pulled the tab on the can. She touched Drij’s arm, waited until she looked up,
then held out the can. “You need to eqt.”

Drij pushed at the can, grimacing asif the smdl rigng from it nauseated her. “What are you?’

“Not who?’

Drij said nothing.

Aleytys sighed, pulled the spoon loose from the side and began to dig into the hot stew. The firg
mouthful reminded her that she hadn’t eaten for a very long time. She emptied the can and wondered if
she was hungry enough to finish off another, then jumped to her feet. After fumbing through the cartons,
she ripped one open, then came back to Drij with a film-wrapped food bar in her hand. “Eat this. And
that’s not a request, my friend. Eat or I'll feed it to you.”

Drij took the bar in sheking fingers. Without looking at Aleytys, she broke off a piece of the
concentrate, hesitated, then lifted it to her mouth.

Swardheld came out of the mig refagtening his belt. He raised a hand in gresting, moved to the front
of the carrier and came back with an open cdl of tab cans tucked under hisarm. “Eaten yet?’

“Some” She hdd out a hand. “Still hungry though, that was one busy night.”

“Tdl me about it.” He laughed. “I was there, remember?’

She took the can from him, opened it, and dropped to her knees. As soon as he was settled beside
her, she stopped edting and examined his face and hands. “How are you?’

“Htting in eader astime passes. You decided yet that | won't bite?’

Her fingers tightened about the can. “You know too much about me” She fixed her eyes on the
dirring vaada. They were dosng up the cdls around the discarded husks of their own food. Three got
heavily to their feet and began moving around the dearing, ignoring the bodies but picking up the other
debris. “It makes me uncomfortable,” she said. “Whenever | think about it.” She spooned up more of the
sew, sat chewing in slence for a moment, risked a glance & him. He was frowning. “Harskari and
Shadith want out too,” she said. “I'm not surprised.” Hestantly, he held out a hand, amiling when Aleytys
took it. “Lee, be glad for us” Then he laughed. “And think whét fine times the four of uswill have”

The day was a struggle, tedious and exhaugting, as the stolid vaada dragged the carrier around the
ginking pools of sulphurous bailing water, over layered runnds of hardened lava where broken bubbles
hed knife-sharp edges, edging cautioudy away from the innocently lethd bushes. The two sets of netives
sayed far away, beyond the range of Aleytys's outreach—as did the floating ghosts, twice burned and
doubly wary. Swardheld and Aleytys ranged out ahead, usng their experience during the butchery of the
inward trek to lead the carrier through potentid dangers. Without the simulation of possible attack the
passage of the carrier—the passage of them dl—through the seamy claustrophobic mists, moving with
dogging effort in a room whose wals moved with them, a room they never broke out of, this passage
became a march into nowhere, a march without end through a place that never changed, as if they paced
on a treedmill. The coming of darkness stopped them, dosng the walls of mig in so tight around them
they moved not in a common room but in their individud cocoons.

The next day was a continuation without change or hope of change. Drij plodded behind the carrier,
her head down, following more because there was nothing else to do then because she cared where she



was going. From time to time she caught hold of the carrier bed and let it pull her dong for afew steps.

Late in the afternoon the land began to ease upward. Aleytys missed the creak and groan of the
carier and stopped to look back. For atime—too long a time—dl she saw were the knots and trails of
the migt then a darkness took shape and the first pair of vaada came into view, bent over until the pincers
on the mid-arms, if extended, would tral dong the earth. They weren't meant to be draft animas, they
hed too little mass—their flesh wasfrall and the chitin lighter than bone—and they were awkwardly built
for such work. Already the dight rise was dowing them; another degree and they might not be able to
move a dl. Swardheld came back and stood beside her. He watched as the vaada struggled closer then
looked down at her. “Natives?’

“None about.”

“Any rope?’

The front par of vaada were dmog even with them. “Better. A winch with a spider-slk cable,
stronger than rope—if | understand you.” The vaada didn’'t look at them or stop to see what they waited
for, amply plodded on, the clawed feet digging into the coarse soil, throwing up bits of smdl rock that
struck the ones behind who ignored them as they ignored everything but the need to throw their weight
such asit was againg the crossbars and dig ther feet in, taking step after step, pulling the Queen out of
the hdl around them to the ship that would take her to ther kin on Davaks. No questions, no doubts—all
available energy thrown into keeping the carrier moving. Aleytys looked up. The sun was a shimmer low
in the west and the Sink-glow overhead close to nonexigent. “Times darting to pinch out. The
Tikh'asfour will be crowding closer.” The end of the carrier rolled past with Drij waking dull-eyed and
aone behind it. “Another casudty, that.” She glanced a the sky again. “1 don’'t want to spend another
night here.”

“We Il have to winch the carrier up the last hundred yards, maybe more.” He started waking, dirding
wide about a dart bush then around another with abrasive leaves that brought bligters to the skin, bligters
that broke and let in poison dust, jumping over a humping sranglevine, moving around a smdl geyser.
Aleytys hurried after him.

In a darkness thick with the scent of a dozen spices, about an hour after sundown, Aleytys stumbled
and fdl heavily againgt the crossbar as the carrier nosed over the rim of the basin. It creaked to a stop as
Swardhdld sraightened from the winch. The vaada around her took several more steps then sumbled
themselves as ther feet kicked againgt the drooping cable. Aleytys stretched, rubbed a her back, sghed.
A cool breeze came sweeping through the scattered trees, a clean dry breeze that fdt like new life
flowing over her sweat-gticky skin. She Sghed with pleasure at the touch of coolness.

The vaada around her crouched in harness, ther pairs of arms folded inward, the air fluting in and out
of the spiracles on the sides of ther thoraxes. She fdt the tongue jerk as Swardheld jumped from the bed
and moved with long loping strides to the anchor tree. She watched him bend to unhook the chain, then
toss it impatiently back toward the weary vaada. He's as antsy as | am. | wish this was over. Arms
crossed over her breasts, she stared up a the ragged webbing of light that obscured less than hdf the sky
until the scrape of boots on the rock brought her head around.

He glanced briefly at the sky. “How soon you think we can fire up one of the ships?’

Abruptly irritated a him, then more irritated a hersdf, she said, “I don’'t know. Tomorrow maybe.”
She dropped her hands to the crossbar, stared down at them. “Let’s get moving. | want a bath.”

Chuckling, he swung up on the bed and began rewinding the cable. Hadtily, Aleytys moved her feet
as the chain at the end of the cable snaked past, danking, jerking, scraping over the rock. Behind her,
she heard the clatter as Swardheld dapped the hook on its rod; in front of her the vaada straightened thin
stubby legs and threw their weight againg the crossbars. The tongue jumped again as Swardheld swung
down, hisweight shift rocking the bed dightly, the pendulum swing continuing even after the weight was
gone, imparted to the tongue o that it too twisted uncomfortably.

Sowly, panfully, the carrier began to creep forward, its slent vaaad guards pacing beside it, as
unobtrusve asif they were mechanicd appendages joined to it by the mid-am pincers they kept closed
over the edge of the bed. The guards on the casket continued dl the while with their endless work,



keeping the life-support going for the Queen hed dormant within the thick metd skin. Groaning and
creeking, with Drij and the last of the vaada sumbling behind it, the carrier rolled past the trees over
uneven sony ground, ground that began softening as they moved away from the rim of the basin, and
among trees that grew higher and closer together, ignoring patches of brush that they didn’'t have to shun
as they would the growths in the mistlands.

Asthe carrier nosed into the shelter dearing, Swardheld came up to Aleytys, touched her shoulder.
“Stay ready.” When she nodded, he smiled, then started loping across the clearing, his boots hitting the
gone with a surprising loudness in a slence that hung oppressively over the shelter. It looked deserted
but the gate was dlill closed, evidence that someone lurked insde. Swardheld kicked at the gate, waking
dull booms that fdl dead dmaost as soon as they sounded. “Blaur!”

Aleytys absently stripped off the harness and stepped away from the tongue. Tired and nervous, she
moved past the Slent, patient vaada to stand in front of them, as a dark round came dowly over the top
of thewal.

“Quae?” There was little welcome in the hoarse voice. Blaur eased a bit higher, resting hisrifle on the
wal. “Took your time” He looked past Swardheld toward the carrier ill in the shadow of the trees at
the edge of the dearing. “You got her?”’

Swardheld grunted and kicked &t the gate. “Move ass, man.”

Blaur rubbed at his nose. “Give me a reason.”

Swardheld amiled. “Think you got an edge, huh? You find ship's keys? Want to spend the rest of
your days on this sinking world?’

Blaur swiped arough pdm over his scarred head, the sound rasping loud enough in the heavy ar to
reach Aleytys. Even across the clearing, she could fed the resentment, anger and reluctant fear bailing in
him. His days done had engendered hopes in him; away from Quae, he'd forgotten Qua€e's strength,
remembering instead his bluster and occasiond blind spots—now he was rductant to let go of his
dreams, but even more reluctant to provoke the man in front of him, though he could have no idea tha
the persondity that wore the body was more dangerous than the origind had ever been. Aleytys
reached, tgoping into her power, ready to act if the man lifted the rifle. For along moment the tableau
held, then she relaxed as Blaur jumped down and started ydling at invishle Scavs, his voice harsh with
the anger he didn’t dare express. Her knees trembling a little from reief, she sgned to the vaada to start
moving.

When the carrier rolled through the gate with vaada and valaada and Drij trailing behind but none of
the Scavs, Blaur scowled a Swardheld Quale. “What happened?’

“Natives, the land and the shitheads own stupidity,” he said impeatiently, then moved away from the
burly glowering man toward Aleytys, fishing in his pocket for the key to the shelter. Handing the key to
her, he muttered, “Fed like I'm waking on eggs. Get her down fagt as you can.”

She looked at the bit of scrolled metd lying in the palm of her hand. “Be careful.”

“Tdl me. Hunh. I'm going to ydl afew more orders at them, then duck under cover fast.” He grinned
a her. “Don’'t take too long at that bath, Lee. One thing | forgot is how strong a week’s sweat can
andl.” He caught her shoulder and pushed her toward Drij who was crouching dispiritedly by one of the
carier wheds. “Move”

Aleytys coaxed Drij to her feet and led her, dull-eyed and shambling, to the low hutch in the center of
the walled space while Swardheld yeled and dapped the Scavs away from the vadaada when they
wanted to disarm them. Her hands firm on Drij’s wrists, she talked her onto the ladder, watching as she
moved hesitantly from rung to rung, stopping & times as if she forgot where she was, garing a the wal
behind the ladder urtil Aleytys called her back from whatever limbo she hung in and started her moving
down again. Out in the court, Swardheld wasn't standing about waiting for questions, but shouting and
dgning orders urtil he got the carrier into a corner, the armed valaada surrounding it, the Scavs backed
into an opposite corner. The men were morose and demordized, hungry because they'd eaten up the
supplies eft to them when the expedition set out. As Aleytys started down the ladder, he was usng the
vaada to trangport the few remaining food cdls to the hutch, watching with a brooding anger by the
crouching Scavs. When she reached bottom, Drij was nowhere in Sght and Swardheld was a dark shape



inthe hatch opening. “Catch,” he called down, then dropped one of the food cdls.

Aleytys caught it, sent it rolling down the little sde hdl. “Fool,” she caled then had to catch another
cell. He pitched dl but two of them down, stood on the rim and threw these last cdlls to the Scavs, then
stepped onto the ladder, reaching up to pull the hatch closed as he moved down the rungs.

“Don't.” Aleytys came back from the inner room. “Wait till I can get one of the lamps lit” There
wasn't much light coming down from the fading Sink-web but there would be a lot less with the hatch
closed. She waited until he grimaced, nodded and steadied himsdf. “Matches in the kitchen. Opposite
the door to the bedroom, remember?’

“Right. Remember yoursdf where you were at thetime” Chuckling, she groped her way through the
workroom into the kitchen. Bringing the wooden mug with the matches back with her, she moved into the
workroom again and stood looking about. A trickle of light came down the vertilation shafts, enough to
show her vague blotches where the chair and table stood and smudges againg the walls where the lamps
were hanging. She lifted down the tubular flame-shield and wound up the wick, checking to see if there
was all left in the reservoir. She lit a match and held it to the wick. There was a flare of smoke-capped
light, then the flame cleared and she wound the wick down until she had a bright clean flame. She fit the
cover back in place, turned to light the second lamp, hated before gtriking the match.

Drij was crouched in a corner, saring a nothing, trembling at times, a times Hill as alump of clay.
Aleytys had hoped that the familiar surroundings of the shelter would hat her growing withdrawd, but so
far that wasn't happening. Time, she thought. There hasn’t been time yet for her to realize where she
is. Sghing, she lit the second lamp. That's enough for the moment, she thought. Thruging her head
through the arch, she ydled, “Come on down. We'rein busness”

He came in while she was lighting the rest of the lamps. “Got through that dl right.” He grinned, but
the grin faded as he waked over to Drij and stood looking down at her; sheking his head, he walked
back to Aleytys. “Not so good. Seems to be accelerating downhill. Anything you can do?’

“l don’t know.” She pushed aily hair back off her face. “If it was just her body ....” She shook her
head. “I’'m afraid to touch her .... arad I'd make things worse. Damn, | wish .... I'll get her cleaned up
and out of those filthy clothes. Maybe if she fedls better about hersdlf ... she has't been eating, maybe if
| get some food down her ....” She grimaced and patted her ssomach. “Taking about food, | could eat
haf a dozen cans of that stew. Y ou hungry too? Better keep out of her way.” She nodded at Drij. “Qude
dtarted her trouble”

Swardheld rubbed a hand across his short beard. “Get a move on then. Sooner you get her fed and
tucked into bed, sooner we can dean up.” He touched her face. “And do the talking we need to do.”

She stepped away from him, shut her eyes until her breething steadied. When she opened them again,
he was gone and the tapestry that hid the arch to the kitchen was dill swinging a little. With a 9gh, she
crossed to Drij, bent down and took her arm. “Come on, Drij. You'll fed better if you have a bath.”

With no resistance and no Sgn of understanding in her eyes, Drij cameto her feet and waked beside
Aleytys, moving like an outsze Placon Dall, letting Aleytys prod her through the bedroom into the
bathroom. Even the coughing roar as the water exploded from the faucet drew no response from her.
With an exasperated sgh, Aleytys pushed on her shoulders and sat her down with her back againg the
tub’'s sde. She contemplated the woman for a minute, then shook her head and went out through the
curtained arch into the bedroom where she began rummeaging through the deep drawers set into the stone
wadl, working more by touch than sght since little light came down the ventilaion shafts, stopping
repeatedly by the curtains over the arch to look through into the bathroom’ and make sure Drij wasn't
doing some inadvertent harm to hersdf. She found sheets, threw them onto the bed, found spare blankets
and some towels and what fdt to be a clean dress cloth. After glancing in a Drij again she went back into
the workroom and fetched the cup of matches.

Carrying towels with her, she brushed past the arch curtain, dropped the towels on the dressing table
and lit the lamp. After checking the temperature of the water and shutting off its flow, she stopped in front
of Drij. “Stand up,” she said firmly and a little hopelesdy, Sghing again when Drij seemed not to hear her.
“Jug being stubborn, aren’'t you.” She bent down and caught hold of Drij’s arm. “On your feet now.
Worse than having a child.”



With some difficulty she got Drij undressed, throwing the soiled and swest-tiffened dothing into a
pilein the corner of the room, tossing the boots on top the pile. Coils of steam rose from the hot water in
the tub into ar too saturated to absorb more moisture. Fragments of words dropped down the ventilation
shafts as the Scavs wrangled desultorily in the enclosure above, a reminder Aleytys didn't need of the
effort morning would demand as she tried to gather in the loose threads and bring the Hunt to a
successtul close.

After more wrestling with Drij’s inert but unresisting body, wrestling that |eft her sweety and very
wet, Aleytys got her into the huge bathtub. Words no longer seemed to have meaning for her; she
ignored scoldings and pleadings dike. Cursing softly, Aleytys stripped and got into the tub with her.

Swardheld was stting a the worktable looking through Drij’ s fidd notes when Aleytys came padding
into the workroom, blankets under one arm, holding a towe around hersdf with her other hand, her hair
damp and tangled. At the rattle of the curtain rings he svung around. “How’s Drij?’

“In bed.”

“Adeep?’

She shrugged. “I shut her eyes for her and she Ieft them shut for what that’s worth.”

Swardheld pushed the char back a few more inches, then stood. “My turn at the bathtub.” At the
arch, he turned, his hand on the tapestry. “Make us some cha, will you?’ Without waiting for an answer
he pushed past the heavy cloth and disappeared into the darkness beyond. Aleytys grimaced and padded
into the kitchen.

When he came back looking cool, clean, and a great ded refreshed, she was sdting a tray on the
worktable. She glanced a him then began pouring the streaming brown-amber cha into two large mugs
“Feds good, doesn't it.”

He collected amug and food from her then moved away and settled himsdf cross-legged on the floor
with his back, braced comfortably againg the wall. He waited until Aleytys was down beside him, then
snapped off the cover of one of the sdf-heating cans. For severd minutes neither spoke, content to eat
and drink in a companionable slence.

The night noises drifted to them, broken and jumbled together, faling down the shafts with the ghifting
light of the Sink-web. The tendon between the two stting in the flicker-flutter light of the lamps gradudly
increased until both set aside the remnants of their food and sipped at refilled mugs of cha, each carefully
not looking at the other. Swardheld took alarge gulp of the cooling liquid then stared down into its dow
swirl that he kept moving by moving the cup. He looked up. “There' s a problem.”

Aleytys's hand tightened on her mug. “Which one?’ She set the mug down and tucked the towe
higher over her breasts. “I can think of a dozen without trying.”

He made an abrupt, impatient gesture, as if brushing asde aflight of gnats. “Ships keys,” he sad.
“Quae took his memoarieswith him. He didn’t take the keys.”

Aleytys rose and wandered dong the wals, upending netive bowls, baskets and other artifacts
scattered dong shdves incised in the stone, hifting books to ook behind them, pulling out and shaking
loose-leaf notebooks, not a serious search, more away of usng up nervous energy. She looked back a
Swardhdd. “You know as much about Quae as| do. What do you think? Where would you hide them
if you were him? He did lock this place.” She moved on, handing but not examining the objects on the
sheves

“Locked.” He snorted disgust. “How long would it take you to tickle that thing open?’

“Sill, with the Amar nosng about outside ...."” She put the scraped horn down and ran her fingers
over afragile bit of wooden lace in the shape of a bird. “If a greenie found the keys and carried them off,
they’d be lost with no hope in hell of getting them back.”

“Point to you.” Swardheld let his head fdl back againg the wal and sat grinning at her. “If he took
the point.”

“He had reason enough to be wary of them.” She moved restlesdy on, glancing now and then at him.
His eyes were drooping, shut into dits, his powerful torso pae againg the darker russet and gray stone,
the damp towe loose aout his hips. He yawned, scratched dong his jawline. “You could help,” she
sad. She winced, ashamed of her own fretful irritability.



“I'mtired.” He yawned again, opened one eye. “St down, Lee”

“Inaminute” Her head beginning to ache, she crossed to extinguish the lamp. With great ddiberation
she wound down the wicks until the last red glows disappeared. She st the last shidd carefully in place
then moved to the lamps on the wal Swardheld leaned againgt. When she was finished, the only light in
the room came from twin rows of pae green squares marching across the caling, the outlets of the
ventilation shafts. With the light came the sound of voices, the soft whisper of fdling air, the eerie cdl of a
night bird. Aleytys went to kned by Swardheld's feet. “I'm afraid,” she said, and reached for his hands.

Aleytys stirred, sghed. She sat up carefully, ligening to Swardheld's steady breething. Her head had
been lying on his outstretched arm. She moved the am gently across his chest, letting her hand rest a
moment on hiswarm flesh, gill astonished at the totdity of her response to him, profoundly disturbed by
the shattering of her sense of sdf—by the intengty of her need—by her hunger—by the ... god knows
whet ... that had seized her without her willing it and without any possibility of contralling it. Me and him,
she thought. Him too. He felt it too.

She took her hand away, her knees drawn up as a kind of barrier between them. His eyes moved
rapidly, darting back and forth under the closed eydids, his moustache amplified the twists of his working
mouth. There was a sheen of swesat on his face. No pleasant dream, she thought. Oh god, | can’'t go
through this again. She sat garing into the darkness trying to sort out the complications in her life We
need space between us for a while. Until we can be comfortable ... comfortable! A few more days,
she thought. Just get through the next few days. The Haestavaada will have their Queen back and
I’ll have a ship. Was there ever a time when | was sure that was all it'd take to straighten out my
life! A ship. She looked down a Swardheld, dill moving, caught in a dream or nightmare, she couldn’t
tdl which. | want to wake you now, | can taste the need, remember.. , . No, | can’'t ... | won't
surrender myself again, abrogate me, but oh god, the glory and the terror of it. With a groan she
dropped her head on her aams. And there’'s Gray. What am | going to do about Gray! | can't just
dump him. | don't want to dump him. We' ve hurt each other a lot, one way or another—but out
there in the Wild, out there we found something.. , . | don’t want to lose that. She lifted her head
and ran her fingers through her hair, aosently pleased with the soft clean fed of it. | can try finding my
mother now, she thought. If her instructions are still good. Not yet, no, | can’t face her yet, not till
I’ve sorted things out, she can't help me with that, no one can. Sill, I'm half Vryhh; | need to
know what they're like, my Vrya kin. Not just crazy Kell. The normal ones, if any of them are
normal. She bit on her lip as she saw again Kdl’ s face as she'd seen it on Sungurdingu, saw him looking
hate at her out of greenstone eyes. Thinking of Kel reminded her of his threat to her son, the boy she
hadn’t seen for more than five years. It was an old hurt, but the pain was ill srong enough to make her
want to avoid thinking about him, though she had to wonder if he remembered her & dl and if he did,
what he thought of her. | hated my mother when | found out she’d gone off without me. “Damn!”

“Damn what? Swardheld looked up at her, his pde eyes a surprise whenever she saw them. The link
between them was dill extraordinarily intense and she knew he was as uwilling as she to repeat what
hed happened before.

“Counting my complications. It's not so soothing as sheep.” She turned toward him. “What now?’

He laced his hands behind his head. “1 won't be going back to Walff with you.”

“You'll be back? After awhile?’

“After a while you're carrying around some friends of mine” He yawned, smiled despily a her.
“Stop fussng, Lee. Get some rest. No complicationstill tomorrow.”

Chapter XI. Roha

Roha stopped running and began picking her way more cautioudy through the migt, confused and
unhappy—unhappy because she found her world picture chdlenged by, of dl things a demon, a
fire-haired demon who was supposed to be whally evil, whose actions were close to incomprehensible.
“Stupid. She's stupid,” Roha whispered over and over to hersdf, trying to shut away the memory of the



warmth and gentleness of the demon’s hands. She rubbed her hands down over her fla narrow chest
where lines of blood 4ill dung to her skin. She heard the bubbling of a amdl soring and edged around
bushes that were little more than shadows in the dark and mist until she found a smal round hole in the
stone where water was bubbling up, sailling over to pool again in a hollow years had carved in the rock.
Away from the source, the water was cooler, enough so she could dip her hands in it. She splashed
water over her trembling body, washing away the lagt of the blood stains and the old, dried smears of
dime-moss.

As her taut muscles began to rdax under the influence of the hest, fatigue washed over her. She
closed her eyes and kndt beside the spring, bregthing in the hot wet air until she was nearly adeep, her
mind drifting in chaotic images. After severd minutes she stirred, rubbed a her eyes, then forced hersdf
on her feet. Overhead in the mig the floating ghosts were gathering, darting to merge, and in the
surrounding migt she could hear rugtlings and scrapings as the night runners began their foraging.

Desolate, her emations and her mind pulling her apart, she turned toward her own kind, seeking
blindly for the comfort their presence would give her; she trotted warily through the migts, experience and
asharpening night sight taking her safdly through the traps of the land until she saw a blurred spot of red
and ydlow light flickering ahead of her.

She dropped beside Churr, reaching out to touch hisleg, the hard, cool flesh a reassurance of redlity,
her hand on him an assertion of her dam to kinship in the tribe. He pulled away and walked to the fire
leaving her afraid in away she' d not known so strongly before, though she'd had tremors of it. He came
back with a sharpened gtick skewered through chunks of meat. Slently he handed it to her then moved
away to join thering about the fire, his back to her asif he closed a door in her face. She stared down a
the charred flesh. After a while she started egting. I'm not sakawa yet, she thought. At least he gives
me food.

Sakawa. It was a hard thought. When a demon seized a Rum and drove him to commit acts no Rum
could possibly do, the tribe drove him out. The kin-dayer, the man who killed by magic cursng a Rum to
death, the woman who abandoned her hatchling, the Rum who fdl to the earth foaming a the mouth
when Mambila was not in the sky, the child who could not stop destroying things no matter how he was
punished—these were drummed from the village. Sakawa. No village would take him in. No one would
speak to him or feed him or clothe him or even day in his 9ght. Sakawa. Outcast. Demon driven. If the
Amar cast me out, she thought, I'll know my luck was lost when Rihon died. I'm not a demon’s
vessel but he surely must think | am. The Wan won't let them do it, he can't, he'll have to know |
haven't changed, I’'m still Roha the dark Twin. The demons from the sky, they're the ones who did
this, they have to die. All of them. All! Then everything will be all right again. She stared a Churr’'s
unyidding back, afrad to say anything. Whatever she said, he'd discount as demon’s talk. She looked
down at the congeding mesat on the stick and wanted to throw it a him, but she forced hersdlf to finigh it,
unwilling to anger imin any way.

Abruptly Churr jumped to hisfeet. “Time” he growled. The warriors cast aside what was Ieft of the
mest, kicked dirt over the fire and followed him into the mig, leaving Roha gaping after them. She stood,
tossed the skewer aside, hesitated, wondering if she dared follow them, then knew she couldn’t bear to
be done and started after them as slently as she could. The way seemed familiar; she stepped over the
crumpled dying leaves she'd dashed from the sranglevine and knew the Amar were heading for the
demon camp. She wanted to shout her triumph; instead, she closed her eyes and stood swaying until she
could contain her excitement, then she trotted on, her bresthing rough, her eyes glittering.

She reached the edge of the dearing in time to see the brother-killer go down with an Amar arrow in
his leg. Hisang, her claws out, Roha flung her arms wide in a great triumph. This time the brother-killer
was dead, properly killed by an Amar arrow. Then the Fire-hair turned, cried out incomprehensble
words and the triumph was washed out of Roha. She watched the demon run to the brother-killer, then
the ar seemed to thicken in a great blur around the two of them, the Fire-hair and the brother-killer.
Something was hgppening, she couldn’t see what. Then the blur was gone and the Fire-hair was bending
over the brother-killer, her hands pressed around the wound in his legs, the arrow was out and fdlen by
her sde, and the circlet of shimmering golden blooms was shining around her head. Roha remembered



the touch of those long firm hands, the touch, the warmth coming from them, remembered her flesh
doang over the gaping wounds in her body. She watched without surprise as the brother-killer sat up
then strolled with the Fire-hair to the long thing, watched the Nafa come out and dive for cover as one of
the Amar sent an arrow at the three of them, watched the Fire-hair start to shine, the flower circle back
on her head.

Then the terror struck. Roha moaned and dropped down to claw at the damp earth. Not far from her
Churr gasped and struck at his head. His eyes bulged. Around the two of them, the Amar howled in
mindless fear. Cagting their bows aside, the warriors fled blindly into the mig, terror nosing after them like
abawa pack racing through the forest after a bounding happa. Churr was the lagt to break, but break he
did, fleeing from the demon with a great cry of shame and fear.

Clutching desperately at the earth, the Mother of them dl, the holder of her womb, the only maother
she knew, Roha shuddered and suffered but rode out the fear as she'd learned through much practice to
ride the tumult of her mind in the drug dreams that were a mgor part of her life She watched as the
Fre-hair turned in dow circles, shining like a daughter of the sun as she poured out fear and terror. Then
the glow faded, the glory was gone and the demon sagged in the arms of the brother-killer who took her
out of Sght under the long thing.

Exhausted by her ordedl, cold with despair from seeing the brother-killer escape death again, sck
with her falure and the falure of the Amar, she sumbled away after Churr, too driven to stop and rest,
too tired to do more than put one foot in front of the other. After an interminable groping through the
darkness, she hdted, brought her ears out and up. Somewhere to her right a voice was cdling for help.
She hesitated, then turned dowly in the direction of the sounds.

In his unthinking flight Churr had run into a bog. Siill carrying his bow, he'd managed to dip the end
over asmdl nub of rock. It wouldn't take his weight but it was enough to keep his arms and shoulders
above the dime. When he saw Roha, his hands jerked. The bow did over the hump of rock and he
started snking. Hadtily Roha caught hold of the bow and tried to pull the warrior free, but his weight was
too much for her strength. Already exhausted, she spent so much of hersdf trying to free him that her
fingers began trembling and threatened to open without her willing it. She stared down a Churr, unable
even to think for the moment, then she thrust her aam between the gring and the wood, hoping the string
was caught tight enough in the groove so that it wouldn’'t come loose. She found a purchase, for her feet
inthe knob of rock that had saved Churr’ s life and amdl wiry poisonbush. She sat, braced her feet, then
looked weerily a Churr. “Work yoursdf out,” she murmured.

The bowstring cut panfully into her flesh as Churr pulled himsdf dowly from the choking muck; the
pain seemed to go on forever. Then he was ralling onto the solid ground. He lay there shaking, twitching
inevery limb, plastered over with the dimy mud, sucking in great gulps of the thick night ar. Roha took
her foot from the poison bush; her leg from the knee down was covered by large blisters. She sat Saring
a them, too tired to do more. Dimly she heard Churr curse, then he was dathering handfuls of the muck
from the bog over her skin and scrubbing it off again with handfuls of the soft green grass that grew over
the dime. He smoothed on more of the mud. This time he left it and sat down beside her, his body
sheking as he drew in greet lungfuls of air again and expelled them in loud snorts. Roha lay back, staring
up into the swirling migs with their fant Mambila glow, weatching as floating ghosts no larger than her
thumbtip swarmed over night bugs and wide-winged moths, dropping their bodies like ran around and
on her.

With a quick dmost hodtile glance at Roha, Churr jumped to his feet and whistled a summonsinto the
mig, cdling to him such of the Amar as dill lived. After repeated whidlings and scattered answers, nine
shaken warriors came sumbling from the mig, relieved to find they were not done in this hell. Roha lay
veay dill, seerching face after face, feding a chill growing in her in spite of the seamy heat of the night.
They were beaten. The spirit had gone out of them. They couldn’t take any more of this moving about in
eerie isolation within moving walls of fog. In ther bodies, in their faces, in ther eyes she read another
thing. Blame. They cast on her the blame for what they felt. She sat up and fixed her eyes on the dowly
drying mud smeared on her blistered leg. There's nothing | can do, she thought.

With one man left awake to keep the ghosts from merging, the Amar stamped the biters out of the



roots of the scattered grass patches, curled up and dept heavily. Roha sat watching them, feding colder
and differ as the moments passed. In spite of her exhaugtion she couldn’t follow them into deep. My
time is done, she thought. The floating ghodts started swarming over the degping men until Dahor came
by, waved a long gtick through them and drove them off again. Roha shivered and closed her eyes,
ddiberately recdling happy memories from before—chasing with Rihon through the trees, gtting with the
other children ligening to Gawer Hith chant the story songs, suffing hersdf with nuggar meet at Karrams,
laughing and gigdling with other girls a the great Feast that celebrated the emergence of Mother Earth
from Mambila s bdly, feasts when a truce was declared and hdlf a dozen tribes met to dance and boast
and edt. In this retreat from the horrors of the present, she found some of the comfort she needed and
findly drifted into deep.

When she woke, Churr and the warriors were gone and the sun was high in the east. She sat up,
rubbed a her eyes. In the crushed spots the warriors had Ieft behind even now the grass gems were
dowly draightening. Morning sounds cycled around her, a rusling, hissng, chirping and squesking that
only underlined the absence of Amar voices. She knew she'd been findly abandoned, that she was
dready sakawa though the Serk had not yet proclamed her so. Not yet, she thought. If | could talk to
the Wan ....

Thewind drengthened as it blew past her, carrying scents of dl the amdl animds that rooted about
among the bushes and grass, odors of crushed leaves and warm wet green things. She thought of the cool
and dry ar of her own foredts, of the trees and the tart fruit smdls The wind shifted a little, carrying to
her the sour mugty smdl of mistlanders. She gasped, started running then settled to a steady lope, heading
home as fast as her amdl legs would take her.

She kept moving dl day, not stopping to eat, only to drink and that only when her body forced the
decison on her. Asthe sun settled in a greenish blur on the western rim of the basin she sumbled and fell.
For a moment she lay stunned, then she sat up, dumped over, trembling, a hollow in her middle, redizing
that she needed food before she could go farther. She raised her head and looked around, siffing the air,
hoping for afamiliar smell.

Everything looked washed-out, smdl, spindly—and barren, at least those bushes she dared touch.
She got heavily to her feet and forced hersdlf to move on, looking congtantly for something she could est.
It was dmogt dark when she came on a short dmogt lesfless bush that would have been asmdl tree upin
her forest. Cascades of dark fruit hung on racemes. She crushed one between thumb and forefinger,
giffed at the dark red juice that looked like blood but smeled sweeter, touched her tongue quickly,
lightly, to one of the juice runnds. Even that amdl taste sent her head floaing. She hesitated. The fruits
were smdler and more potent than those above, but she needed the energy they’d give her dthough
she'd pay for it later.

With the drug singing in her blood, she trotted up the increesing dant; the one idea she could hold
onto was the thought of getting home, of the Wan comforting her and protecting her. Home. She ran
through patterns of black and white, then through white on white, then there were no patterns, through
shifting mdting colors, across stone that seemed to mdt before and behind her until at times she was
running unconcerned on air following aline that unreded before her like purple-blue threads.

Exhausted and disoriented, she sumbled from the mist-lands long after the sun had Ieft the sky. For
the firg time in days she could see the Mambila web and even through her drug-haze she was astonished
a how thin and ragged it had grown. There were great holesin the reticulated glow and a great black arc
in the west showed Earth Mother moving for Mambila's mouth. The cool ar blew againg her face
through twigting patterns that grew as fral and ghodly as the dissolving web. Still focused on reaching
home, she found hersdf able to think of other things. The stench of the Egg-demons was strong on the
ground. They got out, she thought. She forced hersdf to keep waking, in a dull, automatic progress that
brought her eventudly to the Nafa s dearing.

The gate was closed, the shelter walls deserted, but she heard the sounds of voices ingde and fdt a
aurge of hate, adull heating of her body only dimly fet through waves of faigue. There was nothing she
could do. Nothing. She circled the dearing and crept panfully dong a trail she and Rihon had run many



times She didn't dare stop moving, not even to ding to one of the trees and rest a while, fearing that if
she did stop, she'd never get her aching body moving again. She passed one of the garden patches. It
was deserted but the women didn’'t ways leave guards to chase away intrusve nuggar. She began to
ardl smoke. At firg she was only aware of arough tang in the ar blowing past her face, then dowly and
fearfully she stopped and sniffed. Smoke. Hanging in the air like mig in the migtlands. She amost turned
away, afraid to face what she knew she had to see when she stepped into the village dearing. She took
one step, then another and another.

The houses were piles of ash and blackened poles rigng a steep angles or lying flat on the ground.
Charred bodies lay scattered about, bones here and there glinting white in the Web-light. “Rum Feyl,”
she whispered. She moved dowly toward the Ghost House, her feet dirring the gray ash until she walked
ina cloud. She stopped a moment when she saw other prints, scrapes and spraysin the ash. “Churr,” she
breathed then coughed as ash got into her nose and throat. “And the warriors. Oh Bright Twin, if only
they’d comeintime. It mign—might—might have made a difference.”

In the center of the village the Ghost House had three headless bodies tumbled in its ash. One was
femde “Sark,” she murmured. A scarred and battered mae. “Niong.” She touched his body with her
toe. “You were right, we should have attacked the Feyl. I...” She moved on to stand over a dight
gnarled figure. “Wan.” She dropped to her knees beside him, touched his burned and torn flesh, tears
gathering in her eyes. Numbed by weariness and too many shocks, she couldn’'t fed this loss deeply
now; in her mind she knew the pain would come but her body refused it. She stood and brushed the ash
off her legs, vagudy troubled when she saw the gray powder fdling on the Wan's body. Tuming in a
dow circle, she took alast look at the village then walked away fromiit.

When she reached the garden plot, she pulled open the gate and walked into the enclosure. Behind
her she could hear the drone and snort of nuggar hidden in the darkness. When she stepped aside, the
nuggar noises grew louder and more disturbed. She knelt, wrapped shaking fingers around the thick
tough vine that webbed the earth; dosng her eyes she concentrated on keeping her fingers hooked,
trying to work the tuber loose. Three nuggar pattered through the opening and started dawing and
roating at the earth, their Sx clawed feet creating rapid destruction in the plot. With a sound amost like a
sgh, the tuber Roha was pulling at came from the earth. She broke it from the stem, glanced a the
growing numbers of nuggar digging, squeding, nipping a each other as they scrambled for the food they
craved. She stood, dutching the dirt-crusted tuber, watching the writhing backs of the nuggar among the
whipping leaves. | should open all the gates for them, she thought. Better the nuggar should have
the work of the women than that the Fieyl should. She brushed absently a the hary tuber.
Tomorrow. There’'s no hurry now. Tomorrow. Avoiding the nuggar, she sdled through the gate, then
moved dowly dong the familiar path.

She stopped a the stream to wash the dirt from the tuber and to drink, the crisp coolness of the
water shocking her awake. Not bothering to remove her ragged kilt, she did her body into the water and
st inthe rapid flow, bresking and eeting the tuber; her knife was gone, left behind to be trampled into the
earth by the Kinyakin-kin, but she didn't need it, ripping the tough rind away with her claws, chewing
the gtringy, tart orange-yellow flesh into a paste, washing the paste down with gulps of cold water.

When she was finished, she washed her hands and mouth, then pulled hersdf reuctantly from the
Sream.

There was little to see. The scatter of stars and the rags of Mambila provided just enough light
through the vault of leaves to make trunks visble as darker blacks againg the grayed-black of the night
ar. As the firg flush of new energy from the food and water began to fade, she stood on the path,
wondering where to go, what to do, findly understanding there was only one refuge left to her—her
womb tree.

When she reached the mat-akuat, she hadn’t the strength to dimb into the lower branches. She
pushed through the tangle of aerid roots and nestled on the thick leaf-mold next to the trunk. As she lay
inthe darkness, her body aching, too tired to deep, she drifted in and out of consciousness, surrounded
by the sharp familiar scent of the dream-sap; sometimes she talked with Rihon who was warm and strong
beside her one minute and gone the next. Other times she knew with terrible darity the ruin of her life and



was filled with a corrosive hatred for the demons, a hatred she knew was futile even when she suffered it.
In between she was troubled, wondering what to do with hersdf in the morning, whether she had any
right or need to keep living. Findly her exhausted body overcame her suffering mind and she dept.

She woke to great noises and beams of light walking across the sky.

Chapter XII. The End of the Hunt

Aleytys

She woke to the dink of glass againg metd and a foggy gray light that bleached the color out of
things Impatiently she kicked away her blanket, watched with interest as Swardheld dipped one of the
lamps back into its bracket and moved dong the wdl to the next. “Hunting?’

“Had athought.” After he lifted the lamp down, he glanced over his shoulder a her. “I hoped to be
done with this before you woke.” He eased the ail reservoir free, shook it vigoroudy, grimaced,
reassembled the lamp and replaced it. “A dud would be embarrassing.”

With narrowed eyes, he contemplated the lamp hanging over the worktable, one Aleytys hadn’t been
able to reach. As Swardheld rubbed thoughtfully a his beard, Aleytys sat up. “You've tried dl the
others?”

“Saved the best till last.” He took a deep breath then lifted the heavy table smoathly away from the
wall, walked around it and lifted down the lamp. After dismentling it, he shook the reservoir with amal
abaurdly gentle jerks. Aleytys met his laughing eyes as they both heard a muted scratching noise. “Now
that’ s gratifying,” he murmured.

“Stop gloating and see if you've redly found something.” She jumped to her feet and stood beside
him, looking down at the base of the lamp.

Swardheld gpplied a dow pressure to the all reservoir's cap. “Get some kind of container from the
kitchen,” he said absently, increasing the force he was using on the cap as it subbornly refused to turn. “I
don’'t want to suill thisail over me”

“Oh yes, mader.” Aleytys grinned as he looked up, startled then she trotted into the kitchen. She
returned as he was easng the cap free, set a amdl metd bowl down as he breathed his rdief. She
watched anxioudy as he tilted the reservoir and poured out afew ounces of ail.

Something heavy flopped againg the opening, too large to fdl through it. Swardheld fished into the
hale with two fingers and eased a bulky object through. He thrust the reservoir at Aleytys, his eyes fixed
on the thing he was holding, a package wrapped in multiple layers of fail.

When the fall was peeled away, three flat discs—each alittle larger than a mid-sized coin—lay in the
pelm of his hand. He laughed and closed hisfingers over them. “Bonanza” He piled them on the table as
they had been packaged, one on top of the other. “Three ships to choose from, Lee”

Aleytys flipped the top disc off the pile, ligening as it rang on the table. “ So little and bland-looking to
be so important.”

He tugged a his moustache, eyes dlinting with triumph. “You'd have had a hdl of atime getting in if
we hadn’t found them.”

“If you hadn’t found them, you mean.” She ran her eyes over him. “Go put some clothes on, you
peacock, and try not to prance when you walk. It's unbecoming.”

Grinning unrepentantly, he walked away from her with an exaggerated swagger that made her giggle
At the arch he turned, winked a her. “Take your own advice, freykamidla” She threw the lamp
reservoir a him but he ducked behind the curtain in time to avoid it. It rattled to the floor, hidden as the
curtain dropped back in place. Aleytys went into the kitchen to make a pot of cha

Swardheld stopped the carrier while it was dill under the trees around the burned-off shdf where the
three Scav ships sat in debris from months of idleness. There were symbols smeared on the meta—dried
clays that were flaking off or had run in long smears during rainstorms—dots and jags and daring eyes



aong with streaks of carbon from the fires that had been set around the landing gear. He glanced up, then
around. “Light-web’s cleared off. What do you think?’

She shrugged. “Won't know till we try.” Stepping past him, she looked up into a hazy sky, the cool,
spice-laden wind blowing her har, “We'd better be ready to move fast. The Tikh'asfour Packs will
aurdy be edging in as close as they dare. Soon as | announce that we're Stting here, they’ll be on us”
She examined the three ships. “Which one?’

Swardheld raised his brows. “What do | know you don’'t?” When she just looked at him, he laughed.
“All right. Number one is a Spinksari yacht. Fast. But too complicated. Needs a lot of maintenance,
which it might not get in the hands of a bunch of Scavs. Showy but takes too much fud for me to like it
He glanced a her, got no response. “Right. Number two. The big one. Eschelle Destroyer. God knows
how he got hold of that. Damn uncomfortable. Fast and fud-hungry with a good-sized hold. If the origind
weapons are in place, it's a damn dangerous machine. Given a guess, I'd say that one was Quae€'s.
Needs next to no maintenance so it's probably infarly good shape. Number three's a Farsan troopship.
Looks likeit's been in one too many wars. Wdl?’

She chuckled. “ Seems to me you' ve made your choice.”

“My choice?”

“The Haestavaada have promised me a ship. | see no reason why you shouldn’'t have one dso.” She
gestured a the ships. “Especidly when we have three to choose from. Who's going to contest your
right?” She glanced a him, amiled a the suppressed eagerness she fdt in him. “If you can fly the damn
thing.”

“Could you?' He looked amused.

“Yes Why?'

“And where was | when you were learning?’

“God knows.” She amiled, shook her head. “All right. Let's move.”

While Swardheld shepherded the carrier, Scavs, vaada, vaaada, and Drij through the trees and
brush, then over the rocks and ash to the center ship, Aleytys went swiftly up the line of toe- and
handholds to the lock. She had to try dl three discs before she found the one that started the lock cyding
open. The fact that it did open was a good enough indication that Nowhere was far enough out of the
ank to let complicated eectronic devices function as they were meant to. She looked down, waved to
Swardheld, then swung into the lock. Urttil her foot touched the floor ingde the lock, the ship was dark
and dead. As she moved inward, it woke around her. Light strips set into the sides of the corridors
gradudly came on, lighting her way to the bridge. The air freshened perceptibly as she drew close to a
point in the ship just above the center of gravity. She stopped at the entrance to the bridge and looked
around, fdt the ship breathing around her. Like a waking animal, she thought.

She moved briskly across the amdl chamber and settled hersdf in a command charr adjusted to
Quaé€ s reech—which made things a bit difficult snce her arms were hdf afoot shorter than his. Rubbing
her hands dowly together, she inspected the rows of touch sensors. “Good, good,” she murmured. “Got
it”

Siding forward to the edge of the seat, she touched a few sensors, then moved her fingers over the
board, coding more surely as the moments passed—opening the hold, unfolding the crane and lowering
the dings, powering the hold so that vaaad guards could findly rest after they plugged in the life-support
for the Queen. She hestated a moment, frowned, then settled back in the chair, her eyes on the greet
screen as Imdl swiveing owl eyes fed images from the ground and the insde of the hold. She watched as
Swardheld and Kgyl got the casket |oaded, then turned abruptly on the five remaining Scavs and got
their rifles away, leaving them with futile scowls and a great ded of surprise. She did forward again, shut
the hold doors, teetered on the edge of the seat, watching as Swardheld eased Drij off the carrier and led
her toward the exit.

She was standing when he came in. “What'd you do with Drij?’

“You didn’'t watch?” When she shook her head, he said, “In the navigator's quarters. We don't lack
room. | strapped her in, by the way. Have you squirted out the agnd to the Haestavaada?’

“No.” She walked beside him and stood with her hand resting lightly on the back curve of the chair



as he settled himsdf in and began examining the controls as she had done before him. “I’ve coded the
ggnd into the computer,” she said quietly. “All that remains is to push the button and send it out. |
wanted to be sure we were ready to jump before | pinpointed us”

“Mm.” His long fingers tapped gently over severd sensor plates, touching the ship-beast into a
greater aertness. She fdt aswdl as heard the flow of energy as the engines began mumbling through the
warm-up necessitated by the down-months. His eyes fixed on the readouts, Swardheld murmured, “ Get
settled, Lee. Don't want you to worry about.” He continued to play his hands over the board. “No
bresks, steady flow of power.” His eyes scanned the screen. “Tikh' asfour & extreme range, coming fast.
Move, Leg!”

Aleytys dipped into the navigator's chair and fastened the crash-web over her body, pulling it as taut
as she could. Like the command chair, this one was too big for her, but the web was a membrane
designed to adapt dosdly to the forms of the body and absorb energy from its movements. She touched
the sensor squares by her fingertips and activated her own screen. Three very fant blotches were vishble
inthe upper corner. The Packs, she thought. As she watched, the blurs sharpened rapidly into clusters of
pinpoint lights Coming fast is right. She glanced at Swardheld, saw him punch the button that would
send the sgnd squedling in compact bursts to the Haesatavaada fleet that was supposed to be standing
by. Queen rising, She thought. It's what you wanted. Queen rising. You got the signal. Sir
yourselves, Haestavaada. Smiling nervoudy, she watched the dots grow larger. Let's get out of here,
ghe thought.

Power shuddered into the engines. The ship rose in a sharp curve, then went tumbling, gyreting,
fdling in awild sprawl around the world as the nearest Pack hurried too soon into attack, ther beams
lancing around the ship, robbed of power by distance and the diffusng effect of the atmosphere. Riding a
howling hurricane that left behind a churned, ravaged land, a destruction doubled by the off-shunt of
beams that glanced from the shidds, Swardheld completed the circuit with dl three packs coming down
after him, interfering with each other in their eagerness to take the prize. Mouth set in a grim gmile,
Swardheld sent the ship abruptly up and out, teking the Packs by surprise as he wove dangeroudy
through the ragged tendrils of the Sink and gaining a large bite of lead time as Pack ships tried to sort
themsdlves out and follow.

“Where the hdl are the Haestavaadal” Glaring at a screen that showed the packs stringing out behind
and nothing at dl waiting in front, Swardheld squeezed as much speed as he could out of the ship. There
was no way he could fight the ship, not without a trained, skilled crew as backup. He could fly it for a
while on his own; with Aleytys as navigator and rdief pilot he could keep it going near top speed for a
litle longer—the Destroyer had been designed for a smdl crew—nbut for the day-to-day survivd of
himsdf and his ship, he'd need a couple of men to take care of the engines, two or three more to handle
the weapons and generd maintenance, a navigator, and, for the comfort of everyone, a cook. Not having
mogt of these, he concentrated on putting as much distance between himsdf and the pursuing Packs as he
could while he kept an eye watching for the promised fleet. The Destroyer was jud a little faster than the
pack ships; bit by agonizing bit Swardheld began to pull away from them. He glanced across & Aleytys.
“| think we ve got them beat. What happened to your Haestavaada?’

Aleytys scowled at her stubbornly empty screen. “Don't ask me. Tdl you this, my friend. When we
get back I’'m going to ydl loud and long. We could have needed them bad. | know they’re supposed to
be no damn good at atacking but they promised me a double-dozen ships to distract the Packs ...
what's that?” A diffused blur did dowly into the upper right quadrant of her screen. “If that's them ...
what're you doing?’

Swardheld turned the ship away from the blur though as a result he started losng ground to the
pursuing Packs. “Until we reach split-speed .... ah! thought so. Two fives Tikh'asfour. Probably chased
off your digtraction. You'll have to try that trick we thought up when we looked over the Tikh' asfour
schemétics”

“Mmph. That was a wild-chance thing.” She eyed the ominoudy enlarging dots. “I don’t know if |
can reach far enough to give me the time I’ll need to locate the pinch point.”

“Stop arguing, freyka, and start reaching. Wild chance or naot, it's damn wel the only chance” He



stopped talking and began concentrating on the computer whisper in his ear and the lighted touchplates in
front of him, trying to coax a bit more speed from the sub-light engines.

Aleytys re-settled hersdf in her chair, closed her eyes and fashioned a probe which she sent
searching for a ship she could enter, reaching out and out until it grew tenuous and she began to grow
arad; then there was a nibbling sensation as something flicked past the sensors dimmed to vagueness a
the end-point of the probe. Severd somethings, moving too fast for her to seize on. She chased after
them but they kept dipping away. Too dow, dammit, too sow, she thought. With great reluctance she
began to draw more power from her river, afrad of exhausting her source by expending hersdf too
recklesdy—becoming more and more aware of the limitations of the power she could cdl on.

The tickle came again and she dived &fter it, got a brief hold ingde, logt it. She went after the ship
agan, tightened her hold and began expanding her awareness, fighting a growing urge to scramble
desperately for her god since in the scramble she would lose everything. When the ship shuddered
around her she knew—peripherdly a least, snce her attention was focused so passonatdy through the
probe—that they were under attack.

As she fought to hold onto what she'd gained and to work her probe into the engine room, the
Dedtroyer fatered, then squirted away, corkscrewing, dipping, dipping off hestbeams and vibros,
ducking flights of missiles whose proximity triggers set them off to add slent shudders of flying shards to
the tormented area around the ships. Swardheld was crouched intently at the board, his crash-web rolled
to one sde, lightly strapped in, his fingers dancing more surely over the sensors as he learned the ship, his
face growing grimmer as the Tikh'asfour sting-ships swarmed more thickly around and the Destroyer’s
shidds—powerful as they were with dl the energy he could spare from the engines channded into
them— were reaching the limits of what they could absorb.

Aleytys fdt her way through the ging-ship, gaining more fadility in holding the working end of the
probe within that ship no matter how it turned or twisted as it sought to attack the Destroyer. She found
the pinch-point on the anti-matter bottle buried behind layers of shidding, invulnerable to ordinary attack.
Feverish with triumph, she fashioned a hot loop and drew it through the pinch, loosing the power within,
letting it expand until it reduced the Tikh' asfour and their ship to their congtituent atoms.

Having pulled away in that hovering ingant before the destruction began, Aleytys started looking for
another ship, socking in the probe and opening up the bottle dmost as soon as she fdt the familiar tickle.
Agan and again she dipped into the sorm outside the embattled Destroyer, whiffing awvay ship after ship
until she reached alagt time and found nothing. Weary, dispirited at the number of deaths it had taken to
break the attack, feding the ineviteble letdown after along period of exhaudive effort, she opened her
eyes, unhitched the crash-web, stretched cramped legs and arms, findly looked up at the screen to see a
dminishing blur as a few Tikh'asfour ships fled the carnage. She watched them fade, sghed, turned to
meet Svardheld's eyes. “Thistime....”

He stretched and grinned at her. “Thistime” He refocused the man screen on the view ingde the
hold.

The valaada of the Queen’s guard looked a bit battered; two of them were holding rifles on sullen,
muttering Scavs as the rest moved about the Queen’s casket. Two Scavs lay dead among curled-up
vaada who were scattered hephazardly about the floor like discarded husks, having rdinquished such
hold as they had on life now tha they were no longer needed to protect the Queen. Aleytys and
Swardheld watched afew more minutes, then Swardheld switched the screen back to the outside. “ Solit
jump coming up.” He settled back in the chair. “The computer can handle the ship now.”

Together they siwung around until they were facing each other, amiling both, uneasy both, now that
the digractions of therr fight to stay dive were no longer there to protect them from the unresolved
tendgons that hung between them. “It's a good ship,” Aleytys said, choosing words amog a random to
break the slence and give her back some control over what was happening.

“Tough and rough.” He closed his eyes as the screen flickered and transfer was made into the
intersplit, the glitter of the stars dtering through shimmering whorls into a sprinkle of black dust in a gray
fog. Aleytys watched him, worried, wondering if the digtorting, twiging, sckening, medfully brief
trangtion between states had loosened the Swardheld persondity from Quaé€'s body. As the ship



steadied and the faint sense of oppression lingered in the background, as it would the length of the trip,
Swardheld opened his eyes and smiled &t her.

“What are you going to do?’ She wanted to ask hm how he was but the words wouldn't come—as
if she and he had built awal between them that would pass commonplaces but screened out anything of
apersond nature. “The Haestavaada will repair and refud the ship for you. They owe me, dammit, after
leaving us dangling like they did.” She looked around as if answers lay hidden in panding and banks of
sensor plates and readouts. At his sllence, she glanced back at his face.

His eyes were closed then opened dowly and focused somewhere over her shoulder. “Keep on as a
Scavenger, | suppose. For awhile anyway. No papers required. A little smuggling, maybe some informa
fraghting. Might hunt up Ard, your smuggler friend. Start checking out what Qualée' s got in the computer.
Five days before we touch down on Duvaks. Time enough to make plans when I've got more
informetion.”

Five days, she thought with a touch of horror generated as much by the parting that waited for them
as by the prospect of enforced togetherness, limited as they were by the narrow confines of the ship. In
the midst of her preoccupation amber eyes opened in her head. She turned her attention inward, grateful
for the digraction. “Ask him how he's fitting in that body,” Harskari said, ignoring in her tumn the
turbulence around her. Aleytys could fed the restiveness in the words with their controlled passon; the
voice crackled with energy and the face forming around the eyes was lined and hungry. Aleytys was torn
briefly between satisfaction at seeing another being sharing her disturbance and shame a the satisfaction,
then she shoved both aside. “Harskari wants to know if you're having any problems with the body,” she
told Swardheld.

He raised an eyebrow. “It'smine” After a short slence he swung away to contemplate the arrays of
sensor plates, then added, “A few months and | can say thisis not just mine but mysdf. Qual€e's gone,
only some lingering muscle memories tucked away that can be surprisng.” The last words were clipped,
find. He pulled the computer interface over his head and began ligening with an intengty that built the
wadl between them again, this time with no openings for even the most innocuous of questions.

Aleytys closed her eyes. “Wdl?’

Harskari blinked dowly; Shadith materidized and both of them seemed to move about impatiently.
Like fleas in my head, Aleytys thought, smiling when Harskari looked annoyed. The sorceress pinched
her generous lips together, then smiled rductantly. “It's hard to be patient. All these years, millennia, al
the ways I've learned for coping—they don’t apply any more. Yet | mugt be patient—Ah! | want a
body, Lee. A young woman's body, strong and hedthy. How and where? | don’'t know. | don't know.
A young woman newly dead and dead by accident—how can | pray for that and how can | hep
praying?”

Shadith sghed. “1 know. If you find me a tone-deaf body, Lee, I'll come back and haunt you.”

“Y ou're shoving alot on my shoulders, the two of you.”

“We know,” Shadith said, glancing at Harskari who was brooding quietly, dill visble but nebulous as
she druggled to cope with more emotion than she was accustomed to handling. “Chance—that’s what
will bring us what we want. As it did for Swardheld. But you can be lisening, can’'t you, ready to take
advantage of that chance? That'sredly dl we ask, Lee. Keep waiching.”

Hve long difficult days crawled past. Aleytys tended Drij who now spent her hours curled up in fetd
position, uncurling her so she could eat, washing her, taking to her though she never got an answer,
fordng her to wak around and around the samdl cabin. When she wasan't with Drij, she made her way
back to the hold and spent some time ggning with Ksyl. Swardheld spoke little to her, immerang himsdf
inthe computer as a refuge from confrontation. She would have spent more timein the hold than she did,
enjoying the happiness of the Queen’s guard—for they were quietly content, their chitin glowing with
hedth—but the Scavs depressed her; they were as close to mindless animas as sentient beings could get
and remain dive, dangerous as rogue animals driven to act outside the confines of inginct by some fault in
ther brains, crouching againg the hold wall haf-swalowed by shadows, shadows themsdves with eyes
that followed her, followed every move she made, eyes that hated her and desired her, eyes of men that



disturbed her because she'd written them off, used them to buffer hersdf from the dangers of the
midtlands without thinking of them as men, caring even less that they died than she'd cared about the
Tikh'asfour in the ships she' d exploded.

On the fifth day the Destroyer dipped from the intersplit and Swardheld sent the prescribed warning
ahead to Duvaks s0 the defenses would be turned aside for them. Aleytys watched the navigator's
screen as he brought the ship down, marveing at the great crowd gathered about the fidd, a faceess
mass, an intengty of yearning so strong she caught hints of it a mile from the ground. Her hands lay
restlessdy on the chair ams. The Hunt was done. The tightrope was crossed once more. She had a
moment’s repose before she had to walk it again. The Queen was delivered and the vaada of this world
were saved from alingering death. She watched the vaada and wondered if they even knew how the war
got started. A habit of hatred, she thought. Why do they keep on? Only out of habit! They hired
Hunters Inc. to get their Queen back. We find things, why can’t we mend things as well! She knew
what Head would say. Don't get involved with the natives. We have a limited mandate, Lee. What
right do we have to impose our values on other worlds! Let them alone, Lee, or you'll do more
harm than you realize. We' ve learned the hard way through bitter mistakes that cost us fees—yes,
money. Money that meant the difference between living and dying for some of our people. So
strangle that temptation to step in and fix things, Lee. Nothing is ever as smple as it looks. She
glanced at Swardheld’ s intent face. Nothing is ever as simple as it looks, she thought.

When the ship was settled, Swardheld kept his eyes fixed on the screen, weatching a ragged group of
vaaada coming across the metacrete fidd toward them. Then he swung around, gartling her. “Handle
this Lee. I’d rather stay up here, keep out of thisas much as| can.”

She nodded. “ Good enough. Open the hold, I'll meet them there.”

The Duvaks vaaada moved into a respectful circle as the portas cycled open and the crane lowered
the Queen’s casket to the metacrete, the carrier left behind in the hold. They waited in taut Slence as the
Guard took their places around the casket and Ksyl began the process of loosng the Queen. Unnoticed
in the porta, Aleytys watched, some of her flaness dipping avay as she was drawn into the tidd
expectation surging from vaada and valaada. Standing above them she could look down into the casket
as it opened, could see the Queen resting in the cavity shaped to her body, that golden body veiled by
miles of tubing, tubing that was being withdrawn and stored in the Sides of the casket.

The Queen dirred. Beyond the woven fence, Aleytys could sense another great dirring, an
unbearable heightening of tension.

The Queen stirred again, reached out long golden arms, closed top-hands and mid-pincers on the
gdes of the casket and pulled hersdf up until she was crouching in the cavity. Her crumpled wings
moved, swayed alittle through arr dill as on a summer morning before a storm, streaks of gold, shimmers
of azure, gimmers of emerdd and ruby playing among the shadows in the deep crooked folds. Her
swollen abdomen began to shrink as the fluid stored there flowed into the veins that wove through the
tranducent wings, sraightening the wings, spreading them wider and wider until they caught the sun in
sheets of color dipping over the flatening planes. Long gilded cords fdl away from the gilded harness
that fit over her thorax, regting in loops on the metacrete, ending in dips snapped onto the ceremonid
belts of the Queen’s guard.

Air whidling through her spiracles, the Queen lurched to her feet. She was a great glowing golden
creature with gossamer wings spreading twenty feet on either side. The wings moved, beat together
behind her then stroked down, continued to move until the strokes were continuous and steady and she
was rigng and sdttling with them. Sowly, ponderoudy, the Queen rose into the air, each foot gained
clearly easer for her than the one before, until she flew high over the fidd, her tethering cords stretching
benesth her as she moved.

Except for Mdadra Shayl, who waited for Aleytys beside a landing foot, the valaada who'd come to
meset the ship marched off with the Queen’'s guard, tugging the Queen with them toward the domed hall
where she'd spend the rest of her short life with her wing muscles cut, the glory of her flight forgotten.
Not redly intdligent, she would placidly endure her confinement, producing eggs by the thousands.

Aleytys watched a moment longer, tears drawn from her by the sheer beauty of the flight, then she



swvung down to join the Haestavaada representative. YOU PROMISED ME A FLEET TO DISTRACT THE TIKH’

ASFOUR, she sgned, snapping her hands angrily through the movements.
THE FLEET WAS SENT, BUT THE TIKH'ASFOUR DISCOVERED THEM TOO SOON AND THEY WERE FORCED

TO WITHDRAW. The vaaad's smdl top-hand hung a moment in front of its thorax, then began moving

again, exhibiting a touch of petulance. YOU DID NOT REQUIRE THEM. THAT IS OBVIOUS.

WE HAD LUCK, SHAYL VALAAD—AND OTHER RESOURCES THAT MIGHT NOT HAVE BEEN ENOUGH HAD
THINGS BEEN A LITTLE DIFFERENT. | WANT THIS SHIP REPAIRED AND FUELED— THE DAMAGE WAS TAKEN
IN YOUR SERVICE BECAUSE THE FLEET WASN'T WHERE YOU PROMISED IT WOULD BE, THE FUEL SPENT FOR
THE SAME REASON. | WILL NEED TRANSPORT TO WOLFF. THIS SHIP'SMASTER AND | WILL BE PARTING HERE

. She glanced upward, shivered with a sudden chill as she redized londiness and loss began now, not
sometime in the future. The impatient clacking of the valaad' s mandibles cdled her back.

ISTHAT ALL? it Signed.

YES... NO! Drij, shethought. I’ ve got to do something about her. | forgot her.1 NEED PASSAGE FOR
ANOTHER PERSON TO WOLFF. THIS YOU CAN CHARGE TO ME SINCE IT ISNOT YOUR BUSINESS.

ISTHAT ALL?

YES FOR NOW—THAT SALL. Still alittle angry and more then alittle disturbed by the fact that she was
waking away from Swardheld, she moved with the prim and disgpproving vaaad toward the domed
building where the Queen had vanished and the vaaada had their offices, knowing this vaaad was
dready rductant to give her the ship they’d promised— in spite of the contract they’d signed and their
eagerness to get her sarvices, knowing she' d have to fight to get them to do anything about Swardheld's
ship, knowing she was going to have to sweat out the ruling of the arbiters on Helvetiawho would decide
if she'd earned her feg, if the Haestavaada were bound by their promise of a bonus, a ship. Nothing is
ever as smple asit looks, she thought.

Roha

Roha huddled againg the tree trunk, her arms pressed over ears, her eyes clamped shut as the light
and noise shook the world around her, going on and on urtil she was battered with light and noise into an
unthinking daze, dinging to the tree, her claws sunk into the soft bark and wood, smdling stone burning,
wood burning, the air reeking with drug-saps released by the fires, svinging in and out of redlity, opening
her eyes and squeezing them shut again as the forest wavered and meted around her, flattened into
patterns that shattered, reformed, melted again. The noise went on and on and the world broke apart
around her.

Then it was gone. The noise was gone. The roaring winds dropped to a whisper of air. She lifted her
head, rubbed absently at her flat chest, then at her eyes, crawled from the cage of aerid roots and stood,
dazed, on a samdl patch of beaten earth saring around with disbdief. Trees were down, ther trunks
woven in atangle by the great wind. A whimpering puds, its broad wings broken, blood a thread of red
lining the working beak, lay by her fest, its feathers tickling her as it shuddered to a painful desth. She
shivered and stepped away.

Ficking her way through the shattered trees, waking over their broken backs, drawn reuctantly but
hdplesdy to the shef where the sky-seeds sat, she came to the end of the trees and stood gezing a the
destruction before her, gppalled that such power should be given to demons. Great gouges diced through
the mother stone, the bones of earth hersdlf. In places it was mdted and Hill bubbling. Two of the seeds
were crumpled and charred and pierced with ragged terrible holes like the wounds a hunting spear would
makeinaman's bely.

The third seed was gone. She looked up but saw nothing, only the sun ill low on the eastern
horizon, but she knew with a cold certainty that the Fire-hair was gone, taking the Nafa and the
brother-killer with her; even without going to the Nafa's house and finding it empty she knew this. That
terrible burning disurbing demon was gone. Gone. Roha gasped, wheded and ran from the shdf,
wanting desperately the comfort of her own kind, heading blindly for the burned-out village and the traces
of the captive women. The Rum Feyl had taken the Amar women. Perhaps they would take her too. She
could creep among the women; they would dap and scold her then set her to work and she'd have a
place again. The demons were gone. Gone and the world had to change.



She circled the village and found the trail of the captured women. She drank from the stream and ate
some of the fruit dill hanging from a mat-amat, then started off dong the trall. All the day she trotted and
walked after the women, passing after a while into land that was strange to her. The wandering breeze
blew the leaves about over her head while the sun painted shifting dappled shadows on the dark moigt
s0il under her feet. Around her she heard the soft rustles of life as the smdl ones frightened into hiding by
the morning’s terror crept out, forgetting what had driven them to shelter in the immediate hungers that
clutched their smdl belies, blessng Roha with a little of ther forgetfulness as she drew pleasure from
sounds and smells she' d known dl her life. She sniffed at the air, fdt the sun rippling across her skin, took
pleasure in the play of light and shadow, the cool earth benegth her feet.

She reached the Feyl village at sunset when the shadows were long on the earth and the last wigps of
Mambila a tracing of light on the horizon. The village was lit by the feast-fires. The amdl of roast nuggar
was grong, reminding her that she was very hungry. She picked her way past the roagting pits and
moved through the outer ring of the tilt houses, close to weeping with the familiaity of it dl, the rattle of
a Gawer's drum and the FHeyl Gawer's chanting of the Battle Triumph, the people answering with
whoops and beating their cupped pams on their chests, children running about chasng each other,
wrestling, their bodies dick with nuggar grease.

A amdl boychild saw her ganding at the rim of shadows and shouted to his father. Some adults
looked around. The dismay spread through the crowd until they dl knew who was standing there. Her
pleasure mdting before their stares, Roha clutched at hope and waited for the men to come and put her
with the other Amar women.

The crowd parted slently in front of the Feyl Serk who strode up to Roha and stopped before her, a
tdl old woman with a lined, powerful face. Jabbing a finger a Roha's chest, not quite touching her, she
sad, “ Sakawa. Go.”

Roha saw the woman's fear and the accompanying cold hatred and saw with it the death of her
hopes. There was nothing left for her, nothing at dl. She turned away and walked from the village, leaving
dlence behind and a blighted celebration. Even when she reached the forest she kept waking, wanting to
lose whally the Sght and amell of the village. Findly she dimbed into the lower branches of a mat-akuat
like her womb tree, folded smdl branches and wove them together to make a deeping pad in the crotch
of two larger branches, curled up and drifted into a dream-haunted deep.

She dreamed of flames legping around the gray demon-egg, consuming it, dreamed of flames risng
around her, burning her free of her curse so she could return clean to the arms of her cousin the Dark
Twin who had created the world from her womb and held the spirits of the dead within her until they
were born again in the womb of the world. When the dream was over she dropped into a deep deep
beyond dream, beyond pain and loss, cradled in a nothingness that gave rest to both her exhausted body
and tormented soul.

When she woke, she fdt a sense of purpose growing within her, a thing that puzzled her until she
remembered the dream. Dropping to the springy tops of the agrid roots, she pressed her face agang the
trunk. “Be blessed, Dark Cousin,” she murmured. “Be blessed for showing me the way.”

She reached her village dearing lae in the day. Ignoring the rotting bodies and the ash, she ran
through the shards of what had once been her home and turned in to one of the abandoned garden
patches. Though the nuggar had cleaned out most of the tubers, she found enough and tied the hard
knobby roots into a bundle usng vine fiber then knotted a ding for them from that same fiber and dipped
it over her shoulder. The sun was going down by the time she finished, but she started anyway for the
migtlands.

She moved with some caution down the long treacherous dope then loped dong until she could no
longer move, retracing a path her feet seemed to know without difficulty though the night was darker then
before, much darker, with Mambila no longer in the sky. A few floating ghosts bobbed over her head as
she moved but she ignored them until she settled in a patch of grass beside a smdl spring whose water
was hot but ill drinkableif it was dipped out and left to cool awhile. She whipped a branch through the
ghogts, driving them off, than ate two of the tubers, drank, curled up to deep, indifferent to possible
dangers, knowing in her depths that, no matter what, she would live to reach the Egg.



When dawn lightened the migt, she woke to the touch of trailing fibers as the ghost prepared to take
her. Crying out with disgugt, she churned her am through the ghogt, bresking it apart, sending the amdl
parts flesing. She dipped water to cool without taking her eyes from the swarm of amdl thumbtip-szed
ghosts, then dropped a tuber into the hot water to cook.

All that day she kept moving, loping when she could, waking when she was too weary to move
faster. She kept her mind fixed on the Egg, the burning Egg, and fdt strength coming to her from the earth
each time her feet touched down. At intervas she fdt Rihon running with her in the migt; she could hear
his breathing, could fed the flow of strength and support from him.

When the sun was gone and the mis was dark and dosng in around her, she sniffed out water and
began making a second camp. Overhead, the ghosts swarmed and began to merge, ddking her as she
moved around, the tendrils reeching for her. She dodged about, caught up handfuls of gravel and sprayed
them with it. They were more persstent than before, reforming quickly when the stones broke them
apart. She scooped out water and left it to cool, swished a tuber clean of dirt, then retreated beneath a
squat thorny bush to eat and fend off the ghosts. Thought they couldn’t merge and ill reach her, the
gmdl nodules filtered through the matted thorns to suck tiny bits of energy from her until she prickled dl
over and fdt alanguor possessing her that dmost enticed her out from the bush until hunger stirred in her.
She backed further under the bush and bit down angrily on the stringy ydlow flesh of the tuber, moving
congantly as she did s0 in an atempt to keep the ghosts off, dgoping a head and neck, brushing her
hands and forearms now and then againg the bush, acquiring scratches that burned and itched whenever
she moved.

Before trying to deep, she drank and gathered piles of smdl stones around the bush. Between
snatches of fitful deep, she drove the ghosts back with showers of rock, only to have them return and
drain more strength from her.

She started out again as soon as light crept through the midt, the diffused shadowless light of early
morning. After flinging more stones at the hovering ghogts, she trotted on toward the demon Egg, a short
switch broken panfully from the thornbush carried in one hand, used to fend off the ghosts, dgpping
vidoudy through them when they came close enough for her to reach them. Before noon she was close
to exhaugtion, beginning to wonder if she'd ever reach the Egg, reminding hersdlf again and again of the
dream, the dleandng fire. Waking heavily, the branch dragging againgt her leg, too tired to fed any pan
from the thorns, she grew careless about where she was putting her fest.

Stone cracked apart under her. Startled out of her lethargy, she threw hersdf to one side, tearing her
skin, driving the ar from her lungs as she crashed againg the earth. Dazed, she lifted her arms to fend off
the ghodts.

She stared. The ghosts were holding back, avoiding the steam rigng from the hidden spring she'd
opened to the air. “So you don't like heat.” She sat up and started pounding with her hed againgt the
stone, breaking away dl she could, exposing more of the water until the stone was solid enough to hold
her body. She curled up beside the soring, the warmth under her combining with her weariness and a
newborn sense of safety to send her into a deep and dreamless deep.

When she woke, it was late afternoon. She cooked two tubers in the bailing weter, ate, then started
off again, moving a a dow trot, ill alittle diff and sore from her nap and her painful tumble before the
nap. For some time the ghogts left her done, then came drifting back until they swarmed over her again.
Having recovered her switch, she kept them off and kept hersdf moving as quickly as she could through
the dreary dripping land. When she saw the hard gray bulge of the Egg, she fdt a great reief and dmost
an affection for it.

The dearing around the Egg was scattered with fragments of the demon’s hard skin, the softer ingde
part eaten away. She lay benesth the leafless brush at the edge of the open space, scratching at smdl cuts
on her shoulders from the brush she'd wiggled through, accepting the pain in return for protection from
the ghosts, rubbing too at insect hites, gazing at the Egg, at the round hole in it, at the plumes of steam
rigng behind it like smoke. “Burn,” she whispered, amiling warmly at the Egg. “Burn with me”

She gathered hersdf, then burst from the brush in a crouching run. When the ghosts began converging
on her, she dashed a them with the thorn branch, whipping it through and through the swarm, sending



them skittering away. Swishing the branch desperately and dumsly back and forth over her head, she
sumbled across the clearing and threw hersdf into the hole in the side of the Egg.

Frightened and reluctant, she moved dong the burrow in the Egg, looking back continualy &t the pae
gray round of the opening, the lagt light, the only light. The insgde smdled of miglanders, ther musy
gench overlaying the pungent odor of the demons. Before she wanted to, she reached the end of the
burrow and looked a very short way down another burrow, seeing little more than that it was there. She
crouched at the crossing of the burrows, undble to force hersdf deeper into the ginking blackness,
uncble to break away from the only light. She crouched there until the amdl made her fed sick, untl she
knew she had to move on or leave and she couldn't bear to leave. Trembling and nausested, she
draightened and began feding her way into the lightless burrow, sumbling over things she couldn’t see,
bits of the Egg. It was broken badly indde; she hadn't redlized thet before, but her hand dipped over torn
and crumpled edges and her feet knocked into bits of things on the springy floor. Her fingers dipped on a
amooth thing, rather like water-polished rock. It was cool under her fingers, something pleasant, so she
stroked it, then gasped as long strips of something smooth began to shine around her, like a flake of white
tranducent stone she'd found once in the bed of the stream high up on the mountain. Hestantly she
touched the shining thing, and it too was cool under her fingers. She could see many more of the gtrips.
Some of them—mogt of them—were gill dead but otherslit the burrow for her.

For some time she wandered through the Egg; as she gained confidence she began to touch things
epecidly the smooth rounds like the firgt one that had brought the shining things dive gradudly she
became aware of alow hum that shivered through the Egg, a hum that grew louder as she kept touching
the smooth rounds. Sometimes other things lit up, sometimes not, sometimes she heard cresking or
crashing noises, sometimes parts of the wal did aside, sometimes chimes rang. The Egg was coming to
life around her inaway that both frightened and fascinated her, at the same time reassuring her because
ghe fdt that it wanted the same thing she did, that its time was done as hers’ was done, thet it lay
abandoned just as she walked its burrows abandoned.

She found her way findly to the Egg's heart, where things she couldn’t understand murmured to
themsdlves behind thick wadls of that hardness that was greater than stone, like the begting of her own
heart within the walls of her flesh. She fdt the Egg's life strong here, so strong it was hard to breathe.
Panting, the sweset rolling down the sdes of her head, the Dark Twin powerful in her, laughing her
triumph, feding the Egg’s life enter into her and laugh its triumph with her, she ran dong the walls touching
dl the smooth rounds she could reach, laughing more as they glowed to her touch and the glow danced
on her face and dong her ams. As she moved, the humming sound grew louder and louder until it was
thrumming in her ears, urtil it filled her head, then another sound overlaid the humming as if the Egg tried
to speak to her, aloud and rapid dicking like the sounds the demons made to each other. She finished
her arcuit of the wals and went to stand as close to the center of the room as she could, close to the
things buzzing now like insects trapped in a buiba s spit. “Burn,” she cdled to the Egg. “Burn with me”

Thefloor trembled under her feet. Shefdtit lift. A sound of agony came from the humming things, a
damoring beat asif they fought againgt each other. The whole Egg shuddered and shifted, throwing Roha
down as the floor tilted under her. She sat up, pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her ams
aound them. “Burn,” she told the humming things, her voice cdm now as she was cadm within,
underganding that the time was come for the ending, though the Egg dill struggled as if it didn't
undergand this at dl, struggled like a trapped beast for free running.

Heset flowed around her, coming from the humming things, coming into the ar around her, into the
skin of the Egg around and benegth her; her body burned where it touched the Egg, hotter and hotter;
ghe struggled to keep her cdm, to wait the find burning, the burning that would release her from the pain,
but the pain went on and on, her skin blistering where it touched the Egg, the ar itsdf blistering her ingde.
It wasn't like thisin the dream, not this dow cooking, where was the fire, the swift, deansing, freaing fire?
She tried to run over the buckling floor to the burrow that had brought her here. She fdl again.

Then the heart of the Egg unfolded before her, in one terrible, wonderful moment the humming things
broke open and she saw ther great glowing hearts. The glow like the fire of the sun touched her and
there was no more pain, only the nothing she had desired.



In the mistlands the Haestavaada ship exploded, triggering a massve shock that gave birth to a
hundred young volcanoes, whose ash-laden bresth darkened the sky for days and terrified the Rum of dl
the clans. The dave women of the Fieyl, however, whispered among themselves that this was the passing
of the cursed Twin, the Dark One who had brought proud Amar down. Gawer Hith watched the
goreading darkness and began meking for hersdf and the other women the Song of Roha Later, while
they worked in the garden patches of the Fieyl, the Amar daves sang the dow sad song to make the
hours pass more quickly.



