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“WELL, WELL, IT'S MUD-FACE. SO YOU SQUIRMED YOUR WAY HERE.”

Aleytys turned dowly, trying to control the surge of fear and anger that shook her when she heard that deep fluid
voice, avoice she'd heard only one time waking, a thousand times since in nightmare.

“Mud,” he said. “Look at that, dl of you. Look a what you want to cal Vryhh. 1 will not, | will not have that dime
cdl itsdlf Vryhh. | will NOT.” Silence from dl the Vryain the dome. “To the death, Mud,” Kel said into that silence. “I
declare war between us. | declare that you and any who try to help you, Mud, will die at the hands of me and mine”

Mastering her own rage, Aleytys sucked in a breath, let it out. “To the death, cousin,” she said &t last ....
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For old readers of the series who are obvioudy folk of intdligence and taste but das not
Mento-the-Marvels capable of memoarizing teephone books and regurgitating the contents on cue, for
new readers who are courageoudy plunging into the ninth (and last) book about Aleytys and the diadem,
here' s a combination orientation and memory jogger.

ALEYTYS Bornin amountain valey caled the vadi Ragsidan on a world cdled Jaydugar, raised
in an agrarian, preindudtria culture. Ps-empath and trandator, heder, flamethrower
and worrier. She's had one child, a son, had him stolen from her before he was a year
old, gave him up again when he was about four. She acquired the diadem after she ran
from a barbecue where she was going to be the roastee. In her travels from world to
world, while she was searching for her mother, she was (among other things) sold as a
dave to provide mest for a wasp queen’s egg, then she rode a smuggler’s ship as his
bedmate and trandator. Findly she got a steady job with Hunters Inc on Wolff. In the



DIADEM, the

HARSKARI:

SHADITH:

SWARDHELD:

bits of time left over from her sruggles to survive and go on with her search for her
mother, she got to know more about the diadem and the entities trapped within it,
acquiring three live-in friends and critics. Sometimes it got very crowded insde her
skull.

An atifact from an ancient extinct dvilization. Both a trgp and an ingrument of greet
flexibility and power. A focus for ps-forces, a prison for the self-aware part of the
wearer once the wearer’s body is dead. Gold-wire lilies with jewd hearts set on a
chan of fla gold links. Once it's on someone's head it can't be removed uniil that
person’s dead or until it's temporarily deactivated. It svims eesly from redity to
redity, invisble until its powers are cdled on. When Aleytys fird acquired it, she had
amod no control over it; as she learned to know those within it, her control increased
but was never complete.

The fird to be caught. Jedlous of her kills, angry at the breakup of ther reationship,
an ex-lover condructed the diadem and gave it to Harskari saying it was a peace
offering. As soon as she put it on, he killed her and threw her body into a volcano,
where it burned to ash. The diadem with her consciousness trapped within was
untouched. Her lover’s revenge. In the course of time, the diadem was gjected from
the volcano during an eruption, and lay seded ingde a dump of lava for eons urtil the
working of wind and water eroded it loose. All this time Harskari was awake and
aware of the nothing around her, hanging on to her sanity by the fingernails she didn’t
have. Civilizations rose and fdl around her. The sun went nova and ashed the life off
the world. And 4ill she was awake, aware. More time passed. A wandering snger
happened by, landed to do some repair work on the rusty cobbled-together wreck
she was flying world to world. She found the diadem, dusted it off, was enchanted by
itsloveliness and st it on her head. And Harskari findly had some company.

Singer and poet, the lagt of her kind. The second trapped and the second freed. In the
early days when Aleytys was dill ignorant of any technology more complicated than a
water mill, Shadith provided ingruction and information and occasiondly took control
of Aleytys s body and tdents to ded with things that were dangerous myderies to the
mountain girl. Shadith is now ingdled in the body of ayoung girl, a hawk rider killed in
askirmish on Ibex. Shadith prodded Aleytys into repairing the body and diding her
into it, gabilizing her in the emptied flesh. She looks about fourteen, a dight energetic
gn with cafe-au-lait skin, chocolate eyes, brown-gold har ariot of tiny curls. In her
origind body—different appearance, different species—she crashed on a primitive
world and lay moldering in the ruins of her ship for several millennia until one of the
natives happened on her ship and took the diadem from her crumbling skull.

The third of the trapped entities Raised in his father’s smithy, meant to follow his
father's trade as swordsmith and armorer. Driven from that by his restless, rebdlious
nature (a repellent brat, he told Aleytys), he joined a mercenary band so he could est,
rose to be companion and war leader to a shrewd and devious man who managed to
put together a amdl but thriving empire, had to flee when the man was poisoned,
discovered the diadem, came back out of the mountains to avenge his friend and
commeander, became an emperor of sorts himsdf with the help of the diadem, was
poisoned in his turn and joined the other trapped spirits. On a world caled Nowhere
he was sucked out of the diadem by a floating ghost (a cresture that preyed on life
force), but when the ghost was distracted by an attack from Aleytys, he broke free of
it and dipped into the body of a man just stripped of life Supported by Aleytys and
the others, he managed to spark new life in the abandoned flesh and found himsdf
embodied for the firg timein millennia This accident and its outcome showed Aleytys
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that it was possble for Harskari and Shadith to acquire bodies of their own if they
wanted them and found suitable ones.

The diadem lay in ther treasure vault for generations uniil it was solen by Miks
Stavver. They are intdligent, un-aggressive, commund, hierarchica, spiderish beings.
And very very patient. They are fandicd about ther treasures;, what they have, they
intend to keep. They will go to just about any lengths to regain what is log, though
they avoid causing pain or injury dmog as fanaticdly; their fearsome appearance is to
some degree deceptive; though they will fight effectively if driven to it.

STAVVER, MIKS:  According to him, he's the best thief in known space. A compulsive gambler.

SHAREEM:

KELL:

LINFYAR:

Chdlenged by imposshilities. The only way to sted anything from the RMoahl and
make a profit on it was to get rid of it very quickly indeed; the RMoahl hounds would
go after the object and forget the thief. His plans went serioudy awry, he crashed on
Jaydugar, logt the diadem to atrio of local witches who passed it to Aleytys, collected
Aleytys and got them both offworld. He was her lover for a while and later, after they
parted, played surrogate father to her son when the boy ran away from home.
Gambling fever eventudly did him in when he wagered money he didn’t have with
beings who had no sense of humor.

A Vryhh. Aleytys s mother. Caught in the ddirium of a swamp fever, she crashed on
Jaydugar; too sck to defend hersdf, she was endaved and sold to the Azdar,
Aleytys's father. She recovered from the fever to find hersdf pregnant. As soon as
Aleytys was able to manage without her, she left a letter tdling her daughter about her
and how to find her, then wangled her way offworld, back to the life she was leading
before the disastrous days on Jaydugar.

A Vryhh. He loathes the thought of a half-breed Vryhh and has tried before to destroy
Aleytys. He maneuvered reectionary, power-seeking Watukuu into secretly rebeling
and trying to take over a colony world in order to use it as a base to attack the
government of the homeworld; then he maneuvered that homeworld government into
hiring Hunters Inc to ded with the rebdlion. He played games with the mind of Canyli
Heldeen, the director of Hunters Inc, so that she assgned Aleytys to the Hunt. He
captured Aleytys and started to torment her, but with the backing of the Three, she
defeated him, then let her need to hed dictate her actions, something she was sorry for
amod as soon as it was done.

Aleytys went to Ibex to find Kenton Esgard; according to the ingtructions her mother
left in that letter, he could put the two of them in touch. When Aleytys arrived, she
found his daughter Hana in charge of his house and business while he was roaming
over |bex, driven by his need to extend his life, hunting a place cdled Sl Evareen
where men were supposed to live forever. In her search for him, shortly after Shadith
acquired her body, Aleytys came across a smdl boy running away from home and
cagtration. He had an extraordinarily beautiful soprano voice and his owner wanted to
keep it unchanged. He is about nine years old, covered head to toe with short, very
soft mottled brown fur. He was born without eyes, only faint furry hollows where they
would have been. His mobile pointed faun's ears can hear sounds far beyond the
normd range of mammad ears; he has assorted proximity senses that serve hm dmost
aswadl as 9ght, and echo location for more digtant objects. He learned very early the
ats of surviving in a place where children born visbly mutant were put outsde the
gates once they were weaned and left to the whims of weather and the hunger of
predators. Aleytys means to send him to University where he can get an education and
further training in music. He is not enthusiagtic about this idea and keeps poking about



for some ways to postpone (preferably forever) such a dreary outcome to his
adventures.

Wolff

war ning bell
distance and dir ection obscure

Aleytys stepped from the cradle lift and shivered in the raw wind. She'd returned to spring mud and
damp spring bluster, winter having come and gone while she walked across Ibex. Behind her she heard
Linfyar's complaining chatter as he fdt that wind in spite of his fur and the blanket he had wrapped about
him, heard Shadith’s impatient replies. Smiling a little, she started for the termind building across the
gained and cracking metacrete. Wolff's starport was kept ddiberately crude and unwelcoming, only a
rough fidd with a few battered cradles for ships and shuttles, a squat mud-colored terminad whose sole
grace was a steep roof where dark red tiles rose to a peak; the Walfflan wanted no outsiders tempted to
Stay and put pressure on scarce resources.

When she rounded the corner of the termind, Aleytys saw Canyli and Tamris Heldeen standing
beside a flitter, the icy wind blowing ther coats and scarves into a shapeless flurry about them. Grey
waan't there. Is he till furious with me? She shortened her stride, excitement and anticipation beginning
to drain out of her.

Head' s amile was wide and warm. “There's a prance in your walk. You found what you wanted.”
She hdld the back door open, stood watching with quiet interest as Shadith herded Linfyar ingde and
settled beside him. Tamris followed them in and sat beside Shadith.

Aleytys dipped into the forward seat, wriggled around and sghed as Head took her place a the
console. “I hope this doesn't mean you've got another Hunt | can't refuse” she said, an amigble
wearinessin her voice. “I've got a vistor coming.”

“No ...um ... not aHunt ...

Aleytysturned to stare a Head, surprised by the hesitation and uncertainty in the words.

“Y ou were gone longer than | expected.”

“Ibex was complicated. Where's Grey?’

“Hunt.”

Aleytys made a oft annoyed sound. “I thought he was done with dl that.”

“He was restless, needed a distraction. And Hagan was needling him. He thought he' d better get out
before he logt his temper and made things worse for us”

“Hardheaded idiot.” Aleytys moved restlesdy. “When is he due back?’

“Seven months ago.”

“What?’

“He s disappeared.”

“Disappeared?’ It came out scratchy. Her throat was suddenly dry.

“Wat till we get to your house. The reports are there”

“Rignt.” She looked a her hands, expecting to see them tremble, surprised that they lay gill on her
thighs She pressed down hard on the long muscles. “Is he dead?’

“l don’t know.”

Aleytys did down in the seat. She couldn't comprehend it. Seven months. Grey .... She dirred
reslesdy. “What's doing with my home share?’

“Hanging fire” Head went dlent as she edged the flier between two peaks of the angular and
auderdy beautiful mountains ringing the cup that held the port, mocking the mud and ugliness of the fidd.
“Weve judt finished afight over Dridig's seet in the Forsaemd. | wanted Grey on the Hunters board
with me and Hagan knew it. He and his toadies started a nasty campaign againgt Grey. And you.” Heed
chuckled. “Backfired on him. You weren't here” Another chuckle. “Maybe the best thing you ever did
for me. Walfflan don’t like backbiting. He did drive Grey into taking the Hunt, thought he’d won, but we



ran Syhille ingtead. He could handle Grey, make him explode and say things he wouldn't otherwise, but
Syhille tied him in knots, made that snerp Lukkit he was pushing look like a hdfwit, couldn’'t chew and
wak at the same time. She took Dridtig's seet in a sweep.” She was dmost chearful now, taking with an
ease missing at the beginning of the flight. “Hagan’s the next to go to the Walfflan for confirmation.” Her
nose twitched. “I’d appreciate it if you were on Hunt when that happens. It's going to be a bastard of a
fight”

“Grey?

“If he's back by then. | know | promised not to push you, Lee ....” She took the flitter up over a
kim of clouds, shot a questioning hdf-amile a Aleytys, her thick pewter brows raised over rounded
eyes. With a saf-mocking shake of her head, she punched in the course for Aleytys s house. “WE |l have
your home share put through by then. Sybille s working on it.”

“Thanks” Aleytys settled her head againg the rest and stared up at the flitter’s roof, seeing instead
the leggy black orb of the RMoahl ship waiting out beyond Teegah's limit with that cursed patience, that
not quite threat. Wanting their diadem. Stavver was luckier than he knew, getting rid of the thing. She
wondered briefly what he and Sharl were doing, expecting to fed the familiar loss and longing as she
thought of her son. Nothing. Still numb. She was as detached as if she were a ghogt riding her own
shoulders watching her body perform, pulling its strings.

The snow had melted around her house, though droppings of dirty white remained where shade was
deepest under the trees. The gardens were mud dopping about sruggling plants, and in the fidd by the
stream her horses grazed at withered grass just pushing up new green shoots. Head set the flitter down in
the paved patio on the south side of the house.

A fire crackled briskly, driving the unused chill from the stting room; a pot of cha waited on a table
beside a comfortable |lesther chair. Aleytys fdt the numbness break ingde her, pain at loss and pleasure
a being home mixing uneesily in her. She dropped into the chair and stared into the flames, quivering dl
over, fighting to keep control. Tamris poured the tea and passed the cups around. She tapped Aleytys on
the shoulder. “Lee?

Aleytys sucked in a breath, let it out in a ragged dgh. “Please” She gulped at the cha, and the
warmth spreading through her eased some of the sheking. Tanis filled the cup for her again, and she
emptied it as quickly as she had the fird, then she set the cup aside and turned to face Canyli Heldeen.
“Tel me about it.”

Head touched the fax sheetsin her lap, lifted the top sheet, put it back. “He left three weeks after you
did. Told me he'd been afoal, that his head was so scrambled he wasn't up to dedling with Hagan, so he
was going to clear out awhile. A dutch of Pgunggs was here, looking for you, as usud, but willing to
sdtle for any Hunter they could get.” She fingered the fax sheets and dghed. “Smple Hunt, a
find-and-snatch. Should have taken Grey a couple of weeks, a month at the outsde” She cleared her
throat, held out her cup for her daughter to fill, usng the time to examine Aleytys, her shrewd light eyes
flicking from face to hands and back.

Aleytys said nothing, sat gazing at the fire, waiting for her to go on.

Head cleared her throat again, set the cup down. “I didn’'t start worrying about him when he was
gone a month—sometimes the smple ones turn wild on you. After three months, it wasn't a question of
worrying. The Pgunggs were getting nervous too; they wanted to know what was happening. | sent
Ticutt over to Avosing to find out what Grey was up to. Firgt thing he reported was that Grey had got to
Keama Dugta—that's the only city; it's a colony planet, sparsdly settled, just a part of one continent.
Anyway, Grey got that far, spent a few days nosng about, then he vanished. Went into the forest and
didn't come out. You know Ticutt; Methodicd’s his middie name. He set up a satdllite drop, Grey's ship,
sent coded reports to it every night, and a squealer pulsed them over to us. Then he went into the forest
as Grey had. And the reports stopped. That was three months ago. Pgunggs been on my back. Very
unhappy. But | waited for you. Hagan's been exercising his tongue, or was urtil Sybille asked if he was
volunteering.”

“Ah” Aleytys sat up. “And you want me to do the volunteering.”



“If you will.”

A drained slence settled over the room. The fire crackled noidly, snapping and hissng; tendrils of
adoradee vine tapped at the tdl narrow windows, a jittery dithery noise. The lesther creaked under
Aleytys as she shifted pogtion. “He'd redly hate it, you know. Me running after him like an
overprotective mother after a hdf-wit child. Madar, Canyli!” She dapped her hand down on the char
am, the sound loud and abrupt. Linfyar spilled cha on hisleg, yipped and began rubbing at his fur with a
napkin Shadith pushed into his hand.

Shadith watched Aleytys, worried. She knew too much about the ups and downs of the relationship
between Grey and Aleytys and too much about the hitter strength of the bond between them. She
switched her gaze to Head and thought about what the woman had just said: | waited for you. TRAP.
The word popped to the front of her mind and quivered there in big black letters. She hit her lip,
wondering if she should wait or say something, but kept quiet when Aleytys spoke again.

“What a choice you give me” she sad. “In a few weeks my mother will be here to take me to
Vrithian. You know how long I’ ve waited for that.” Absently she brushed at her hair. Her hand shook a
litle; she brought it quickly down and clasped it with the other. “But whet if | am the only one who can
pul him out of that hole? Him and Ticutt? If they aren’'t dead adready.” She bent forward, her hair faling
forward to hide her face. Shudders moved in waves through her body. Shadith got up from the floor
where she was Sitting beside Linfyar and went to kned by Aleytys, cradling Lee' s sheking handsin hers.

“I’ve thought of that,” Head said softly. “1’ve aso thought about another time when someone came to
uswith a Hunt that was something else. Grey sucked in might be an accident; Ticutt makes it a habit. A
hebit we have to break, Lee. We're in the bind we kept putting you in—we can't afford to fal. Our
reputation isonly as good asiits last manifestation. WE Il have to send in another Hunter to finish the job,
but we can’t go on dropping drachs down that hole. Two of the top four Ieft, Sybille and Taggert, but |
don't think the outcome would be different. Eventudly we have to come to you. Interesting, isn't it? We
have to come to you.”

Shadith fdt ajolt pass through Aleytys, nodded to hersdlf. “Trap,” she said, “because you're close to
reaching Vrithian.”

Aleytys freed her hands, pressed the hedls of the pams againg her eyes, pulled the hands down her
face “Kdl.”

“One of Ticutt's lagt reports.” Head ruffled through the fax sheets, pulled one out, put it on the top.
“He said he picked up asmdl of an dien mixed up with the Skin Ajin, a master designer who built some
things for him that impressed the hdll out of everyone around him. Just a wisp of a wisp, but after Syhille
he' s the best ferret we ve got.”

“Lee” Shadith caught hold of Aleytys's hand and shook it Sde to sSde. “Ligen. Go to Vrithian. Hell
come after you, he can't hdp it. Send me to Avosng. You know what | can do. And he won't be
expecting anything like me, if he’'s hanging around there 4ill. Linfy and me working together, well sniff
out that trap and soring Grey loose before anyone knows what's happening. And Ticutt. You could
probably do it better and faster, but look & it this way—you there on Vrithian, me on Avosing, well be
coming a the same problem from different directions.” She jumped to her feet. “You'll be fadng Kdl;
you'll have the hard part. Linfy and me, wdl, it Il be a walk-over.”

“Linfya? No.”

“Don't fuss, Lee. He stough. Aren't you, imp?’

“Uh-huh.” Linfyar flicked his pointed ears forward, then back. “I want to go, dama, | do. It's better
than school.” Vast contempt in the last word.

“No doubt, Linfy, but ...”

“Lee” Shadith bent down and patted her arm. “Look, I'll take care of him. This is the best way,
redly it is” She straightened, turned to Head. “Want to bet Kel's had a long look at dl the escrow
flakes? Want to bet he's even found a way into Hunters records, knows everything about dl your
Hunters, down to the way they breathe? Send Aleytys to Avosing and you maybe win, maybe lose. Send
anyone else done without backing and you lose for sure. Send a Hunter, Taggert maybe, and me, not
together, working on our own, while Aleytys tackles the other end. You've got a better chance that way



than any other.” She spread her ams, then sketched a bow. “Aleytys isn't so good on the
courteses—she haan't introduced me. I'm Shadith. Snger and poet. We've met but | was in another
body then. Uh-huh, you got it.”

Head put her hand over her mouth; her eyes danced with the laughter she couldn’'t quite suppress.
After aminute she said, “You look about fourteen.”

“So0? The body is, I'm not.” Shadith danted a quick anxious glance a Aleytys, who sat stone-faced
not looking at ether of them, then fixed her eyes on Head. “I'm your wild card. Play me”

“You think alot of yoursdf.” Head' s voice was dryly skeptical, the amusement gone from her eyes.

“Yeah”

“Aleytys?’

“Leg s going to Vrithian.” Shadith stepped back so she could see both the women. “You have to,
Lee, you know that. He wants to distract you, keep you and Shareem apart. Use that againg him. Go
with your mother, distract him with his own digtraction, draw him off from Avosng so Taggert and |
won't have to fight him, just what he's Ieft behind.” She started pacing back and forth aong the hearth.
“Ligen to me. He knows you too well. Remember what happened the last time. He dmogt took you. If
the three of us hadn’t been mere to back you, where' d you be now? He' s had time to plan this. If you do
what he expects, he's got you. Don't go after Grey. Shake Kdl up, disgppoint him, confuse him. Let me
take care of the Avoang end. HE Il come after you—he's got to. Vrithian ishis ground, wdl, | know that,
but it's not the ground he's got ready for you. Are you ligening? Do you understand what I'm saying?’

“Isletting you get yourself killed the biggest favor | can do for you?’

“Hunh, | like your fath in me” Shadith clicked her tongue with disgust, then looked more dosdy at
the woman gtting crouched in the big chair. “ Stop trying to manipulate me. | know you, remember? I've
lived in that head of yours far too long.”

Aleytys Sghed, straightened her back. “You don't have to besat the point to deeth, Shadow. | agree”
She stretched her legs out, lay back in the chair, eyes closed, her face looking hollowed out. Her hands
rested limp and motionless on the char ams. “Give us everything you've got on this will you, Canyli?
Ticutt's reports, the Pajunggs spid. Anything else you can dig up.” She lay dill for savera moments, then
tightened her hands on the chair arms and got suddenly to her feet, a quick twigting movement so full of
violence it was as if her body shouted, as if the grief, fear and fury she was holding under taut control
were close to escaping her grip. “I'm going north to make a wild trek. 1t's something | have to do.” She
walked swiftly across the room, turned in the doorway. “Shadow, if Shareem comes ... if she comes
asking for me before | get back, you tdl her ... ask her ... you know.” She whedled, knocked her
shoulder againg the doorframe, caught hersdlf, then sped off down the hdl, the click of her heds fading
into lence.

“Ibex was difficult,” Shadith said when Head turned to her, brows raised. “Panful.”

Head smoothed a square hand over the short thick hedmet of pewter-gray hair, the cabochon
sapphire set in a heavy dlver band catching light from the fire and gleaming suddenly bluer than the blue
of her pae eyes. Those eyes were troubled. “ She has only one of you left now.”

“Yeah.” Shadith rubbed her back againg the edge of the fireplace. “But her mother’s going to be
with her. A full Vryhh. What about Taggert and me going to Avosng? Are you going to do it?’

“Have | achoice?”

“Sure. Sit on your hands. It's me that's got no choice. To get Grey loose, it looks like I'll have to
finish your Hunt for you.” She sniffed with delicate disgust, then grinned at Head. “Don’'t you think you'd
better tdl me what the Hunt is?’

“It'sin the data sheets” Head spoke absently, looking out one of the long narrow windows, seeing
visons that disturbed her deeply. “No point in meking mysteries. Avosing is a Pgungg colony, the Skin
Ajinis a Pgungg from the homeworld, was high up in the shadow government, what they cdl the arimind
sde, made enemies and skipped out, ended up on Avaosing, where he stirred up a rebdlion and has been
athorn in the offidd sde. Grey was supposed to hand him over to the Colonid Authority.” She rose
from her chair, crossed the shadow-filled room and stood beside the window, looking out a the sunset
reddening the glaciers on the mountain peaks. “They never spent much time together, one or the other off



on aHunt or tegtifying on Helvetia And they had some spectacular fights. | never understood why they
dayed together.” She hitched a hip on the gll, leaned agang the frame. “This hit her harder than |
expected.”

Shadith looked from Tamristo Linfyar and said nothing.

“The boy speaks interlingue quite well.”

“He saquick learner. And he singslike the angd he certainly isn't, and he has the appetite of a herd
of caterpillars”

“I hear you. Tamris, take Linfyar into the kitchen and see what you can find to feed him.”

Tamriswrinkled her nose, but left holding Linfyar's hand. The boy whistled a scornful trill but made
no other protest about being shunted away; he was determined he was going with Shadith and didn't
want to annoy her.

After the door shut behind them, Shadith said, “Some things | can’t tak about, too private, but ...
The bond between them is, wel, it's complicated, but it's not going away. She came out of Ibex
determined to make peace with him, maybe start a baby—all that. She was excited and happy when we
landed. It was a long way to fdl.” She wound a curl about her finger, frowned at the floor. With a 9gh
sheraised her head. “Y ou think he's dead.”

“Why would any sane man keep hm dive? Grey dead and Grey dive are equdly good as bait. And
Grey dead iseasier to contral.”

“Kdl’'s not exactly sane”

“l wouldn’'t count on him being as stupid as heis crazy.”

“Not count on it exactly, but there' s a diver of posshility he's kegping Grey dive. Kdl likes hurting
things and he knows what Grey meansto Lee. I'm hoping Grey makes an acceptable subgtitute until he
has Lee to play with.” Shadith shuddered. “Weren't for Lee, I'd be hoping Grey is dead.”

Head did off the sll and began waking about the room, a sturdy squarish figure, solid as the
furniture. “1t' sdl guessng,” she said. “Likely there’ s no trap, no devious plan, no mad plotter. Just Grey
tripping over hisfeat.” She stopped by the cha paot, lifted the lid, let it dink back down, moved on. “Just
the Skin Ajin being cleverer and more powerful than the reports make him.” She stopped by the window
agan. “Clouding over. Be deding before morning. The Pgunggs lying their collective heads off, more or
less normd for our clients. They dl lie aout something. Ticutt, getting past his prime and careless for
once.” She stopped in front of Shadith. “It could be just that, a series of coincidences.”

“Could be” Shadith traced a fingertip dong the brand on her cheek, the acid-etched outline of a
hawk’s head. “Happens dl thetime. | don’t believeit. Not aword. It's Kdl.”

“Yes” Head swung around to look at the door. “Vrithian. Will she come back?’

“Depends.”

“On Grey?’

“Some. And Vrithian.” Shadith stepped away from the bricks, stretched and patted a yawn. “Oh-ah,
I'm tired. All thisemotion. Look, Canyli, legends have away of turning sour when you track them down.
And this house, the land, the horses, they mean a lot to Lee. And she likes the work; forget how she
bitches about it. And you're the best friend she's had in years. Pulling up is going to be harder than she
thinks Evenif Grey is dead.”

“l suppose it doesn't matter. We' re committed whatever she decides. A matter of survivd. You
hungry?”

“l could eat araving Slvercoat.” Shadith started for the door.

“Reminds me, you should talk Lee out of the trek. It's the worst time of the year.” She opened the
door and waved

Shadith through. “The slvercoats are coming out of their winter holes hungry and mean.”’

“Good.” Shadith chuckled at the expresson on Canyli’s face. “She needs the toughening.” They
walked together in a companionable slence down the high-ceilinged hdl with carved elkgo panels and
tapestries from a dozen worlds, boot heds dicking a double rhythm on the intricate parquet, heading for
the gairs that led to the kitchen. “If you're worried it's a death wish, forget it. I've been with her the
other times. She'll come out of it with a lot of rubbish cleared out of her sygem.” A dgh, then a rueful



short laugh. “I rather wish | were going with her.”

“Why don’t you?’

“No. Not thistime”

Head was slent until they started down the stairs. She glanced severd times at Shadith, amusement
a her own hestations and puzzlement on her face. Andly she said, “What does it fed like? Coming out
after so long? | get the weirdest double impresson when | look a you, ancient child.” She shook her
head, laughing a little. “1 get the feding | ought to mother you, and at the same time the thought appals
me”

“God! soit should.”

“You had akind of immortdity. Now you could be dead and gone tomorrow.”

“A short life, but amerry one” She sniffed the air. “Haa, that amdls good.” A flash of a grin & Head
and Shadith was dattering down the last few stairs and pushing into the kitchen.

The Wildlands.

Mig and cold and fatigue.

Thicker than she remembered, the mig swirled around her, distorted what she could see of the
ground so that footing was never certain, and would have disoriented her if the compass in her head
hadn’t kept her on the line she' d chosen. She ran through mud and dush, over ground dill frozen, through
patches of ghodtly desiccated weeds, forcing hersef on and on until she was sumbling dong hardly able
to lift her feet. She ran until the sun st and the darkness magnified the sounds of gedthy movement
thickening around her. She spent the night in the crude shelter the Walfflan provided for the first night of a
trek taken in this season.

In the morning she had the aches and uncertainties of her body to cope with dong with the harshness
of the land and the brutd cold. She began the dtruggle to relax into these things to meld them into a
smoothly articulated whole, knowing this would have to be done morning after morning when the night’'s
disturbed deep with its surges of fear and anger and grief would jar her out of that oneness of land and
df. But, little by little, as the days passed and the outer world doughed away, the days and nights would
merge.

For a while her body and her memories distracted her, kept her from the center she was trying to
find. Grey’s ghodt ran beside her in the fog, dong with memories of the time she'd come here to set aside
the dream of redaming her son. Thistime she came to Walff with a dream that meant even more to her,
adream perhaps asillusory as the other.

By the fourth day she’d collected afollowing of slvercoats, gaunt shadows in the eterna migt, tagging
her from cold camp to cold camp. There was no fud |eft in this sony wilderness, whatever there had
been was stripped out and used up by the first men and women coming to build the cairns and make the
wild trek in pursuit of the oneness with the worldspirit that only exhaugtion of mind and body would
produce, that begting. down of barriers between soirit and substance. Some came here driven by pride
and fear and shame, most of those died, the rest of them came back empty, pride satisfied, shame and
fear defeated for the moment. Nothing more. Other Wolfflan came out centered, filled, changed—enough
to keep the Wild Trek from degenerating into a Serile game whose rules were only game rules that could
be broken without recail if the player chose to win no matter what. After athousand years the Wild Trek
was hammered into the flesh of the Wadlfflan, into the mythology of this narrow hardy people. They
seemed to know by indinct that if they gave up on this, they would start an inward spird to destruction.
Like the immortas of Ibex, she thought, and wondered if those feeble, trapped creatures had used her
blood and cdls to free themsdlves from their machines Wondered if Kenton Esgard had begun to regret
what he'd done to himsdf. Wondered if Hana had worked her way into the Vryhh data and got her
hands on her father’s business.

But those things touched her only flegtingly, phantoms in the mists, distractions from mind sores and
body aches, from an anger so dl-encompassing it had no focus, or rather many foci. Kell. Fate. Grey.
Her own stupidities. Head. Hunters Inc. Harskari. Shadith. Shareem. Hagan. Inturn and dl together, she
raged at them for forgetting what they were, what she was, raged a her powerlessness. No way to



change the past. You could go over and over and over wha had happened, what you'd done, wha
other people had done, you could see where you'd gone wrong, you could see what you might have
done, by force of will you could make yoursdf believe for a few seconds that it had not happened, but
you couldn’t change any of it, not redly, and if you lied to yoursdf, willfully blinded yoursdlf, well, that
was madness, a common enough madness and one that had its good points. Some things were too
horrible to live with.

No fud to fight the cold, no shdters after the first to keep off the Slvercoats and that cold. After a
long day’ s run she had to spend a racking time gathering stones and building a rough shelter so she could
snaich a few hours of deep with a degree of safety. Custom demanded that she scatter the stones, but
she had to come back thisway and she’ d do the scattering then.

Thefird cairn.

She took a water-worn pebble from the pouch at her bell, stood halding it a moment. She wondered
what she should say, then shrugged and tossed the pebble onto the cairn and went on loping through the
fog.

Grey's ghost ran beside her through the long gray days. Neither spoke, but settled into the
busy silences of snow and mist, hearing and not hearing the rhythmic body sounds, the grunts and
hoar se breathing, the shish-shish of ghostly snow-shoes on snow that wasn't there.

At least the snow is gone today, she thought. Grey’s baby from his frozen sperm. Something to
keep him dive, a part of him. No. Not now. If he was dive, if hed be there to share the joys and
irritations of rasing a child, yes, oh yes, oh a hundred times yes. Without him—she'd had enough of
fatherless children. No and no and no, the harsh explosve denids came with the thudding of her
bootsoles. If Grey lived, if he lived, if Shadith brought him out of the trap, if he came out of Kdl's
torment not heting her, oh yes. Having Grey’ s baby now not knowing if he was dive or dead, that would
be a 9ckly smarmy necrophilia As she ran, she wept, dow tears that were as much grief for the child
who might never be as for the man who was most likely dead.

Remembering that other run. The slence was deep between them. A shared slence. In the
night camps that other time, they were sometimes lovers, sometimes just held each other. A good
rich time.

Her mind was too busy. Her body had adjusted easly enough, but she was thinking and suffering,
grieving and filled with anger. The second cairn.

She stood along time by the pile before she tossed the stone onto the doping side, remembering ll
too vividy the bitter quarrd with Grey before she Ieft for 1bex. She'd come back expecting to retrieve
the relationship, to patch up once again the wounds they tore into each other. But there was no time, no
chance to repar the damage. That sat like fire in her bely. No chance. Or if there was a chance, it
depended on Kdl's madness and his need to torment. She looked at the stone in the hollow of her
gloved padm and wondered. Should she hope he was diveif it meant torment of akind she couldn’t begin
to imagine? Was any life a dl better than being dead? Shadith had deliberately opted for a finite life with
degth at the end of it, though she was guaranteed immortdity. What did that say? She tossed the stone
and started on.

Remembering the bad time after the second cairn, running with Grey ... they moved in
separate solitudes, turned in on themselves in the grim struggle to maintain sanity as they moved
over endless white snow through endless white fog. An ice storm came suddenly on them and they
were forced into shelter. The days passed dark and dreary. They grated on each other until both
were at the point of screaming. They began treating each other with an exaggerated courtesy that
was bitter as the worst insult. When the storm passed over and they emerged into the eternal mist,
it was with such a feeling of relief that the mere freedom of movement and the explosion of space
gparked a surge of joy in both.

Rain began fdling, a steady duggish rain, not icy but cold enough to soak in to the bone and steady
enough to turn the hard earth to a treacherous dop. Clay soil, fine-grained and a good approximetion of a
frictionless materid when saturated, dowed her to a lurching walk. Strangdly enough, though the world
wept drearily around her, though she was cold and soaked, inhding ar thick with water, though her



musdles strained because walking in these conditions was a series of controlled fdls, in spite of dl these
things, the pain and rage inade her grew paer and began to flow away.

The pack of slvercoats was bigger now, and bolder. She could amdl the rank odor streaming off
them. She could hear them dearly, that coughing, yipping cal of theirs. Late that afternoon she had to
shoot two of them to back them off her. Leaving the pack tearing hungrily at the bodies of their mates,
ghe ran on into the gray misary of the day.

Thethird cairn.

Gaunt and haggard, splattered with mud, she took out the pebble, tossed it onto the smdler heap,
then went wearily on. Too much gill needed working out. It wasn't time to turn back yet.

Her long sruggle was over; she was drifting, rudderless. From the time she'd Ieft her firsg home,
she'd had the quest for her mother to give a meaning to her life, something to work toward even when
she had to divert from the direct road because something demanded immediate atention. But the goa
was dways there in the back of her mind, not urgent, not smothering anything else, her own pae pole
dar. The quest was over. No more need to search. Over. First deal with my mother, then settle down
with Grey, keep on Hunting, maybe raise a child or two, work my way into the ordinary life of
Wolff. For a while, at least, for aslong as| can manage.

That’'s what | planned. Madar knows what’ [l happen now. Though she couldn’'t extinguish a faint
spark of hope, Grey was most likdy dead. And if he is, what keeps me here? She brooded over the
guestion as she ran, hdf her atention on the slvercoats dinking after her. She enjoyed being a Hunter.
She even enjoyed having a name that meant something, though she found it irritating at times. Canyli
Heldeen was a good friend. The best. Syhille was abrasve and a vidious infighter when her defenses
were triggered, but after their bad beginning, she'd turned into a cranky and hdf-unwilling friend,
defending Aleytys as much because she despised those who attacked her as from respect and liking.
Mogt of that fractious collection of individudists assembled under the aegis of Hunters Inc. had grown
into friends she valued. And there was Tamris. She had a tendency to stand in awe now; later she'd
make a friend, much like her mother. Her life was what Aleytys had wanted for Sharl, cherished, with a
wam haven to return to from her forays into life Canyli had even managed to extend that carefully
unsmothering care to her daughter’s firg Hunt, sending her with Aleytys, knowing Aleytys would let
nothing harm her. Tamris was so unscarred by life, so ... Aleytys shook her head, then regretted her
absence of mind as she logt baance and did into the muck, crashing onto hands and knees, bruisng
hersdf and bringing the slvercoats at her, ferd snarling shapes flashing from the rain, ther pads better
adapted than her booted feet to the treacherous ground. No time for the darter, no time to get to her feet.
She crouched in the mud and burned. She threw flame from her hands, her dothing ashed around her
glowing body.

Sivercoats howled and died as the rain Szzled about them, leaving them soggy black corpses with
chak-white bones showing through brittle skin and burned flesh. Silvercoats fled howling into the rain,
rushing in blind panic from the fire horror.

As the howling diminished, Aleytys scowled down at hersdlf. Her dothing, her boots, her gear were
smears of ash on her body, streaks of ash running out from her feet; the darter was a blob of plagtic and
ady metd warped out of shape, hdf buried in the mud by her knee. She spat a few curses into the
dreaxily fdling rain, but broke off. All that did was take the edge off the fury that gill churned in her. It did
nothing at dl for her embarrassment at her Supidity.

She got to her feet and stood letting the rain chill the heat out of her. Naked and shivering, she began
to wonder if she would get out of the Wildlands or leave her bones and flesh to mingle with the bones of
the ancient dead.

And discovered she had no intention of going back yet and even less intention of dying. She tapped
her symbalic power river and brought her body heat to normd, hedling her scrapes and bruises with an
absent ease that startled her later when she thought of it. She lifted her arms as high as they would go,
stretched her spine, rigng onto her toes, letting her heds dam back into the mud, redizing suddenly that
she fdt very good indeed. Energized, vitd, looking forward to the next day, looking forward to taking up
Kel's chdlenge.



After a moment’s thought she kicked about in the mud until she found the last pebble. She stood
holding it a moment saring into the rain. 1t seemed to her Grey stood out there seen and unseen, hidden
then revedled by the swaying curtains of rain. He lifted a hand in that way he had, amused and
affectionate, the way he was in the best of times, then the ghost imege faded into the rain.

Pebble in her mouth, she loped easlly through the rain, her bare feet finding an easier purchase on the
dick day soil than her boots ever had. Why didn’'t | think of this before? Hunh, tunnel vision,
conditioned by other folks expectations. Better watch that. Kell won’t honor my blind spots.

As the days passed she settled into the run, growing gaunter snce she had to stop and hunt her food,
but she didn't bother gathering rocks for shelters now, smply set out intangible darms to wake her if
danger came too near. Twice she woke to dice warning fire before the muzzes of hungry silvercoats. She
killed no more of them; it seemed both unnecessary and somehow stupid, a digtraction from the truth she
was trying to find.

Thefourth cairn.

Grey's carn, agmd| hegp of stones three spans high.

Remembering what he told her. At the foot of a thirty-meter cliff swept clean by icy winds, he
built his cairn and carved his name into the cliff side. He stepped back, examined the crude letters
and thought he should add something to tell the next one here what he'd learned in the silence of
the shelter, then he shook his head. Grey. It was enough. Whoever came here would have found
his own peace. Anyway, there were no words for what he wanted to say.

Aleytys flipped the pebble on the cairn and traced the letters dill visble in the stone of the diff after
more than a dozen years of weathering. The rain had stopped and the migts were temporarily burned
away. The day was clear and bright, deceptively warm where a bulge in the diff shunted the wind aside.
She sat in the quiet warmth, her back close to the hard gray granite but not touching it. She sat letting
whatever would bubble through her mind, holding on to nothing, leting dl go, the hardest of Al
disciplines, letting everything come and go as it would until the turmail in her dilled, until the grief and rage
and sdf-didike flowed out of her, until even her joys dilled into quiet acceptance, until she was Stting in
sunshine, then gtarshine, then rain, then eddying fog, emptied of dl things, emptied of wanting and fear,
until she was stone and wind and mig hersdlf, her pulse dowed until her body beat with the great dow
beat of Wolff.

She blinked. Moved a hand. Spat hair from her mouth. Rocked on her buttocks in a dow sway to
break free of the trance she'd been caught in for ... how long? She didn’t know; her body clock sad it
was more than a day, and she accepted that. She was hungry. The problem of her future could wait.
There was time for thet, time for dl the momentous decisons she had to make. Besides, experience had
taught her long ago that most of those decisions would make themsalves when the time was right.

She got diffly to her feet, looked down a her gaunt naked body and chuckled at the thought of
graling into her house like that. Shake them up a bit. Then she sghed and shook her head. In the vadi
Ragsdan, where she had been born and had lived for longer than the years she'd spent wandering,
nakedness was reserved for sexud intimacies. Wolff was like thet too. I'll have to wander a lot longer
before | shake that fedling.

Certain and uncertain, centered yet drifting, she moved dong the diff and touched the letters of
Grey's name. If you live, my love, if you live, Shadith will find you. If you're dead ... so stupidly
dead, snuffed by a madman’s whim ... but what do you care if your dying had significance or not?
Dead is dead. If you are dead, my love, nothing matters to you now. If | could be sure you lived, if
| could be sure my presence wouldn’t precipitate your death, if I could be sure, | would come for
you forgetting everything else, my mother, Vrithian, everything, nothing Kell could do would keep
me from you. | can't be sure of anything. Ay-Madar, for a clear-cut choice, something
comfortably black and white. Doesn’'t work that way, does it, my love .... | want it to be me, but
oh no it can't be me, she'll come for you, child out of my head born into a new body. Like
Swardheld. | didn’t tell you who and what Svardheld was, | was too angry at you, | never let you
know that much of me, and oh my dear, oh my love, I'm sorry for that. Can’'t change it now, can’t



change any of it ....
“Ahhh ...” She brushed her fingers over the chill stone, then turned to begin the run back to the flitter.

Wolff
getting set

Aleytys walked into the gtting room and found Shadith stretched out on her somach on the rug in
front of the fire, absorbed in the dide of her sylo across a sheet of paper lad on a book, the flying
angular lines of her native script like bird tracks on the creamy white. Warmed by a surge of affection for
that ancient child, she leaned againg the door-jamb watching as Shadith stopped writing and began
reading what she’' d set on paper. With an exclamation of disgust she wadded it up and flipped it away to
join Smilar wads scattered near the hearth.

Aleytys chuckled. Chuckled again as Shadith legped up, twiding to face the sound as she moved,
wary and lethd as one of the slvercoats. “Which isit? You bankrupt me paying for paper or you burn
my house down?’

Shadith gtraightened, relaxed, ran inky fingers through her tangled thornbush of brown-gold curls.
“You look better. When did you get in? | didn't hear anything.”

“l wasn't noisy about it.” She crossed the room, lowered hersdf into a chair, propped her feet on a
hassock and sghed with the pleasure of being home again. “ Anything interesting turn up?’

“Don’'t know how interesting.” Shadith dropped into the other chair near the fire and brought her legs
up. “I went through the suff Head sent over, made some notes. Like to know what you think about
them.” She laced her fingers behind her head, gazed drowsly at Aleytys. “Unless you've changed your
mind about sending me.”

“No.” Aleytys frowned at thefire “If | want to draw Kdl off Grey, | go to Vrithian and stake mysdf
out as bait. | hate that, Shadow, you don’'t know how much.” A hdf-amile, a glance at Shadith. “Wdll,
maybe you do.”

“Mmm. What's Harskari doing?’

“Brooding, | suppose. | haven't heard from her snce Ibex.”

“Shell come out of that when she' s ready.”

“You sad that before.”

“Yeah, and got my head chewed off. By proxy. At least she can't do it in person anymore.”

“More than time | found her a body. Maybe on Vrithian.” She did farther down in the chair, watched
her bare toes wriggle. “Damn dl screw-ups,” she said. “I was stling in here”

“You can hang on.”

“Think s07’

Silence stretched out, filled with smdl noises. The fire snapped, popped and hissed, threw out a fan
of warmth invaded by wandering drafts. Wolfflan houses were built to minimize drafts, but during the
in-between times, the short autumns and shorter sorings when the houses were adjugting to rapidly
changing temperatures, the chill crept about everywhere, touched everything. A whisper of ar curled
around Aleytys's legs, did dong her body and tickled at the short hairs a her forehead, passed on to
rudle through the wadded papers on the hearth.

Aleytys dtirred. “Kdl! May his teeth fdl out and his gut have holes like a colander and may dl he
have to eat be bone and grisle and hot pepper sauce. May everything he touches rot under his fingers.
May he be ahissng and a bad amdl to everyone who knows him.” She sighed. “For dl that’s worth.”

“Yeah. There are worse places than this to come home to. | dways enjoyed getting back.” Shadith
danted a glance a Aleytys, chocolate eyes curious and searching. “Don't scorch the earth behind you.”

“I'm dl right,” Aleytys said, answering the look rather than the words. “I don’'t know. I'm ill not
used to having im gone. | don’'t know how I'll fed later. When | was flying back from the trek, | found
mysdf thinking when Grey gets back, then pulling mysdf up reminding mysdf thet it's too damn likdy he
won't be coming back ever. I've afeding I’'m going to keep doing that, and it's like getting kicked in the



bdly. But I’ ve got good friends here.” She closed her eyes. “Would you like living here, Shadow?’

“Never in winter. Nice to come and vist for a week or so—it’'s a cushy little world, this”

“Wolff?" Aleytys opened her eyes wide, stared at Shadith.

“Uh-huh. Everyone the same, lots of space, good living thanks to the home shares in Hunters, Tdl
you what | think, | like my worlds gaudier. Rougher. Full of life and anger and energy. Always something
happening, a soup of species and races and cultures, bailing over. Walff is too bland, people look dike,
think dike. Live here dl the time? No way.”

Aleytys closed her eyes. “Sll ...”

“All right, dl right, you need this. That's what I'm saying. Leave yoursdf a way back. You want a
reding place” She pulled her hands down, let them lie limp on the chair's ams, grinned briefly a
Aleytys “Wolff's a great place for hibernating.” She wriggled in the chair. Y our mum’s running late”

“Sad she'd be here” Aleytys brooded at the fire. “ She will.”

“Aleytys” The face in the comscreen was solemn and strained.

“Shareem.” Aleytysfdt alittle strained hersdlf.

“I'm dtationary over the fieddd. Come up for awhile. I'll send a shuttle for you.”

“Right. Will you be down?’

“Well leave that for later if you don’'t mind.”

“l hear you. Take about twenty minutes to get there” She hegitated, but there didn't seem to be
anything else to say and she didn’t know how to break off. She and Shareem Stared at each other for a
long moment, then each started to speak. Shareem grimaced, lifted a hand, let it fdl; the screen went
blank.

The dall-like android bowed with liquid grace and left. Aleytys stood in the middle of the ova room
and looked around. Grass and growing things, an impossible little waterfal making impossble musc in
the heart of a starship. Light coming from nowhere with the pearly tinge of a cloudy spring morning. Smell
of damp earth and green growing things, dusve flower scents. Muted by distance, a bird snging
intermittently. Not quite familiar but haunting, suggesting a dozen birds on a dozen worlds she'd visited. A
room in her mother’s ship, thick with her mother’s presence, though Shareem was not there yet. Aleytys
marveled a the quiet charm of the place and fdt exceedingly uncomfortable, as if somehow, & this late
date, she'd returned to her mother’s womb. Little prickles like the brush of dectric hars ran over her
body. Come on, she thought, enough’s enough. I’'m as unarmed as I'll ever be.

“Aleytys”

The sound came from behind her. She turned dowly, her somach knotting, a tightness under her ribs
that hurt when she breathed. Her mother stood under the graceful arch of an aphnyta limb, the dangling
spear-head leaves fluttering about her head and shoulders.

Shareem’s green eyes widened; Aleytys fdt dternaing snippets of fear and longing, quickly
suppressed. Fear? Breath caught in her throat as she remembered suddenly (she didn't quite know why)
leening tensdy toward the vidscreen in her ship pleading with Stavver to let her see her son. And being
refused. Because her son hated her so intently he would not even look at her. Something deep insde her
broke, something hard and cold she hadn’t known was there. Her eyes blurred. She held out her hands.
“Mother?’

Shareem’s hands closed on hers, strong and warm and shaking more than a little, then they were
hugging each other, laughing and crying.

They lay stretched out on long comfortable chairs that shaped themselves to the contours of their
bodies, black chairsin a amdl black room with one wal that seemed open to space but was in truth a
curved transparent substance that magnified whet lay outsde. Meditation room, Shareem said, for times
when the years got too heavy. They lay in the chars with the flaccidity that comes after greet tendon is
suddenly relaxed, not quite a ease with each other yet, groping toward an understanding of thar
likenesses and differences.



Someone floding invisble above the two women, looking for nonphyscd sgns of maturity
(something rather different from age but too often confused with it), would have thought Aleytys the
moather and Shareem the child. Shareem’ s emations ran more fadildy across her face, through her body,
but there was more depth and passion in Aleytys. More confidence and self-esteem. She had been
forced by circumstances and a comparative lack of mohbility to live with the results of her actions, to pay
(sometimes heavily) for unconsidered acts. With few exceptions, one of them being the series of events
that led to Aleytys's birth and the struggle afterward, Shareem had been insulated from problems by
Vryhh wedlth and her Vryhh ship. If a Stuation became uncomfortable, she smply went away and forgot
what happened as quickly as she could. It was a measure of her feding for her daughter that she didn’t
do that, didn’'t dismiss the child as an unfortunate accident, but fought to guarantee Aleytys a place on
Vrithian, took pains to make sure she wouldn't stay in the difling culture of the Ragsidan. The outcome of
that plotting, what Aleytys was now, she found rather disconcerting; she fdt dominated by her daughter
and didn’t quite know how she liked that, yet she was filled with pride in her child and fdt vindicated by
her success.

Aleytys saw some of this. In spite of her wariness, she found hersdf unfolding under the warmth of
her mother’ s gpprova—Was Sartled by the ease and promptness of her capitulation.

“I'm glad you were agirl,” Shareem sad after along slence. “Mde Vryhh can be ... difficult.”

“Mmm.” Aleytys turned to look at her. “How many Vrya are there?’

Shareem dtirred, uncomfortable; the char whispered as it changed to accommodate her change.
“Not many,” she said. The words were clipped as if she found them difficult to say. “Maybe three
hundred.” She dirred again. “There never were very many. We were an experiment that got out of
hand.” She tried a smile, gave up on it. “The edest, they don’'t talk much about it. Ummm. About a
thousand when Hyaroll found the way to Vrithian. Most we ever were was three thousand. We dwindle,
Aleytys”

“Lep”

“Reem. That's why | was able to get you acknowledged. | suppose you're not going to like this.
Three of the Tetrad wanted to know where you were, wanted you brought to Vrithian a once if not
sooner. | squashed that idea fast; Hyaroll backed me up. We thought you should grow up in a hedthier
place than Vrithian.”

Aleytys waited awhile before she tried to answer, filled firs with anger, then resgnation. A hedthier
place than Vrithian. Hard to swalow Shareem’s easy passng off of those years of pain and struggle. “I
hated you for leaving me” she said findly. “I hated you for along time”

“Hated. Not hate. What changed your mind?’

“l found out how hdpless a woman could be ... lost my son before he could walk ... lost him again,
left im with his father because ...” She closed her eyes, the pain with her again, unchanged, it never redly
changed. “That didn't work out—nothing | did for im worked out the way | wanted. | was going to be
the mother you weren't, | was going to raise im with love and care and never leave him until he grew old
enough to leave me” Shelay slent for a moment, then rubbed her hand across her face, opened her eyes
and turned her head so she could see Shareem. “Dwindle? Three thousand to three hundred, that’'s not a
dwindle, it's extinction. Except ... how long ...” She chewed on her lip for a moment. “What about the
longlife? Was that alie? One man | ... know believesinit.”

More slence. A shuddering Sgh from Shareem. “The day you were born, as far as | could figure it
later, no way of being redly sure, | passed into my nine hundredth year.” She smiled. “Odd coincidence,
whether it's exactly true or not, our sharing the same birthday. | had ... smdl celebrations ... for us each
year.” She cleared her throat. “I’m fourth generation on Vrithian. You're about it for the fifth. If we're a
mistake, it's sdf-correcting. Taking a long time, but we're going to get there. No more Vrya. All Vrya
mdes after Hyarall’s generation are sterile. Except for two or three, and they dl fathered short-lived
sports. Damaged. Distorted. And most Vryhh femaes are barren. Happened | wasn't one of them.”

Aleytys chuckled, apologized when she saw Shareem frown. “1 wasn't laughing at what you said, but
something ese. Kel and his obsession with pure Vryhh blood. He one of the gerile ones?’

“Kdl?" Shareem shuddered dl over; the chair shuddered with her as it tried to accommodate her



movement. “Where' d you come across him! He never said he knew you.”

“One of my Hunts and one of his projects crashed into each other a few years back. Reem, he
implied damn hard he was my ancestor and yours.”

“Hunh! The only way would be doning, and that doesn’t work worth spit. What happened?’

Aleytys shuggled lower in the chair and sketched the events of the Hunt on Sungurdingu, the eerie
hare-wegpon, the battle with Kdl. “That's it,” she said. “I thought it was the disease warping him, so |
heded him. | was redly wrong thet time, wasn't 17

“You fought him, handicapped, you beat him flat, then had the gdll to take pity on him? Lee, he might
forgive you by the next big bang, but don’t count on it.”

“Yes | know.”

“Whet did he do?’

Aleytys pushed up, swung her legs off the chair, sat with shoulders hunched, hands curled over the
rounded edge. She missed Grey with a deep misery, fdt like crying but lacked the energy to press out
tears. “He tried to destroy my son,” she said, her voice muted. “H€e's going after Hunters now, attacking
my friends, trying to trap me”

Shareem moved unessily but didn't St up; instead she stared at the curve of Wolff hanging over them.
“l wish | could say he' s the exception, but it wouldn't be true. HE' s just an exaggeration of the ordinary
Vryhh dtitude toward the lesser species.”

“Lesser species?”’

“His choice of words, not ... ah, | can't say that.” Her hands fluttered in smal shapeless movements.
“I might not say thewords, but ... | act ... | treat people ... oh, | suppose as cardesdly, as thoughtlesdy
as he does. Not as meanly, | hope. | ... | can’'t let mysdf get involved with them ... they die so fast. Time,
Lee, we ve got so much, and it does funny thingsto us. The Eldest, alot of them anyway, spent centuries
in labs ... well, not exactly ... an umbrdla word for dl kinds of ... of fidding around with things ...
projects. Think about having ages and ages at your disposa to investigate anything at dl that intrigues you
... and a secret world to maul about ... its ndives ... you can take from them anything you want, make
them do anything you warnt ... they're born and they die between one breath and the next. Think of it,
Lee, even asnglemind ... working on a problem for centuries, turning it over and over ... hidden away ...
coming out of hiding to see what other mayflies, other worlds, had done with it ... eding the best ideas
... brooding over them. Think what that one mind could produce.” More shapeless groping gestures. “But

“But?’ It was a whispered sound, drawn out, a soft enticement to continue. Aleytys watched her
mother sruggling with an openness dien to her nature, a panful honesty that the child Leyta indde
Aleytys thirsted to hear, evidence of something she'd desired without knowing it for dl the years of her
life, a need dmogt as deep as the need for food or breath, a need to know her mother redly did love her.
What Shareem was saying was interesting in itsdf, but the feding behind the words was what Aleytys
ligened to.

“But they got bored, Lee, most of them. Bored! Sounds funny, doesn’t it? The disease that kills us.
Absurd, ign't it? One by one mogt of the Eldest took a dive into a sun somewhere. Or touched off the
coresintheir domes. Or died in boredom-related accidents, too tired to take care. A lot of the younger
ones, we don't go back to Vrithian much. | wander and trade and amuse mysdf ... do a project here and
there ... when | need something to make mefed likeI’'m ... I'm not just a parasite sucking the life out of
... | like the long ones ... the ones that take generations ... they make the time go ... but they're rare ...
mayfly folk don’t have the patience. 1t's a long time yet before | hunt a sun ... but itll come. Everything
wears out in time” Another gesture of her mother’s hand; she did have lovdy hands, dender and
shapely, but she didn't take care of them. She chews her nails, Aleytys thought, and fdt a surge of
protective love for her mother; she wanted to scold her for neglecting hersdf, wanted to cuddle and
comfort her asif she were the mother and Shareem her child. It was confusing and disturbing; she turned
it over and over in her mind, mogt missing her mother’s next words.

“It's a mess, Lee. The Vrya who gsay on Vrithian are ... wdl, we're dl dead ends, it's a faled
experiment, but they ... aah, it samess. You sure you want anything to do with it?” Shareem nodded a



Wadlff sMimming serenely over them. “That seems a beautiful world inits chilly way.”

“Come see my home.” Aleytys stood, held out her hand.

“Why not?’ Shareem took the hand, let Aleytys pull her up. “Any problems getting off the fidd?
Wadlff isn't a Company world, but I've heard they don't like vistors”

“They don't.” Aleytys grinned. “But I’ ve got pull.” The grin became a chuckle. “Well, truth is I’ ve got
acouple friends with pull; dl that fuss and red tape is taken care of, you don't have to bother with it, just
hop inmy flitter and come see my house.” She followed Shareem from the room. “And my horses. Um
...I’ve got a couple of people staying with me, but you don’t need to see them if you don’t want to, not to
tak to anyway.”

Shareem swung around. “What?’

“I'll explain on the way down. If you dill want to come.”

“Yes” Shareem looked wary, withdrawn, setting asde emation and involvement with an abruptness
that startled Aleytys and turned her wary too. “Yes, daughter, it'stime you did alittle explaining.”

Shareem stood by awindow in the Stting room, her back to the fire burning briskly on a huge open
hearth; it made her a little nervous, for she wasn't accustomed to open fires indde living space. The
whole house made her nervous. Her daughter’s house. Even the ancient stone walls seemed to hold
something of Aleytys. When she’d gotten out of the flitter and looked at it, she'd had the feding it had
grown in that spot like some gnarled old tree. A narrow structure at lesst four stories high, dmogt a
lopped-off tower, plain, even ugly, massve. She fdt the weight of it and wondered how Aleytys could
endure that waight pressing down on her. A few steps out of the flitter, Aleytys stopped, closed her eyes,
breathed in the rich soup of smdls, raw green, wet dirt, horse manure, damp fur, something dead upwind
of them, dl carried undiluted on awind that cut into Shareem like knives. She fidgeted, not so enchanted
with dl this nature; the smdlls were getting to her somach and the wind was tumning her into an icide
Now, with the fire's heat licking a her back, with that wind kept firmly outsde the double-paned
windows, she could watch with appreciation and pleasure the soring fods chasng each other, the mares
and ddlion grazing in the greening pasture. Its yelow round flattening and flushing to red, the sun started
to pass behind sawtooth peaks, their ancient massve glaciers chisded by time and wegther into intricate
fodsand fdls The ar outside had a darity that gave everything a luminous magicd qudity, hard-edged
and immediate; the intengty of the colors scarcely seemed to diminish as the light began to die. Shareem
wrinkled her nose at the digolay and thought, I’'m not going to get any fonder of this world than | am
right now. She Sghed and turned to face her daughter. “What are you going to do?’

Aleytys was stretched out in one of the chairs near the fire, her ankles crossed, a hed sunk in the
padded leather of a hassock. She held a long-semmed glass about a third filled with a dark gold wine
that had gone even richer and darker as the light outside faded. The room was filled with shadows; the
only light ingde came from the fire. “Vrithian,” she said. “ Shadith was right. Make him come after me”
Shelifted her head, sipped a the wine, et her head fdl back. “Aschla skewer his liver, he couldn’'t have
picked a worse time. Over two years snce my last Hunt, I'm about cleaned out, enough credit |eft to pay
the taxes on this place and maintain the power tap whileI’m gone. If I’'m not gone too long. And there's
fud and overhauling and maintenance on the ship. And Shadith. And Linfyar. No way around it, I'm
going to have to borrow on the house and land.” She took another sp of the wine, lay back and gloomed
a the caling. “Damn. Damn. Damn. | just last year worked everything clear of debt.”

Shareem moved her shoulders impatiently. She' d never bothered hersdf with such idiocies and didn't
intend to Start.

Aleytys fdt her discomfort and let the subject drop; which didn't help dl that much because every
time she did something like that Shareem was forcibly reminded that her daughter was an empath and
capable of sendng every flegting feding, and some of those fedings she'd rather keep to hersdlf, nothing
to be proud of, nothing she wanted anyone else to know about. Empath. She didn’t get that from, me;
who'd have thought that crazy clod who fathered her might have something so wild in his genes.

Aleytys touched a sensor. The char hummed around until she faced the windows, another sensor and
a second char moved up beside it. “Come St down, Reem. We get spectacular sunsets this time of



year.”

Shareem <ettled into the empty chair, though she wasn't that interested in sunsets and had dready
seen as much as she cared to of this particular specimen. She watched her daughter instead. As the
digolay continued outside, the faintly stern set of Aleytys's face softened, her eyes opened wider; she
looked dmost happy, absorbed in the play of light before her, accepting, vulnerable; she was responding
to that miserable sunset with a passionate intengty that Shareem knew she could never share. Shetried to
laugh a hersef—jedlous of a sunset; what next?—but she could not bear to look at her daughter’s face
any longer.

When the colors had faded and the sky had darkened to indigo with a few Slver spangles, Shareem
glanced a her daughter and was startled to see tears slent and unforced diding down her face. Aleytys
wasn't trying to stop them or wipe them away. Her mouth was pressed into a thin lineg she'd st the
wineglass on the floor beside the chair and her hands were knotted together so hard her fingers were
white about the knuckles and red at the ends.

Shareem mugt have made a sound, though she wasn't conscious of it, because Aleytys broke the grip
of her hands, sat up, scrubbed at her eyes. “Sorry,” she said. She groped beside the chair, found a bit of
tissue and blew her nose, tossed the tissue at the fire. She took a few deep breaths. “Just as wel I'm
getting away from here. For a while, anyway.” She drew the back of her hands across her eyes,
managed agmile. “Grey and | used to gt here like this whenever our times home coincided.” She groped
for another tissue, blew her nose again. “It keeps caiching me by surprise, that he might not ... never
mind.”

She flipped up the top to the chair arm, danced her fingers over the pand there, then settled back as
the chair switched around again to face the fire, a soft indirect lighting chased the shadows from the
room, and exterior shields hummed quiglly down over the windows. A hestation, then she brought
Shareem’s chair back to where it had been; she raised her brows, then matched Shareem’s amile with
her own.

“I'm not asking you to hdp,” she said. Shareem suppressed an gppreciative chuckle a the carein the
choice of those words. Aleytys was groping through a mindfidd that didn’t exigt, but she couldn’'t know
that. “Just get me to Vrithian and—" the same unindgent quiet tones, the same dightly hestant
gpeech—"“and back off, and ... keep dlence” A lift and fdl of her hand. “I don’'t want hm more
prepared for me than heis dready. You know Kdl, | don't. | don’t know what your loydties are, Reem.
If you're agang me in this, please tdl me. | won't mind; after dl, you've known him a lot longer than
you've known me. All | ask is, don’t get inmy way. | don’t want to have to go through you.” She shook
hersdf, made a groping helpless gesture. “1 will, you know. He' s left me no choice. | have ... hostages,
hell grike againgt them, they can't fight him. | think ... | think he'll put off facing me directly as long as he
can keep merumning ... and hurting. Swardheld, Shadith, though they can take care of themsalves better
than mogt. Linfyar. Canyli Heldeen and the other Hunters. Grey ... ah!” She looked down, then up, eyes
shining with afilm of tears. “I know | just said back off, Reem, but | can't ... | need you, Reem. Will you
hdp me?’

| need you. Smple words, but they cut deep and made Shareem fed like crying. Her ams ached to
hold her daughter as they’ d ached before. More than once she'd taken her ship cautioudy into the mess
around Jaydugar and hovered watching the world turn under her, had seen it frozen in the depths of
winter, burning in the long, long summer, yet she'd never dared land and dam her daughter. So many
reasons for not doing what she half wanted, helf feared to do. And dl of those reasons seemed empty
now, as foolish as her urge to take a grown womean into her arms as if she were a hurting child, rock her,
soothe her, tdl her mother would make things right. Absurd, of course, and too panful to dwel, on, so
she pushed the thought aside.

“Hep? Of course I'll hdp. When he knows we ve met, which will be soon, I'll be a target too.” She
looked down at her hands, opened and closed them, ran her thumb over her wrigt where scars would
have been except for Kell's autodoc; her ssomach knotted and her throat closed up as she brought up
buried memories she'd never been able to wipe away, memories that surfaced in dreams though she'd
never let them up in the daytime.



“Lee...” Her throat closed again; she swallowed and forced hersdf to a measure of calm—what else
was time useful for but to teach you how to ded with your crises? “Lee, | don't know how much use I'd
beif this thing gets sticky. He's got a—I don’'t know what to cdl it—if he gets close enough to me, I'll
do just about anything he tells me no matter how | hate it. When | was very young, a child redly ... just
out of basic training, ready to fight the world ... you know—no, maybe you don’'t—I ... he got hold of
me and took me into his dome. He was young too, same generation, born about a hundred years before |
was. And he'd just found out about the derility thing. It was a shock; he should have learned it before
when he was younger and more flexible, but the way chance turned, he didn’t. Too bad. And too bad he
learned it in the way he did, in bed with one of the more ungtable Vryhh, a second-generation bitch
named Ndlis.

“Where was 1? | was as fodlish as | was young. He was hedthy and handsome and had charm
coming out his ears when he wanted to use it.” She looked up, pushed the hair out of her eyes, a amile
for her daughter, filled with wry recognition of the difference in their experience. “You wouldn't know
about that—I don’'t blame you, Leg, if you don't believe me, but ...” She spread her hands, clasped them
together. “It's hard to tdl you what | saw ... dl the things that make up what we cdl brilliance. He shone
for me, glowed, burned, | can't find the right word, Lee ... and a vulnerability, an agony ingde | could
meke him forget; | didn't understand, and maybe that was what he needed. We played over the face of
Vrithian, running with the sun, with the moons, seven-league boots on our feet, wings .... It could have
been different if I'd known what was wrong with him, but if | had ... | don’'t know ... | didn't know how
to hdp him later.

“My mother warned me not to go with him the time he came to take me to his dome, but | wouldn't
ligen. She said no one can help you there. | gill wouldn't ligen. Years had ‘did by while we were
playing. | think you don’'t know what it's like, being young and knowing you have immense stretches of
time ahead, thereis no hurry for anything, you savor things, make them last, they have to lagt. Years did
by and he was changing but | didn’'t see it; there were long intervaswhen | didn’'t see him &t al. Then he
came for me” She dug around, found a crumpled old tissue and mopped at her face, sat tearing it into
dhreds as she went on.

“| found out what he was doing when he wasn't with me. Found out fast and hard. He had herds of
women in that dome, Vrithli, even reptiloid femaes, though | don't know what he expected from them.
Women of dl sorts from outside the cloud, it was like a zoo in there, yesin more ways than one; he kept
them in cages of a sort. Some he lay with, some he just used in experiments. | suppose he thought he
might find some miraculous conjunction that would make him whole, yes, whole; he saw himsdf as
mamed, deformed. Nothing | said or did ever changed that, even after | findly understood what was
happening to him. | tried to leave ... wanted no part of that mess. He wouldn't let me go. He'd dred no
children on any of the women there, Warned them, either they were barren or tricking him or sabotaging
his experiments ... how they could do that was something | never understood, because they were
confined to those amdl cells, but he was beyond being rationd about it by then.

“All thetime | was there he watched me, had spy eyes on me when he was somewhere ese, made
me watch the tapes and tdl him everything | was thinking. Sometimes he couldn’t get it up with me, then
he'd beat me ... on the body where it wouldn't show. He was dways careful before vigtors ... none of
them saw the women ... made me reassure my mother ... pretend | was content ... ill in love with him,
hedthy, happy. More than once he dmos killed me ... ruptured spleen, internd bleeding, you nameiit ...
wouldn't let me die, though I’d have been glad to by then ... shoved mein the autodoc ... toward the end
| was ddliberately driving hminto rages ... either he'd kill me and I’ d be free of historment or he'd injure
me enough he had to put in the autodoc ... addicted me to that machine”

She passed her thumb over her wrigt again, Sghed. “Findly | looked so bad he wouldn't let anyone
see me ... told everyone | was pregnant ... by him, of course ... having a hard time ... prone to
miscarriage, so he didn't want me bothered. My mather didn't believe him, but she couldn’t do anything
until she figured a way into his dome past his defenses. She got Hyaroll to tease Kdl away for a few
hours ... got to me ... got me to open for her ... got me out ... she and Hyaradll, she told me he was my
father, but he never said anything. They put my head together again ... though the seams show if you



know where to look ... and when they were done with that, | started running. Been running ever since. |
couldn’t bring you to Vrithian ... not a baby ... you have to see that. | wish you'd killed him when you
hed the chance, Lee. Y ou should have killed him.”

Aleytys came out of her chair with an urgent suddenness that startled Shareem, kndt beside her, put
ahand on her am. “Forget what | said, Reem, just get me to Vrithian. Then you take off, scoot as far
away asyou can.”

Shareem blinked. “Seven hundred years” She patted her daughter’s hand with absentminded
affection. “A long time to run. But | had a lot to run from. He didn’'t give up on me, not even then. |
wouldn't go back to the dome, but ... anything ese, dl he had to do was whidle and I'd come ... nice
little bitch, trained to hed. By that time he didn't redly want me, just ... he killed my mother, destroyed
evarything she was fond of ... but me ... lay back for years, apparently resigned to defeat ... then he went
to the Mesochthon, registered a death chdlenge ... next day he ... he meant to get us both, | think, but
Hyadl ... he discovered something ... | don't remember much about that time ... something about
collapsed matter, | think ... | don’t know ... he wanted Mother to come and help him celebrate, she was
aways his favorite Vryhh, he was fond of me too ... in hisway ... Mother ... one of her damakin was
about to fod, that was what she was playing with then, she liked working with animds, this one was s0
gentle and trugting it was near extinct on its home world, this damakin was about to fod and having a
hard time so she wouldn't come ... and | went ingead of her ... and Kdl got a bomb through her
defenses somehow, turned everything to dag.”

She lifted Aleytys's hand, held it briefly againgt her cheek, put it with gentle precison on the chair
am. “How could he get away with something like that? We Vrya never acknowledged the right of
anyone to judge our acts; we're dl sovereign nations, Lee, with a population of one. Nations declare war
on each other, don’t they? We cdl our wars death duds. Kdl did dl the proper things, he issued aformd
chdlenge at the Mesochthon, then killed my mother. Too bad, but she wasn't lucky or smart enough.
Anyone who thought different could chalenge him. But there was no one. Hyaroll wouldn't, and I'd
rather have jumped into the sun naked. | think Hyaroll must have said something to him, though, because
after that he more or less left me done. Oh, he'd play ... Sck games with me, mock a me ... after a while
he got bored with baiting me and left me done ... urtil | came to Vrithian with news of a daughter,
something he took as a persond affront. Do you understand a bit more what's waiting for you? Lee,
whet I'mtrying to say ...”

“I know.” Aleytys got to her feet, went to stand with her hands gripping the mantd, her eyes on the
floor, her back to Shareem. “I think you underestimate yoursdf,” she said quietly. “I think you're a lot
tougher than you know. But what's the point trying to prove anything like that? Reem, | can't find
Vrithian without you, there' s no getting around that, but once I'm there ... well, theré's no red reason for
you to stay.”

“Lee..”

“I mean it”

“l know, but don't you think abbandoning you once is enough?’

“You won't be abandoning me. Don’'t be absurd, Reem. I’'m a grown woman; I’ ve been taking care
of mysdf for yearsin some very tricky Stuaions.”

“Yes, | hear you. Please hear me, daughter. Please, I'm done with rationdizing my failures. | can’'t do
it anymore.” She forced a chuckle that quickly turned red as her sense of the ridiculous woke from its
coma. “Stop mothering me, Lee. Don't you fed a little slly trying to protect a nine-hundred-year-old
baby from her better impulses?’

Aleytys sivung around, set her shoulders againg the bricks. “Habits. Y ou make them without thought
and spend years thinking how to break them.” She closed her eyes. “I hate this, Reem. | loathe it.
Hunting a man down, killing him. While he lies helpless looking up & you ... me ... eyes filled with terror
and resignation. Ay-Madar, why can't | hedl crooked minds? Oh yes, I've killed men and bessts before.
With my hands, with my fire, with wegpons of one kind and another. And fdt them die. Fdt their fear and
pain and urgency and the nothing that's suddenly there. | can block some of that. When I’'m fighting for
my life, I’'m too ... concentrated ... too busy ... to fed—no, that’s not quite right, feding's shunted aside,



| shut off the meaning of it. But daughtering a helplessman ... you said | should have killed him before ...
you were right in away ... | would have saved a lot of misary ... my baby ... Grey ... Ticutt, who's my
friend ... you were right, | should have killed him. | couldn’'t, Reem, | couldn’'t make mysdf do it. If the
same thing comes up again, | don’t know ....”

“If you want an honest answer. Lee, | have to tdl you | don't understand a word of dl that. Kdl's
not a man anymore, he's athing; he should be grateful to you for ending him.”

Aleytys drew the back of her hand across her eyes, pushed at the har by her face, tucked it behind
her ears, looked a her hand, let it fal. “A thing. “No.” She dapped her hand againg the bricks. “No! |
can't sart thinking like that.” Her arms held gtraight out before her, she turned her pdms up. Her face
went quiet and remote, but held no hint of effort, or none Shareem could see. Tongues of flame hotter
then the fire behind her shot up from the hallows of her pams, swayed and shimmered for a short time,
then sank back into her daughter’s flesh. “If | start thinking like thet, I'll soon be no better or saner than
Kél. No. I'll do thisthing. He' s left me no choice. Better or saner than Kdl. No. I'll do this thing. He's
left me no choice. But not gladly. And | won't let mysdlf forget that what I’'m Hunting is a man, a warnting
feding intdligence” She rubbed her hands dong the bricks, frowning at nothing, looking past Shareem at
something only she could see.

Shareem sat slent. There was nothing she could say. She found her daughter’s scruples absurd; as
far as she could see they were sdf-inflicted miseries Aleytys would do better without. She'd made her
mild protest; look what that had brought. Anything more and she could drive her daughter away.

Aleytys dropped her gaze, smiled suddenly. “You kept truth a arm’s length most of the time you
were on Jaydugar, didn’'t you? And that |etter, ah, that lovdy mideading letter,”

“You know my reasons.” A smdl protest Shareem couldn’t help making.

“The truth shdl make you free” Aleytys spoke oftly, sadly. “It doesn't dways, does it?” She did
down until she was gtting on the hearth, legs crossed, back againg the warm bricks. “But | prefer truth
when it won't kill me outright. Makes life just alittle smpler. And being able to tdl the truth—with a smdll
t, Reem, dways a smd| t—that's so0 ... s0 ... | don't know ... SO comfortable. No graining the brain to
pretend | am what I'm not, what you see iswhat you get, likeit or no.”

“No doubt.”

Aleytys laughed, unfolded with a bounce, stretched her arms over her head, snapped them down.
“I'm hungry. Y ou want some Wolfflan food?”

“What's that?’

“Modly mest and pastries, sweet glazes on the vegetables. But there's a place | know where the
chef is accommodating and will spare the sauces and snge a steak to your taste. I'm not much on
domedticity—Grey did dl the cooking when he was home.” She went ill, her face blanked, then she
shook hersdf and stepped away from the fireplace. “ So you see, if you're hungry, it's eat out or go back
to your ship, or, | don’t know, not exactly polite to work a guest, but the kitchen's yoursiif you want.”

“No autochef? Me in the kitchen on my own—that would be a disaster.” Shareem tried for a light
tone, something to lessen the squeeze on her heart as she saw her daughter grieving. “On Vrithian—and
on my ship, I'll have you know—androids take care of that sort of thing. W€l try your accommodating
chef. I'm sure I ve eaten and enjoyed meds alot stranger than his”

Aleytys nodded, started for the door. Over her shoulder she said, “You know where the fresher isif
you want awash or anything. I'll be rounding up Shadith and Linfyar.” She saw Shareem’s grimace and
grinned. “He has private rooms, Reem—we won't be putting on a show for the public. What public there
is” With awave of her hand she vanished into the hdl; Shareem listened to the diminishing dlicks of her
bootheds, leaned back in her chair and rubbed at her forehead. Exhauding, this medting a daughter she
knew only from record flakes and rumor. She had afeding she was going to be worn to a nub before this
thing was over.

Aleytys sat in Head' s office in the chair where she' d been presented with so many rductantly offered
and accepted ultimatums. She amiled at Canyli Heldeen. “1 expect to be back,” she said. “Thisisonly a
leave of absence.” She scrawled her Sgnature on the sheet and passed it across to Head, took a seded



envelope from her shoulder bag, skimmed it after the leave agreement. “These are the papers leasing my
ship to Shadith for three years, a drach ayear. No use ldtting it 9t around collecting dust and dock fees.
At the end of three years, if | haven't returned to daim it, the ship’s to be transferred to her name”

“There could be problems about thet, Lee—she' s a child.”

“Hardly.”

“Nonetheless, the way she looks is going to make trouble for her.”

Aleytys rubbed at her eyes. “Shelll just have to ded with that, Nyl. If it comes up. To tdl you the
truth, I wouldn’'t want to make anyone responsible for her actions—she's too likdy to do something off
thewdl just for the holy hell of it and embarrass me and her guardian too.” She shrugged. “If you run into
problems with her looks, say her species matures ... no, better let Shadow handle that and you just stare
down anyone who objects.” She settled back into the chair, sat with her hands resting lightly on the arms.
“Deed to my house and land, that’s in there too. If | don't come back in three years, or you don't hear
from me, house and land are yours, your persond property.”

“Lep”

“| sad if.” She chuckled. “Not avery big if, my friend. When are you sending Taggert off?’

“Three days after you leave”

“Good. Shadith's off tonight. Shelll have time to worm hersdf into cover before he arives. Is he
going graight in like the others?”’

“No.”

“Ah. Clever man. | won't ask more.” She got to her feet.

Canyli Heldeen came around the desk, hugged Aleytys vigoroudy, then walked with her through the
outer offices and went down the lift shaft with her, dl this in a companionable slence. She knew what
Aleytys wouldn't say doud—that at the end of those three years there was a very good chance she
would own a house and horses, Shadith would own a ship. In the roofed flitter yard, Canyli put her hand
on Aleytys s shoulder. “Take care,” she said, then she turned and walked briskly toward the lift shaft, a
sguare sturdy woman with her mind already turning to a dozen more urgent problems.

“Rignt,” Aleytys said. She ran a hand through her hair, tried to push away the thought that she wasn't
ready for anything, then she got into the flitter, eased it out of the yard and started home, going over
evaything tha had to be done before she Ieft, a very short lig, hdf a dozen items, she tried to think of
anything she’ d forgotten, but couldn’t dredge up a thing, everything turned off that had to be turned off,
the gil who tended the livestock warned she'd be in charge sarting tomorrow and she should cdl Head
inany emergency, the loans findized, credit in the bank with Canyli deputized to handle it, gear packed
and waiting. She looked out at the empty landscape passing below her, bleak but with an austere beauty
she appreciated more each year. “Tomorrow. The Dance begins tomorrow.”

gameboard (first of two)

VRITHIAN IN THE MISTS

Second of five planets orbiting the star AVENAR which exigs in a dowly enlarging cavity within a
cloud of fantly glowing gases and dust DAY 28.003 hours-standard YEAR: 585.001 days

Oblate spheroid, mean diameter 12,892 km Dendty 5.72 times that of water Rotationd axis tilted
24°

Four mgor continents (GY NNOR, BREPHOR, SAKKOR, ASKALOR)

Two large idands (LOPPEN, FOSPOR) Two mgor idand chans (SULING LALLER,
FATTAHX-EDRA)

Bodies of water:
oceans. NORSTOR FISTAVEY, SUSTOR FISTAVEY, ISTENGER, VATACHAVAR,
RABAHAR
other: Seas of UVELHAV, PAPUGAY

Guifsof MACADAO, PEFAXO



Stratsof TAVAKAY Lake SERZHAIR

Indigenes—two intdligent species with separate evolutionary histories

ORPETZH:

GALAPHORZE:

Moons
MINHA:

ARAXOS:

Warm-blooded reptiloids, tri-sexua (femae, mae, neuter; though the neuter does not
participate in sexud transactions, conception is possible only when it is present; there
is some indication that even copulation does not occur in the absence of a neuter),
oviparous (only margindly so; the infant is born indde a tranducent flexible shell,
continues to grow and develop for another thirty-five to forty days before hatching),
average adult height: femae 160 cm, mae 150 cm, neuter 120 cm, average life pan
50 years standard (approx. 31 years-locd)

Mammdian, bi-sexud, viviparous, average adult height: femde 155 cm, mde 175 cm,
average life span roughly equd to that of the ORPETZH

mean distance 154,000 km, mean diameter 1,775 km. MINACHRON: phase
cydefull moon to ful moon, 12.04 days.

mean distance 244,020 km, mean diameter 3, 462 km. ARACHRON: phase cycle,
ful moon to ful moon, 26 days. A JUBILEE is cdled whenever an ARACHRON
ends with the Vrithian year, aminor festival occurs each time MINHA and ARAXOS
areful a the sametime.

Vrithian: The Continents Gynnor And Brephor

Vrithian: The Continents Sakkor And Askalor

Vrithian

action on the periphery [1]

The Song of the Sorrows of Agishag

ung to the children of Agisheg as they are initiated into
the rights and respongibilities of adulthood

the drums whisper
the hollow is dark

the torches wait for fire

ligen

(ligen, ligen, ligen: the word goes round and round the drumroom, old ones hissng, hissng with
anger and fear in the ghilant hot darkness, the mana ligening, the tokon ligening, the naidisa listening,
dl ligening with fear and trembling)

once the Conoch’ hi went where they willed

once the world was where the wind went and only that

touch the patterns of the line-Mother’ s life weave

fed the wind in the life-Mother’ s weave
(the mana Amaiki touches the narrow grip of her own life weave, the knots and spaces that record
the events she thinks worthy of memory and tdling, the sun in her eyes when she burst the shdl, the



firs bean sprout she coaxed from seed, little things and perhaps too many of them, her mother cals
her hoarder, but her fingers dide over the story of her short life and bring her pleasure)

fed the pattern change

Hyardl came

the Undying came and took the winds from the Conoch’ hi

he set his hard hand on the Mother-of-All

the earth that feeds and sustains us

like awild tedo he tamed her

like a herd of tedo he tamed us

the old he laid aside and would have dain

the life-Mother of the Conoch’'hi rose up to im

the life-Mother sang him the worth of the old, the need of the young

he stayed his hand

for two hands of days and two more the old sang to him

by their song they bought their lives from him

but the sck and the crippled and the weak he took

the sick and the crippled he tormented, he changed

he sent them back to the Conoch’ hi

strangeness came to the Conoch’ hi

our ways were changed

our children were changed

we looked at them and could not understand them

through them came the dreams, the throwing of lots

through them came the ways of far-seeing, the knowing of tomorrow and tomorrow

three decrees he gave to the life-Mother of the Conoch’ hi

to the Hundred Families he gave these decrees

| will give you peace, | will protect you from the zuilders and ldlers

the shiburri, the shevorate, the stovasha and dl others

| will hedl the sck and send the rain and teach you what you need to know

in return you will do these things for me

five manal and five tokon and five naidisa you will send to my dome

to do my will and serve mein dl ways

for five years they will serve within the dome

a the end of thefive years they will return

a the end of thefive years you shdl choose five and five and five again

thus he decreed and thus it was done

this was the second decree

the Conoch’ hi will cease to follow wind and water

the Conoch'’ hi will cease to follow the tedo herds

the Conoch’ hi will livein villages and learn the heart of bulb

and seed

of stone wood and iron

this was the third decree

the Conoch’ hi will limit their numbers

for every ax will saven only be born

any over that will be taken

any over will be sent away

then Hyardll said

the Undying he said

liveon the land as | have told you

live on the land within the borders | have set for you



livein peace and learn what you must
thus he decreed and thusit was done
Conoch'hi heard
Conoch' hi feared
Conoch’hi sorrowed for the lost ways
Conoch’hi obeyed
weep for your children, oh line-Mothers, life-Fathers, your children are gone
you have sent away your naidisa that the numbers might be kept
you have sent away your daughters that the numbers might be kept
you have sent your sons away that the numbers might be kept
weep, Conoch'’hi, your children are taken
rgjoice, Conoch'hi, they are taken not lost
of our flesh and our bone far-speakers were made
out of pity and play the undying he made them
the far-speakers give the taken back to us
noneislost
new families and old
noneislost
save only oneline
hear the song of the logt
(the singer’ s voice dills with a dying hiss, the drums keep

bedating;, Amaki trembles and drains to ligen. To this point dl has been a repetition of things
commonly known. What is coming is one of the secret things that adults know but never tdl children.
Amaki sraightens her back, touches her life weave another time, knowing shewill not knot this song

into it. Thisis too secret, too sacred, dtogether too terrible)
these are the names of the logt
Children of Agishag must not bear these names
forget nothing
Say nothing
hear the ancient anguish of the Conoch’ hi
hear the sorrow of the Conoch’ hi
hear the names of the logt

Tahere oc cuji

Oqjitay oc cuji

Mara oc cuji

Mriize oc cuji

Yonikti oc cuji

Je-mawi oc cuji
line cuji isno more
line cuji cast off that name
weep for cuji who were, haya who are
praise hayd who cast off their cions and their name
praise hayd and remember what they’ve seen
these are the names of the children of the lost
you will not name a child from these names
forget nothing
say nothing

Kurim, Kiraz, Shakati

Fonnim, Fanas, Fukati

Mig, Miji, Achava

Nunnin, Chacai, Alvana



Shijun, Shaki, Nugava
Hyardll cast fire at them
you have seen the black ash of them
loom and lot, Hyaroll burned them
hetchling and dartling, Hyaroll burned them
the air stank of them
the earth stank of them
the stench of their burning lay on us for two hands of days
gx days and sx the amdl lay on us
thisis how that came to be
dx and Sx they Ieft cuiji,
adults and children they left secretly
they went out from cuji
Dum Cuji, the village of their line
inthe night they went out
into the hillsthey went where the air amdlled free to them
fallowing a tedo herd they went
the summer passed.
they danced the tedo dance and waited the winter through
Hyardll said nothing did nothing
nine hatched with the coming of the sun, Sx they had dready
they danced the birth-blessng
then they waited
Hyardll said nothing did nothing
the summer passed
they followed the herd south through the hills
north through the hills
they hunted and danced and mocked the not-free
the Conoch'’ hi waited and watched
desire and hope and fear sang in them
Conoch’'hi not-free watched the free and hoped
the summer passed and with the cold of winter
came the voice of Hyarall
aul your numbers said the voice of Hyarall
aul your numbers and send the excess to me
the Conoch’ hi waited
the Sx did not ligen
the free would not send their children awvay
Hyaradll spoke agan
aul your numbers
cease fallowing the herds
go back to your village and live as | bade you
the free laughed and danced and would not hear the voice
the Conoch’ hi waited
three days they waited
five days they waited
on the sixth day, the day of the thumb, the day of power and blessng
on the gxth day Hyaroll spoke alast time
S0 beit, Hyarall sad
fire came from ar and clothed the free
they burned, ther children burned, mana and naidisa and tokon al burned



the hatchlings cried out and ran from the tents
fire leaped around them and they burned
when the Conoch’ hi went to the hills
they found black ash and that only
the tedo had fled
the tents were ash
the free were ash
we showed you the black circle, Manal, Tokon, Naidisa
we showed you the circle of black rocks
no newa makes her nest there
no grass grows there
the water is bitter and no beasts come to drink
you have tasted the bitter water, the tears of the Conoch’ hi
when you were children you were Conashim’ hi
the beloved of the earth
but you have tasted the bitter water, the tears of the earth
from this night you are children of sorrow
from this night you are Conoch’ hi
oh weh, weh, the bitter water
oh weh, weh, the sorrow.
(Amaki mana-that-was caresses the gtrip of her own life weave, knots the sorrow knot into the
cords, sngs weh-weh with the others, but there is no sorrow in her heart, only a savoring of knots
and spaces to come, the pattern of her life-to-be)

Agishag on Gynnor

Vrithian
second bell

Hyarall scowled at the woman standing before him. She dlaimed to be one of his daughters when she
came ydling to be let in. Might well be, nothing againg it. Reminded him of her mother, haranguing him
like that. A stupid acid-tongued bitch with a clever body and little ese to recommend her. Eyballi, her
name was. This one whose name he didn’'t know and didn’'t care to know seemed a faded copy of her,
tongue and dl. If he'd had any part in making her he could see no evidence of it. At least she was running
down alittle.

“We don't want her here?”

“We?

“The true Vrya on Vrithian.”

“Ah. What of the true Vryaoff Vrithian?”

“They aren’t here”

“A profound ingght.”

She looked dartled, then offended. It was fantly and briefly amusing to watch her struggle with her
gpleen, but he was growing bored and beginning to wonder what senile whim had made him let her into
the dome. She forced a amile, put her hand on his arm. He thought of dapping her slly, pitching her into
her flier and sending her off, but couldn’t raise the energy. “Ligten,” she cooed a him, “it it so much of
athing, dl you have to do is change your vote. The otherswill follow your lead.”

“Oh?

“So, maybe not Loguisse, but she doesn’t count if the rest agree.” She patted his am. “Come on,



Daddy dear, do it, hmmm? You don’ even know what she's like. All you have to do is say nay instead of
aye”

“Go away.”

“What?’

“Go away.”

“I won't. | won't go until | have your answer.”

“You got it, same as it was the firg time. The Tetrad will recognize Shareem’s daughter as Vryhh.”
He shook off her hand, spoke to the android standing a pace behind him. “Megathen, get her away from
me”

She glared into the abstract planes of the android’s face. “Don’'t touch me. I'll go.” She switched the
gaeto Hyarall. “That dirty half-breed won't last ayear. You wait. You'll see”

Vrithian
players moving on an obliquefile[1]

Willow sat cross-legged, pricking blue linesinto the skin of her thigh. Her head down, she pretended
indifference to what was hgppening around her, but she was ligening intently to Hyaroll and the femde
Vryhh.

He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, his feet apart, planted like a boulder in the grass of
the amdl lawn. Old Stone Vryhh, he won't lisen, you wadting you breath, woman. Old Stone Vryhh,
geder of life tofill the hallow inhim. Go away, woman, leave him be. If that bitch stirred him up, chances
are he'd dump his collection back in the stasi's boxes before getting busy heping her or fighting her.

For several hundred years Willow had taken her lifein amdl discrete bites as Hyaroll rotated his vast
collection of life forms, giving them conscious existence until he grew bored with them. A few of them
were dways waked together for ther brief hours of life, but others in the group came and vanished as
ephemerdly as mayflies It was hard, this making friends and lodng them to Hyaroll's whim; after the
third waking she kept hersdf apart from most of them, spending her time with two beings who seemed
linked to her, risking the hurt of losng them because she could not live without affection and touch; she
would rather be dead, findly dead, dead with no hope of waking, than live like Hyaroll, unloving and
unloved.

“Half-breed! A caricature. Aitiful. You voted agand it a firs. Say something, Har. Why did you
change your mind? No, | won't believe you changed, you let her maul you into it.” She went on with her
rant, giving him no chance to speak. “Mongrd bitch. Knows nathing of our ways. Why should we have
to ...” The bitter voice went on and on, laying epithet on epithet, dl washing againg the stone of Hyardll's
inclifference.

Bodri and Sunchild. Friends. The only bridge Willow had across the little deaths of the stasis box.

Bodri was grubbing about in the flower beds, snging his grumbling songs to the worms and bees and
the good bugs, zapping the pests and parasites with qinging hairs that grew on severd of his many
fingers, trundling hgppily about the garden on his Sx short stubby legs. With his heavy high-domed
cargpace planted with vines and shrubs and flowering plants, feeding him sun-strength for the
blood-gtrength they took from him, he looked like a many-times-enlarged beetle, but instead of
mandibles and compound eyes, he had a leathery black face rather like that of a wise old sheep and
luminous brown eyes that usudly smiled with affectionate amusement at the world' s absurdities. His snout
was shorter and blunter than that of a sheep, hislips and tongue more flexible, able to shape with ease the
words he loved dmogt as much as his plants. Four tentacles branched from his front shoulders, each of
these solit into 9x ddicate fingers of surprising strength—Willow blinked and stared the firg time she saw
hm at his most determined weeding, plucking diseased shrubs bigger than he was from the stubborn
earth. Antennae like fern fronds sprouted behind little round ears; they extended his senses of hearing,
amd| and touch far beyond anything his ears, nose or fingers could tdl him. They were lightly rolled now,
curled up on themsdlves to escape the scratching of the Vryhh woman's ghrill voice, but he was ligening,



Willow knew; he shared the anxiety growing in her.

He' d been here longer than any of the other beings, a least the ones Willow had met and spoken
with; he was one of the fird life forms Hyaroll had collected. The last of hiskind and he knew it. One day
when he wasin a mood of gentle melanchaly, he told Willow hisfolk were dying out even before Hyarall
took him; the species had gone on too long unchanged while their world changed about them. She
squatted beside him, rubbing the tough supple skin of a tentacle, saying nothing, letting him ramble on.
Around the fifth awakening, some four hundred years after his taking, he thought about joining them,
dying with his dying folk. Settling down in a corner of the garden and stopping. Not egting, not desping,
gradualy shutting down mind and body. But Hyarall had learned too much about him and wasn't ready
to let im go; he wasn't sure just what the Vryhh had done to him, his memory was spotty about those
events, but his body was turned againgt him, would not obey him if that obedience might put it in danger.
After a short while he grew content with the bits of life he had and seldom yearned for more.

Sunchild drifted in dow circles overhead, a shifting golden shape invisble againg the sun, hard to see
even when he dipped down to brush againd treetops or hover over the ornamentd lake. He came and
went, came and went, like Willow and Bodri pretending no interest in the two Vrya and what was
happening between them. Like Willow and Bodri he listened carefully to what was said and not said,
watched the woman move with angular energy about the sunny patch of lawn, back and forth before
gdlidly standing Hyarall, her voice rigng to a screech then disciplined back to cdm, watched Hyardll
resding her with his slence, his sone face. Willow finished pricking in the design and set the needle
asde. Sunchild came floating down to squat beside her, shaping as dways into Otter’s form. The firg
time that happened, she was furious and cursed him for mocking her grief, then lisened skepticdly as he
explained he could not help it, he caught that image from her too strongly for im to resist it. She watched
him trying to change and saw Otter’s face mdting like hot butter, reforming as soon as it meted. Go
away, she sad to him. | believe you, go away for a while. She put her hand across her eyes, dropped it
to cover nose and mouth, then reached out to Sunchild’s dippery shine. Are you ghost? she said. No, he
sad, nor demon. Just me. Yes, go away, she sad, let me think on this, let me make a song. Let me dng it
with you, he said, | am a child done, let me sng with you. Not yet, she said, my mourning is not done,
give metime to mourn my man, give me time to mourn my children, give me seven days, Sunchild, then
I'll teach you to Sng with me.

Now he squatted beside her and looked gravely down at the blue lines she'd pricked into her hide,
the double spird sunheart and the danting wavdines, the water of mourning, the sun of joy. He pressed
Otter’ s strong square hands on the reddened flesh (she fdt only the lightest of tingles) and amiled Otter’s
lookatme gmile as the redness went away.

Behind Sunchild the Vryhh woman changed her tactics, moved close to Hyarall, patted his arm,
spoke coaxingly cooingly to him. “Come on, Daddy dear, do it, hmmm? You don't even know what
she'slike. All you have to do is say nay intead of aye.”

“Go away.”

“What?’

“Go away.”

“l won't. | won't go until | have your answer.”

“You got it, same as it was the firg time. The Tetrad will recognize Shareem’ s daughter as Vryhh.”

During this lagt bit the iron men who served Hyardll came out of the house to stand beside him.
Willow rubbed & her thigh and wondered if Old Stone Vryhh had cdled him. Maybe he/'d have that
ironhead snatch up the woman and carry her off kicking and screaming and curang; be a Sght if he did
and serve her right. Make a song | will to set oI’ Bodri giggling. If he does it. Come on, Old Vryhh,
I'mtired o' her fussin.

Hyarall shook off the woman's hand, spoke to ironhead. “Megathen, get her away from me”

Willow leaned forward, biting back a grin, waiting.

The woman glared into the angles of ironhead' s not-face. “Don’'t touch me. I'll go.” She switched the
glae to Hyardll. “That dirty haf-breed won't last a year. You wait. You'll see” She whipped around
and gtalked off toward the shaggy kadraesh trees and the wide white plates behind them where the fliers



landed.

Willow grimaced and turned away so Sunchild wouldn't see the disgppointment in her face and ask
about it.

Hyaroll sumped off toward the house, followed by the slent ironhead, who moved as if he were
mede of flesh, not diff metd; the iron men that served the Vryhh fascinated and frightened and
occasondly infuriated Willow. She had talked enough about them to Bodri and Sunchild to grasp that
they were neither demons nor conjurations and she didn’t need to be afraid of them, but sometimes she
hed the feding that Old Vryhh was looking at her out of ther eyes. She didn't like it and avoided them
when she could.

“Helooks old.” Sunchild sounded surprised and shocked.

“Old Stone Vryhh, pretty soon he get so hard set he don’t move no more.” Willow wiped the needle
on a bit of leather and put it in the case Hyaroll had given her a couple of wakenings ago. “He old like
thisdirt.” She patted the ground beside her. “Always been old.”

“Not like this” He turned the butter shimmer of his eyes on her, blank eyeshapes blind as thosein the
ancient statues moldering back into the dirt they came from that Hyaroll had set up in another part of the
garden s0 long ago he'd forgotten he had them. How Sunchild redly saw was something she didn't
understand, though he'd explained it a dozen times or more. She passed her hand across her eyes, her
mouth, ran the tip of her tongue dong her upper lip and lower. He was a golden god sculpted from
aunlight as he kndt beside her, his beauty hitting her like a blow. Every waking it did that at least once,
agonishing her anew until she became accustomed to seeing him and forgot the form in the friend. He
caught a bit of seed fluff floating past, watched it dance on his pam, then shook it off. “Have you thought
what’s going to happen to usif Hyaroll dies? Seeing how he was today, wdll, the fear sort of forced itsdf
onme”

She stroked her forefinger lightly over the new design on her thigh, then clucked her tongue and
dapped her thighs, beginning one rhythm, then another and another, and finding no hope in any of them,
let her hands lielimply on her thighs. “I see this and that and it a burn in the belly, a bad smdl in the nose.
Can't make a song of a bellyache and a bad amdl.”

A rumbling chuckle and Bodri came trundling around, settling himsdf on grass beside Willow with flirt
of his carapace and arudling sgh. “ Succinctly put, Whisper inmy heart. Can't reason without data, try it
and your brain rots, thus the bad smdl.”

Sunchild blurred alittle, developing ddlicate antennae in response to Bodri’s emanations, Willow was
the stronger sender, so he kept Otter’s form. “Then we' d better start gathering some, hadn’t we?’

“Have” Bodri’s antennae flared to full stretch, curled back into their resing mode. “And I’ ve been
thinking” He swung his big head back and forth between them, the laughter gone out of him. “Three
things. Maybe he lets kephal os keep on running things after he's dead. If we're waking then, we live out
our lives here and that’s it. If we're in our boxes, wel, we won't know anything about it, well just say
there till the power runs out and we rot. A throw of the dice which it is when the time comes. That's two
posshilities. The third one puts kinks in my entrails. He doesn't like letting loose of anything that's his
What if he' s arranged that when he dies, kephalos opens dl the boxes and has one grand funerd fire with
usfor fud? It would be quite like the man to make sure no one ese enjoys his possessons.” He looked
around, lowered his voice to a whisper. “1 have been thinking it is time we found a way out of being put
back in the boxes.”

Willow nodded, then she frowned and looked suspicioudy abouit.

Sunchild watched her a moment, puzzled, then his mouth moved into the archaic amile that curled the
lips and missed the eyes and hinted a mydery beyond mysery but right now only meant that he
understood what was itching a her. He moved away until he could shed form, then he began flowing
about the lawn, aflittering streak of light. He arced overhead and whipped about them, darted down, did
into the earth, came up under the stone bench were Hyarall had been gtting before the woman came to
destroy his peace, flowed through it, went soaring into the sky, extending his substance down and down
and down until he was a fant gold sain on the air, one edge dmogt touching the grass, the other dmost
touching the dome web. He quivered there a moment, then snapped back together, came to squat beside



Willow and Bodri, a mdd of beetle and boy, Otter's face and body and Bodri’s fern-frond antennae.
“There are ears and eyes,” he said, “but no on€'s ligening;, kephaos is busy with other things, and
Hyardll, he's gtting in a chair saring at nothing. For what it's worth, O source of dl wisdom, | think
you're right, | think our end isfire”

Willow stared at him. “Little burning won't do you much.”

“Leaveit to Hyarall, Willow, hell find away.”

“Hmmp.” She pulled loose a blade of grass, chewed awhile on the tender end. Holding the green
grip between her teeth, she looked at Sunchild, fluttered her hand like a bird in flight, moved it from near
the ground to as high as she could reach, then let it drop onto her thigh. “No cage keepin you, Sunchild.
How come you stay?’

“Isacage. The dome. | can't pass the barrier shieds. The forces that make it would tease me apart
s0 thoroughly I’ d never be coherent again.” He laughed. “Like dropping an ice cube in that lake; it'd mdt
and you'd never ever get it back again.”

“Hmmp. Is over everywhere? | wak five days that way and that and that”—forefinger pointing, she
moved her hand in awide sweep—"and | get to awal. Over dl that?’

“Likealid on a pot.”

She patted the ground beside her. “Go down.”

“The pot’ s the same as the lid, Willow in my heart. Hyarall likes to keep what he has”

“Hmmp.” She turned to Bodri. “Eh Old Bug, you been thinkin maybe how we catch Old Stone
Vryhh and thump him good 0 he let us loose?’

“| fear not, litle Willow.” Bodri curled his antennae tight againg his bulging skull and settled himsdlf
more solidly on the grass urtil he seemed little more than a mound of rock and vegetation. He half-closed
his eyes and sghed naisly, ruffling the grass in front of him. “My folk were never hunters, my Willow.
Mants don't run away or chase you to eat you. | have tried to think of traps and ambushes and
dratagems like that, but nothing works right. I'm back to theorizing without hard data, and it's a sorry
ground to stand on when your life depends on sanding.”

Willow drew her legs up and wrapped her arms about them, then sat glooming over dl she knew
about the dome and what it contained.

Sunchild watched them awhile, then jumped to his feet and began dancing about the grassy ovd,
playing with the butterflies, chasing seed fluff blown about by the erratic breeze. Though considerably
older in actud years than Willow and Bodri, he was very young for his kind and easlly bored with stting
dill. And it was a late spring day of surpassing perfection and life was strong and new about him. The
ardl of desth coming off Hyardll had startled the what-if reflex in his mind and he'd spoken the thought
as naturdly and eeslly as he absorbed and stored energy from the sun. And with the same ease, he st
the problem aside. He did not hunker down like Bodri and worry at problems until he understood every
facet and managed to tease out a number of solutions whaose choice depended on the effect desired. Nor
did he find answers like Willow in the concrete patterning of song and dance. He absorbed everything
around him, then let his cdls rub up againg each other until they produced a collection of nonserid
gedtats, an dmost random flow of metaphor into which he dipped a languid hand and came up with the
answer or image or poem or equation or whatever it might be that something in him felt was needed, a
Zigzag sort of thinking that had many strengths and nothing at dl to do with rigorous andlyss of a problem
or the development of aline of action step by hard-won step. So while Bodri scratched at old ground to
seeif he could find something he'd missed, while Willow clicked her tongue and tapped her fingers and
worked her memory, Sunchild flowed from shape to shape to no-shape and enjoyed the day.

“Sunchild talk to kephalos” Willow smoothed her thumbnal dong a short thin eyebrow, drew it
dowly down the side of her face. “Hmmmp.” She looked into her pams, closed her hands into fids,
opened them, rippled her fingers. “Maybe he tickle kepha into openin a hole, we sted Old Vryhh's flier,
go.” Sheflung one hand in an arc sweeping up. “Away-away.”

Bodri grunted. Tentacle fingers wandered through the garden on his back, pinching and prodding,
tending the plants like a girl logt in the ddight of brushing long thick hair. He wrinkled his black snout,
yawned, showing broad chisd teeth and massve grinders. “What's the point of going out of the dome?



Where would we go? What would the other Vrya do to us?’ He opened his eyes wide. “And how long
would it take for him to hunt us down? Day and a hdf maybe, probably less”

“Ummmp.” Willow gazed through the transparent dome at the ancient hills the worn-out old
mountains reaching a few tough snaggles toward the sky, the sun glittering on glaciers as ancient as the
gone. She sghed. “Can't kill Old Vryhh. Catch him?’

“How?"

“Ummp.” She got to her feet, began wandering amlesdy about the patch of grass, feet and body
ghifting into a few seconds of one dance, then another and another, staying with nothing longer than a
breath or two. Bodri closed his eyes again. She was meking him dizzy.

Sunchild came diding down dhifting into the fronded boy, shimmering with excitement, loang his
edges to no-shape. “ Stags box,” he sang to them, his voice gone high and ethered. “Push Old Vryhhiin
and forget him.”
gameboard (second of two)

AVOSING
Third of seven planets drding the green star ADIL-BADU (Eye of the Jester) in the Pgungg
congdlaion TAH BADU (God's Fool), fourth Pgungg-colonized world.

TAH BADU (God's Foal):  appears low on the horizon in early soring (point of observation being
DJVAKIL, the planetary capitd) in the north temperate zone of Pgungg; it is a
grouping of nine stars that the Pgunggs see as a dancer kicking his feet in an
extravagant caper. The Tah Badu is an important figure in Pgungg myth, making an
appearance in dmog dl the hero taes, sometimes only mentioned, sometimes as a
mgor force. He is the disrupter, the trickster, the puncturer of pomposty; he can be
vary subversve to the established order, and songs feauring him tend to be both
obscene and dangerous, the Snger sometimes logng his tongue if not his head.

DAY: 32.111 hoursPgungg The setlers could have produced clocks that diminated the extra
seconds but dung ingtead to the best of home. Every ninth day there is an extra hour
added to keep the timing right, the AMUN-BAR. The nine-day cycle suited them, the
AMUN-BAR suited them. After severd decades it took on a mydtica qudity for the
Avosngers. Life seemed brighter, sharper, somehow more dectric, more exhilarating
then during the mundane hours. The AMUN-BAR became their intimate connection
with this new world, something that separated them from homeworlders and outsiders.
It was something that could not be explained, only experienced.

YEAR: 367.001 days

Oblate spheroid, mean diameter 14,312 km
Densty 4.06 times that of water

Rotationd axistilted 16°

No moons

Two mgor continents

BADICHAYAL (Jester’s Fantasy):  lightly explored, sparsdy settled

ANGACHI (Nothing Much):  offiddly unexplored; known from orbita photographs to be modly
desert beyond the coadtal fringes

Seventeen mgor idand groups: officaly unexplored; positions known from orbital photographs

KEAMA DUSTA:  Sole sdttlement large enough to qudify as a city. Settlement and development of
Avosng has been unusudly dow for severd reasons. Few heavy metds, those present
hard to get a. Pgungg rductance to disurb the home-world and the Colonid
Authority further by permitting more emigration. Pgungg refusa to grant permanent
residence permits to non-Pgunggs. Avosinger reluctance to take in outsders. And the



POLLEN.

POLLEN: Avosng is a pollen-saturated world with few seasona changes in the intensty of the
phenomenon, though the mix of pollens does change; the heaviest saturation is in the
forest area and around its fringes. These pollens are nontoxic but dl are hdlucinogenic
to some degree; the coarser grains must be breathed in or absorbed by the blood
through unprotected cuts to have any effect on an organism, but the finer grains can be
absorbed through the skin. The effect varies with the individud and the particular mix
of pollens he takes in. For most of the Avosingers, the most important effect seems to
be visons of the dead; it is asif the spirits of the dead had migrated with the living to
Avoang; it is not uncommon even in the heart of Keama Dudta to see someone
conversng animatedly with scented ar and shadows. This particular reection is
goparently determined by culture, snce smugglers and other vistors interviewed don't
share it. The Avosingers have developed ways of coping with the pollen effect and
have incorporated these into their dally lives, they have become quite sengtive to ther
rhythms and make sure they aren’t doing something vita when they’re due to tune out
the world. They have dso developed severd native counters to the pollens for use
during emergencies. These are kept secret and are sold to traders and other outsiders
for exorbitant prices, Avosngers being as practicd as they are mysticdly indined.

SWEETAMBER: Avosng's mgor resource The resinous semifosslized substance produced by a dying
Kekar-Otar tree, usudly one with a girth approaching a thousand meters, in
conjunction with colonies of jarbuetin, arthropods about the sze of a man's big toe.
The jarbuatin consume certain layers of wood within the tree and excrete a gdainous
substance that over a handful of centuries, under the proper conditions, crysalizesinto
the substance generdly cdled SWEETAMBER. The crystds are quite hard when
they're ripe, dosdly resemble black opal; when warmed againg bare skin they interact
with naturd ails to produce a delicate perfume that is attractive in dl senses of that
word.

AMBERMINER: Any person, mde or femde, successtul at finding SWEETAMBER and gaying dive to
bring it out.

AMBERJACKS: gangs of men who keep to the fringes of the forest, preying on amberminers. The
forest usudly gets them if the miners don't.

INTELLIGENT INDIGENOUS LIFE: None known.

The Inhabited Regions Of Avosing

Conver sation with mor e information
about Pajungg and Avosing
a short reading with inter polations

Aleytys s Stting room without Aleytys, late a night, a few days before the departure of Taggert and
Shadith, eventud destination Avosing. Present: HEAD, SHADITH, TAGGERT

HEAD: Ortizhao pulsed this over from Universty. Background on Pgunggs. (she ruffles
through a pile of fax sheets, draws out a amdl stack hdd together with a paperclip,
passesit to Taggert, locates another, gives that one to Shadith) You can read dl that
later. Let me give you the more interesting parts, then if you've got questions | can't
answer, I'll toss them back to him and see what he says, (she lifts the top shest, runs
her eyes down it, begins reading phrases from it) Pgungg is a theocracy. Very stable.



TAGGERT:

HEAD:

TAGGERT:

SHADITH:

HEAD:

Lasted more than a thousand years standard. Very very dow progress in basc
science. Every little thing had to be passed through a church board to seeif it had the
correct theologicd implications. Before Trader Madaskin found them, they’d reached
mic-indugtriad technology, inching into subatomic physics.

(scowling at his bundle of sheets) I've had to ded with theocracies before. Touchy.
You have to be born into something like that to know how to survive the traps,
(pause, dow tapping of fingertips on the sheets) But we won't be operating on
Pgungg, Luck be blessed. Hmm. Colonies. They can be more rigid then the
homeworld, or looser, depending on who's doing the colonizing, fanatics or rebels.

Breathe easier, Tag, you got the rebels. It' s dill going to be tricky, (looks at the shet,
reads) On Pgungg, the ordinary bdiever messures his favor with his god by how
lucky he is. The hierarchy explaits this, rakes in a hefty percentage of most incomes;
the churches are essentidly gambling casinos, (she looks up, laughs) Curb yoursdf,
Tag. Gambling's a rdigion with them, (she laughs again as Shadith grimaces a the
haf-pun, then reads some more) No taxes. Don’'t need them. And the richer you are,
the holier. Closer to god. Chosen. More or less Steding is blasphemy; thieves can be
killed by anyone who catches them. Doesn't rid Pgungg of thieves, just the stupid
ones. With that sort of sdection, what' s left is very dick indeed. Thieves don't opt out
of the sysem. Got their own government. The shadow sSde, as they cdl it, runs very
much like the lidt side. They're heretics, not unbelievers. The Ajin got too close too
fad to the top men on the shadow sde. Ajin. That's an earned honorific meaning
something like the man with the nimblest of feet and fingers, or super-thief. He left
Pgungg for his hedth, but didn't leave his ambition behind, (she looks up) Slickest
thief on Pgungg, that’s your target.

But we're hunting him on Avosing. Different place, different mix of people, different
rules

How’ d they ever manage to get offworld? Like Taggert, I've seen a few theocracies.
Stagnant is too mild aworld.

(switches sheets, glances at the new page, looks up) Dropped in ther laps, (reads) A
free trader happened on them, (smiles) Poor dumb son thought he'd found himsdf a
rich new fidd to plunder, (reads) The Grand Doawa wanted new worlds to rule. He
hed Madaskin brought before hm and questioned about his ship: when the Doawal
waan't satisfied with the answers he got, he handed Madaskin over to the engiga-tah,
the whips of god. (looks up, no laughter this time, eyes move from Shadith to Taggert
and back) There are engiga on Avosng too—do your best to keep away from them,
(a short pause while she reads to the end of the page, dips it onto the bottom of the
pile she reads doud from the new page) Can't get answers if you don’'t know the
right questions. The engiga are very good a getting answers, they have a lot of
experience in the fidd, but they didn’'t know the right questions. He convinced them he
hed only the dimmest notion how his ship worked, that he knew how to fly it and that
was dl he bothered to learn, why should he suff his head with more. They asked what
was left of hm where they could get ships like his and the training to fly them, the
knowledge how to build their own. He told them. Told them how to summon another
free-trader. Then they let im die. (new page) Because they knew too much about the
mdice of the dying, they did not trust his information. Pgungg lifespan averages three
hundred years-standard. They are patient. They waited for another trader to show up.
Took a hundred years, but one came. Him they treated politdy. He sold them
computers and software, stole programs for them, kidnapped technicians and sold



SHADITH:
HEAD:

them as daves to teach the Pgunggs how to use the technology. And when they’d got
dl he could give them, the Grand Doawa gave him to the engiga with indructions to
learn dl they could about the out-there. Then he sent ships scouting for suiteble
worlds. Kept garflight technology tight in the church fis. Only engiga and fanatics fly
the starships. (new page) Found four margindly useful worlds, set up colonies on
these, then panicked. Pgunggs willing to leave comfortable familiar surroundings for
danger and uncertainty were definitdy not your ordinary citizen. And once they got
eitled into the new world, well, a world's a big place and they were a long long way
from home. The problems were different on each world and pulled the colonids in
different directions, but dways away from the hard hand of the church. About fifty
years-standard ago the Grand Doawal shut down dl exploration and emigration and
began sending out legions of enforcers to impose tight church control on the colonies.
He did farly well—even restless Pgunggs are a pretty cam bunch—then the Ajin
showed up on Avosng and started aggravating the itches in the body palitic. They
couldn't catch him and they couldn’t stop him; he wasn't about to sweep the
Avosngers into kicking the home-worlders back home; they weren't going to get
excited about any outsider, but they were willing to be amused by his antics and there
was enough disaffection for im to collect a szable following and keep the Stuation in
a dow boil. Avosng's a peculiar world anyway. Lot of smuggling, the pollen,
something fairly odd developing among the born-Avosingers. (she looks up, smiling)
Ortizhao has saverd students there, observing. Smuggled them in, Pgunggs doesn’t
know about them, the Avosingers don’'t mind them, find their questions funny most of
the time. He thinks the Avasingers will kick both the Coloniad Authority and the Ajin
offworld when they're ready to act. That's the generd Stuation you'll be dropping into
Quedtions?

Y eah. Colonid Authority’s ajoke. Who redly runs the place?

Good quedion. Hard to answer. The grasdanders have developed a loose
confederation between the villages commund sort of thing, no one obvioudy in
authority, but a few men and women who act as judges in disputes, settle questions of
property vaue, act as advisers especidly in deals with smugglers. Only consensus to
back them, but everyone accepts ther pronouncements. Why they’re chosen, how
they're chosen (a dhrug), Ortizhao's students haven't been able to figure that out,
everyone just seems to know who to ask for help. In the forest area—this includes
Keama Dusta—amber miners, especidly the retired ones, play the same role as the
grasdand judges. Just about everyone, whatever they do, if they live in or around the
foregt, they give lip service to the Colonid Authority but go to the nearest miner with
their red problems. Ortizhao says he's beginning to get a gimmer of some organizing
force behind dl this but doesn't want to talk about it yet. And ther€'s dways the
pollen. That complicates everything. There' s some kind of potion the Avosingers make
that's farly safe to take in amdl quantities that seems to nullify some of the worst
effects of the pollen, enough to let you move around without faling over your feet. The
Pgunggs provided us with some when we inggted. Universty has been working on it,
trying to duplicate it, but it's an enormoudy complicated organic. Partly from the liver
of a fish the Avosngers won't identify, partly from an herb mix they say even less
about. Doawa’s engiga have never managed to catich anyone who knew the
ingredients, or they wouldn't talk if they did get caught. Anyway, right now we can't
make it or andyze it, SO we do what everyone ese does and go by rule of thumb, one
gram for every fifty kilos bodyweght every three days. And hope you aren’t dlergic to
it.



SHADITH: Uh-huh. Given there's Kdl’'s trgp wating for the next Hunter, the Ajin's probable
paranocia about strangers, church enforcers looking for anything they can stomp, a
population that doesn’t care a whole hdluva for ether sde and is leery of strangers,
and that invisble government, I’d say we go in very carefully and very quidly ...

TAGGERT: And separately.
SHADITH: Right. And hope we meet in the middle with our hands around the Ajin’s throat.

Avosing
developing a second line of attack

Shadith brought the lander down about two hours before the locd sunset; the globular little ship
looked like a giant boulder and had some very snesky shidds. Swardheld was noncommittal about
where and from whom he' d purchased that lander and even less forthcoming about why—though Shadith
hed some well-developed theories about that. When she findly located him, he groused about being left
out of the game, but didn’'t complain dl that much, let her have the flier and looked relieved when she |€ft;
he was nodng into something that interested him rather more than Aleytys's difficulties. Is that what’'s
coming to us, Shadith wondered, do we drift apart and finally have nothing to say to each other
after so many years together?

She landed on a tiny idand, little more than a volcanic peak with touches of green, a few vines
crawling up out of the seg, teting out the land, ther roots dill deep submerged. The pebbly shore was
divewith amdl crustaceans that followed the vines out of the water, noisy with their cricks and clatters.
With Linfyar heping her, she carried smdler stones and piled them haphazard about the lander until it
looked as much a part of the idand as they did, then she and Linfy juggled the shell and its bubble-sedl
across the groaning shifting vines, launched the shell and spent the straggles of daylight locking the plastic
bubble in place, getting wet and battered, giggling and staggering about, beyond dl expectation enjoying
this misery perhaps because it was the beginning of danger and excitement, perhaps because they were
young and hedthy and Smmering with unused energy.

Shadith pushed Linfy in through the hatch, tumbled in after him, checked to see the gear was properly
tied down, then stretched out on the padded cot and started the motors driving the waterjets. As they
eased away from the shore, Linfyar curled up on the other cot, more subdued ingde the bubble: it shut
off his mgor sense like a blindfold on a sighted boy. He dabbed a his ams and legs with a spongy
towd, leaving for Shedith dl worry about where they were going and how they were going to get there.

The Sdl ran low in the water, haf the time dmost submerged, the Lokattor holding them on course.
It was a rough jalting ride, the shel tossed up by the wave it was mounting, dammed back down, over
and over and over, without respite. The motor that powered the jets was nearly slent, any smal sounds it
mede logt in the scramble of wind and water, but that Slence cost them speed—the shdl forged Steadily
ahead, swept up and dammed down, cutting across the long waves as it moved toward the mainland, but
it moved no faster than aman’s quick walk. A touch of insurance, perhaps not needed, but Shadith took
chances only where there some posshility of payoff. Not far to the north was the large idand that held
the world's sole spaceport and mogt of the on-planet detection equipment, dong with a garrison of
church enforcers meant to discourage illegd landings such as the one she'd just made. According to
Head' s notes, the Pgunggs were dickering with severd Companies for satdlites and emisson sniffers,
hoping to cut into the hordes of smugglers hitting the surface of Avosing, drawn like flies by the
sweetamber and the drugs didilled by the foresters from loca plants, but they wanted the Avosingers to
pay for the scanners. The colonigts got a good portion of their income from dedling with those smugglers,
and alot of technology the church didn't want them to have; they weren't about to put themsdves out of
business, though they were too wary of the homeworld to be blunt about it; they just dragged ther fedt,
sudied the proposed systems with skeptica intengty, made reasonable objections and went on deding
with the smugglers, who had no more difficulty than Shadith evading the limited resources of the



Authority. Up the Avosingers, she thought, may their shadows ever increase.

For four long hours the shell jolted across the ocean, then Shadith brought it nosing into an inlet about
aday’s march south of Keama Dusta, found a place where the land doped to a flat sandy beach and
drove the shdl up onto the sand.

Standing in the hatch, she used aflamer on low power to sweep a section of the beach clean of vine
and the scurrying life swarming there; with Linfyar perched on top of the bubble, ears twitching, pulsng
out exploring whidtles, she set up a tingler fence to keep the sand clean and discourage anything hungry
that might come out of the forest tempted by the scent of warm meat. I'll keep my meat on my bones,
thank you. Shewrinkled her nose a the huge dark trees that came to the edge of the low wadl of earth at
the back of the beach, brooding in a slence filled with creaks, crackles, rusling leaves, long wavering
cries. “Deinitdy not in the dark,” she said.

“What?’ Linfy did off the bubble and came to stand beside her.

“We Il spend the rest of the night here.”

“Sure. I'm hungry.”

“Wdl, hep me unload the shdl and hide it. Then welll est.

Shadith spread her blanket close to the fence and sat looking out across the water. She fdt
extraordinarily dive. Free. On her own again, in her own body. Operating a scam of sorts, living by her
wits and her taents. Speaking of talents, wonder if mind-riding works on arthropods, the big ones
making all that noise. She reached into the forest and sought out the most organized mind, meaning to
dip into it and see what she could learn. Ah, here we go. She started in, gulped in surprise, wrenched
hersdf loose before she was controlled by something operating in that mind, a mind that was so close to
true self-awareness, so close to true inteligence, she hadn't a hope of contralling it even without that
other thing. Shaken but fascinated—no hodlility in that touch, just curiosity and a chearful interest—she
reached again, more cautioudy. *Who?*

*Who you?*

A giggle tickled through her. * Singer, poet, friend.* Another giggle

*Wanting?

*Knowing. Hunting. Lots and lots and lots of things*

*Patience, amd| voice*

*Why?*

*Why not? The presence withdrew.

“Now that's a thing” She pulled her legs up and clasped her ams about them. “Did that redly
happen or am | zonked in spite of that liver juice?” She giggled and dug a the wet sand with her bare
toes. “Me with voicesin my head. Funny, uh-huh.”

In a haf-dream, deeply relaxed, she drifted for severd hours until, toward dawn, mig rose from the
waves and danced for her, dlver streamers that shaped themselves into forms she remembered from so
long ago she couldn’t count the years, her Sx ssters, Weavers of Shaydin.

She gazed at the graceful swaying imeges, black-and-silver amilitudes of Naya, Zaydla, Annethi,
Itsaya, Tditt and Sullan. Six ssters, weaving dreams and sdling them to anyone who'd buy; from dien
eyes, she gazed and could not quite bdieve in them. Weavers of Shaydin, dancing dreams.

She watched the figures pin threads from themselves to shape shifting images, icons out of memory,
dreams she'd learned too wdl in that long ago, that time long past.

But the dance was slent, it lacked the play of the blended voices, was painful in that lack; when she
could bear the sllence no longer, she began to sng the ancient croon that mated with that dance, fdtering
a firg because the human larynx could not produce dl the overtones the Shaydin throat could hold;
amog of their own valition her fingers sought out pebbles on the beach; she cupped them in a closed
hand and clicked them together. Deep within her she was aware it was dl illuson, a creation of her mind
and the ambient pollen, but she was willing, more than willing, to accept the show and enjoy this
projection of memory outside her head.



As she worked hersdf into the croon, shaking the three water-smoothed stones, the images of her
ggers grew more detalled; eventudly she thought she saw Itsaya wink a her, saw Naya amile, Zaya
shake her hips and grin over her shoulder, saw each of the ssters acknowledging her with some
characterigtic gesture. She let hersdf sink into the experience, her whole body responding with both joy
and sorrow.

Linfyar dept, hearing nothing.

The song went on. She moved in the dream dance with her sisters as she had before, odd one out,
hdlf the age of the others, the link to store the dance patterns, the shaping words, and pass them on to her
children, her 9x and then one, Sx dterile daughters and one fertile hatchling that could be either mae or
femde

When the dawn was a fant red line on the horizon, when her voice had grown hoarse, her am
weary, she stopped her song and watched the smilitudes dissolve into shapeless shreds of mist. As her
concentration lapsed, she fdt the presence behind her, ligening and responding. Laughter and applause
flooded over her. The presence retreated. She wondered again if it was just a twist of her imaginaion,
then shook her head. Something different there, an dien qudity she could dmogt taste, yes that was it, a
different flavor on the tongue. She watched water and sky redden, then fade to an icy gray with the
dawning.

When the sun was fully up, she woke a rductant, grumbling Linfyar, handed hm a med pack and
began rdlling up the blankets, buckling them into the shoulder straps so Linfy could carry them. She
collgpsed the tingler fence and tucked it in her pack, smoothed her hand down the outside of the harp
case, tapped her fingers on the leather, snapped it open, touched the loosened strings, Sghed at the dull
toneless tunks she produced. “Wdl, that can wait.”

“What?’

“Bury that when you're finished with it.”

“Sure”

“I mean it, imp.”

“l hear you.”

“Hunh.” She tied the case onto the backpack, did her aams into the straps of the packframe and
rocked onto her feet. “We don’t want anyone knowing where and when we came ashore.”

He whidled a short sassy trill, modulated it into a breathy, cheery tune, kicked a groove in the sand,
st the pack in it with exaggerated ddiberation. In an dmost dance, he used his feet to scrape sand over
the pack, ligening to the sounds the grains made so he'd know when the job was finished, squatted and
patted the loose soil down with finicky little touches, smooathing it and smoothing it, passing his fingertips
over the patch, smoathing it again.

She watched a minute, shook her head. “Stop fooling, imp. You' ve made your point. Here. Take
this” She tapped the blanket rall againg hisarm. “I'm set. Let’'s go.”

After she scrambled over the edge of the earth wall and pushed onto her feet, she eyed the great
trees uneasily. Not so long ago a carnivorous collection of mongters very much like these had come close
to sucking her dry. She moved cautioudy after Linfyar, relieved when she passed through the margin of
brush and fern to find no skirts of blood-drinking air roots on the trunks. She stayed wary. You never
knew what trees could get up to, no matter how safe and rooted they |ooked.

The presence was suddenly there, laughing.

“It' sdl right for you,” she said doud, indignation quivering in her voice. “Y ou know this place.”

“What?’ Linfyar turned his head, one ear quivering a her.

“Never mind.” She caught up with him, glared a the trees around them, walked close beside him.
Soft amused laughter sounded in her head. She ignored it, but after a tense sweety kilometer or so, she
saw the humor in the Stuation and grinned into the dappled shadow as she walked beneath the trees.
After dl those years as a voice in someone dse's head, who was she to object to a voice waking
through her own?

* * %



They walked north, keeping to the fringes of the forest. Now and then Linfyar would sumble, turn his
head sde to Sde, his pointed favn's ears twitching. For the fird time she thought to wonder what
hdlucination was like for someone born without eyes. Imagined sound? What kind? Memories from his
old home? She started to ask, but changed her mind; she didn’t want to be a part of the illusons, didn't
know whether he would hear what she sad or digort it into something else, perhaps something
frightening. After severd of these episodes, she saw him shake his head and then his whole body, grin
and begin a lilting whidtle, a raunchy trader’s song she'd taught him on Ibex when Aleytys was off
somewhere. She amiled. Aleytys fussed too much. Worried over things In away 1bex was good for her,
dl those dreary little enclaves obsessed with killing off everyone who was different and unless she wanted
to spend a Vryhh lifetime there she couldn’t change any of it; with dl her power she couldn’t boot them
into righteousness. Still, just as wdl she grew up with that uncomfortable conscience firmly
indaled—wha would she be like without it? Shadith shivered. | should be glad she worries—
wouldn’t be taking this walk otherwise.

Hdfway through the morning the presence came tickling back, didn't say anything, just hung around
watching. She glanced at Linfyar to seeif he fdt anything. Neither she nor Aleytys knew much about the
limits of his perceptions; he kept surprisng them. He showed no sgns of noticing anything strange floating
about. He was whidling, more softly now, spaced bursts of sound, as if he were trying out his
hdlucinations, working on them, playing with the tricks his mind was throwing him. She laughed. He
swung around and began to walk backward, grinning a her, his ears shivering and shifting about. “I think
you like this crazy world,” she said.

“Ay-yeh, Shadow.” He waited for her, turned around and jigged dong beside her. “Crazy-crazy.”
He liked the sound of the doubled word, sad it again, “Crazy-crazy,” began chanting it over and over
under his breath. She worried for a moment about how he was going to find his way without his locator
pulses, but his proximity sense and whatever dse he had was working wel enough, because he
negotiated the tangle of roots more nimbly than she, avoided patches of brush and low-hanging tree
limbs dl the while continuing the sotto-voce chant, changing words to try out different combinations of
sounds.

The world blurred suddenly, it warped and flowed into strange shapes about her, images dripping
down, mdting into each other, color mdting into color, shapes balooning, disspating like smoke, shapes
doubling and redoubling. She sumbled to a stop, logt in this chaos, flung her hands out groping for
something solid. Anything. A andl warm hand-closed on hers, hdd it with a srength, that vagudy
surprised her; she heard a gush of words but understood none of them, their sounds as distorted as the
colors and shapes, understood only that it was Linfyar who spoke. Trembling with rdief, she dung to
those anchor points, Linfy’s hand and Linfy’svoice, and let him lead her until the confuson faded.

When the sun was close to directly overhead, they stopped to eat and rest awhile in a
thirty-two-hour day it was a long time between dawn and noon. As they ate they talked about things
unconnected with this disconcerting world, things back on Wolff, horses and colts, the vagaries of the
house cats, the song of birds that lived in the grove of trees behind the house, the necessity or not for
Linfyar to spend some yearsin school; they tried out afew songs, blending ther voices at times, a times
Shadith Snging to Linfy’s whistle, & times he Snging while she begt the rhythm with her pams on the
legther of her harp case. The ligtener in the forest drifted in closer sometimes, sometimes retreated until
Shadith dmost couldn't fed him, but never quite went away.

Shortly after they started on, Linfyar staggered, then began running. Shadith ran after him, caught him
before he could hurt himsdf, hugged him tight againgt her, remembering how much comfort she’'d found in
his touch when she suffered chaos. Disoriented and frightened, he dung to her, whimpering and
shuddering. She looked about, found a knot of roots high enough to make a sest, lifted him into her lgp
and rocked him like a baby, difling her urge to sng to him; it might make his horrors worse. Findly she
heard along shuddering Sgh and he relaxed againgt her. She risked a word. “Over?’

“Uh-huh, Shadow.” For a moment longer he nestled againg her, then he pushed away with nervous
drength and stood on the bed of leaves with feet apart, his body a shout of defiance; whidling as loud as
he could, he flung a scornful trill at the forest. “Hunh,” he said. “Stupid trees.”



Shadith laughed and rocked back onto her feet, the pack a weight that grew heavier with each hour.
A lot of hours ahead before they got to the end of Linfy's supid trees. She thought of making camp here
and going on in the morning, then sighed and began walking. Might as well keep going. God knew what
prowled herein the dark.

Episodes of confuson came seedily after that, none of them quite as bad as the fird. Linfyar and she
helped each other and kept moving; their metabolisms differed enough for one to be clear-headed when
the other was muzzy. Irritated and alittle afraid, she was tempted to take more of the counteractant, but
Head had warned her againg that. “We' re running on guess and hope,” she'd said, “and the fact that this
dlop has never killed anyone, though a lot of different types have taken it. Both you and the boy are
mutated stock, no knowing what it'll do to you; the only reason for chancing it is that going in without it
would probably be worse” Shadith endured and Linfyar endured and both kept moving. The exercise
seemed to help. By midafternoon the severity of the hdlucinations had diminished so much that for
Shadith it was like looking a the world about her though a distorting screen. Shapes and colors changed,
sometimes did the mdting trick, but she knew where she was and what was around her no matter how
wild the contortions got. Her mind and body were adjugting to the world, a wrenching experience but
one that seemed about over. Linfyar was experimenting with sound, playing with what had terrified him
just a short while before, so she knew he' d passed his crisis and was enjoying himsdf again; she watched
him grutting dong and chuckled softly. | told Lee you were a tough little imp, she thought, and so you
are, oh yesyou are.

When the sun was a hand’ s breadth above the horizon and shadows were swalowing the expanse of
three-lobed ground-cover plant thick and soft as moss that stretched from the forest to the outskirts of
the city, Shadith and Linfyar walked from under the trees and stopped after a few steps onto the
clovermoss, enjoying the sudden sweep of a brisk cool wind.

Linfyar bounced on the soringy growth, bent and broke off a stem, crushed the leaves and sniffed at
them. “Waking on a mattress” he said. “Smdls good.” He rubbed the sap off his fingers, drooped dl
over, put on a pathetic little amile, turned himsdf into an image of extreme deility. “I'm tired, Shadow.
I’'m hungry. Let's stop.”

“We re dmog there, Linfy.”

“You sad that before.” He dropped into a squat, looked stubborn. “Y ou've been saying that for the
longest.”

“Wdl, it's redly true now, we ve got maybe hdf a kilometer to go. | can see it, Linfy, and if you
ligen, you can probably hear something. Besides, do you want to spend the night around the forest?
Remember what we ran into on Ibex.”

He crouched where he was without responding, his fingers wandering across the clovermoss, but his
ears twitched, then swiveled in the direction of the city. A minute more and he got weerily to his feet, no
play-acting thistime. He really is tired, she thought. Poor baby. He sghed. “When can we stop?”’

“Soon as wefind a place to say.”

Theinner city, the center of government on Avosing with its tal sealed buildings and covered ways,
where the homeworlders of the Colonid Authority lived and worked, that dty sat indde a high wall that
Was as unnecessary asit was massve, serving as a visud symbol of the distrust dl of those ingde it had
for the world they were supposed to govern. The wdl had only two gates—airlocks fitted with baffles
and filters and everything dse Pgunggs could think of to keep out Avosng ,air and the confusion it
carried. One gate led to the great cathedral casino, the other into the dity proper. Avosngers sedom
used that one, for the city made them uncomfortable; they went into it when they had unavoidable
bus ness with the Authority and otherwise stayed away. The rest of Keama Dusta, the greater part, was a
vad sorawl of homes and businesses, huts and factories, taverns and warehouses, shops and
showplaces, a clotted rambling conglomeration without apparent pattern to it.

Shadith walked into the fringes of the city, past crude shacks tha could have been eyesores but
weren't, structures thrown together from scrap wood, nothing painted, bits of this sort of wood and that
fitted together into curving natura shapes, aged by time and wesather into soft grays and umbers, vines of



the blooming sort twiding about the timbers urtil the digtinction between outsde and in was logt. The
drong danting light from the setting sun intengfied the textures, adding strong blacks and reddish
highlights to the more muted colors. | think I'm going to like these people, anyone with such a feeling
for beauty. She wrinkled her nose as the presence laughed in her head. Giggling fool, she thought at it.
There were no streets, no draght lines anywhere, just the irregular spaces between the houses, some
long and thin, some like roundish bulbs on avine, dl covered with the vigorous clovermoss. Spaces filled
with a ferment of life, children running everywhere, food vendors with seaming everything on skewers
over coas and under heet lights, taverns with clusters of tables out on the moss, with men and women
gtting over beer and wine taking, laughing, men and women standing about talking with the air.

A leen woman with gray-streaked hair sat on the clovermossin one of the nodes, legs crossed, back
graght, hands resting on her knees, a vague amile lifting thin lips, lost in some ancient memory, waiching
it move before her, something cherished by the look on her lined leethery face. Playing shouting wrestling
dapping at each other, children ran and tumbled about her, giving her a palite space to hersdf. When one
of them dropped out of the game to stare at a patch of air, the others left that same sort of space about
him or her and went on ther games and he or she rgjoined the action a little later without comment on
dther 9de.

All this was very interesting, but she was tired and Linfyar was sumbling aong, dinging to her. She
worked her way to one of the larger nodes, found an unoccupied patch of clovermoss, settled her pack
beside her with Linfyar to guard it, unsnapped the harp case and sat tuning the harp until she had it right.

She didn't know what the loca custom was for street performers—don’t even have streets here
—or what bureaucratic rites she was skipping, though Head had sad the Authority rardy stuck its
collective nose outsde the walls, it was the invisble government she'd have to placate. Setting up and
performing should bring quick action on that; street people, even without streets, protected their
privileges. She got interested looks as she finished the tuning and began a ramble across the grings
searching for something that fdt right for the people and the place. More Avosingers drifted up and
settled onto the clovermoss waiting for her to begin.

Perhaps because of the long dreamvison the night before, what findly fdt right was the mudc of her
people. She did into the croon, usng the harp to amplify her range and provide the sounds her voice
could not. Almost a once her ssters were dancing again, fral ghosts swaying through the sundown
shadows and the gethering crowd.

Beside her Linfyar straightened his narrow shoulders and began weaving hiswhigle into her wordless
song, degpening and broadening the sound asif he tied into her memories as deeply as she did.

The Avosingers listened like ancient clients, eyes wide and dreaming.

And she was doing what she’ d never thought to do, Snging a dream for others. She was the link who
learned and passed on but never performed except for her mother, her trainer, alink as she was. Before
the Kanzedor raid that killed her mother and cast her aside, that took her sisters and her aunts, one of the
many dave raids that stripped Shaydin of its weavers and destroyed a culture that had lasted for
millennia, before she was wrenched from dl she knew, sold as trash at the firg bid, thrown on her own,
her kin vanishing forever, her world irretrievably out of reach (by the time she worked hersdf loose, it
hed vanished as thoroughly as her family), before dl that, her duty was to store in her brain what could
not be recorded or written down, what her grandfather passed to her mother, her mother to her.

And as she made her mudc, it came to her that the weavers of Shaydin might be reborn—not as they
were, there were no more Shdld, but something ... something might be done. Maybe there were people
she could teach, maybe a piece of that long-forgotten culture could live again. Hope throbbed in her
voice, and joy ...

When the croon was finished, she settled the harp againg her thigh and gave hersdlf over to feding
good, amiling wearily as Linfyar jumped to his feet and began moving through the wakening crowd,
gheking the collecting bowl, whisling a cheery coaxing tune, adding his charm to their appreciation to
milk a handsome coinflow from the Avosingers.

One of her ligeners got to his feet, shook his head and scuffed over to her, hands in the pockets of
his shorts, a boy who couldn’t be much older than Linfyar. “That's Sojohl’ s spot.”



“Any objection to my usng it when he's not around?’

The boy rubbed a bare foot over the clovermaoss, wiggled his thick reddish brows, worked his
mouth, stared vagudy over her head as he thought over his answer, scratched beside his nose, grinned
suddenly, an eectric beam as effective as any of Linfyar’s “Nah,” he said. “But you got to move when
he comes.”

“How far?’

“ ‘Nother k’shun over.”

K’ shun, she thought. Emptiness. Right. This node is Sojohl’s territory, whoever he is, and | move to
the next empty node if he shows up. “Thanks” she said adoud. “I’'m new here”

“Yegh, | thought.”

She looked around. Linfyar was about finished;, most of the crowd was drifting off. She turned back
to the boy. “You know aplace | can say cheagp? My friend and me, we need a roof and supper, been a
long day, we're worn out.”

He looked her over, turned to watch Linfyar. She didn't try rushing him, feding no urge to rush,
though the sun was beginning to play color tricks on the clouds overhead and the drifts of pollen that
caught the light and glittered through the thick air, making round rainbows that shifted with the dow dhift
of the light.

“My mam,” the boy said, artling her out of her drift. “She got a vacancy. You want, | could take
you there.”

“Yeah, why not?” She clamped her teeth together to shut in a yawn, snapped the harp back in its
case. With ad9gh of weariness and afeding she was bruised to the bone by them, she did her ams into
the packframe straps, smiled her pleasure as the boy pulled her to her feet. “Mind if we wait till Linfy’'s
finished? Y our mother, however kind, will want to be paid.”

“Yeah.” He turned to watch Linfyar. His face was a little weasdl’s, dl pointed, nose and mouth with
amaost no chin, close-clipped red hair like aweasel’ s fur; though he was as grubby as any boy would be
a the end of an active day, it was only aSngle day’ s accumulation of dirt, no patina of neglect about him;
she'd seen the Sgns often enough in her wanderings. He reached out, touched the harp case; pulled his
hand back though she hadn’t said anything. “Y ou sng good.”

“Thanks”

“That hard to learn?’

“Depends.” She untied her belt pouch and watched Linfyar drifting back. “I'm Shadith,” she said.
“Friends cal me Shadow. You can.”

“Me, I'm Tjepa. Mam's Perolat.”

“Wdl, Tjepa-g, | thank you.”

Grinning again, he sketched a bow, pleased with her and with himsdif.

“How come you're the only one come to tak to me, Tjepa-s? Linfy's getting a good take, so they
mud have liked us”

“You sure don't know much.”

“Tjepa, my friend, | have been here not so very long.”

He jerked athumb at the darkening sky. “Isit redly so differnt up there?

“All kinds of differnt.”

He eyed her kepticdly. “I bet you don't redly know. | bet you run awvay from home to here and
don’'t know nothing about nothing.”

“Hanh. Maybe you would, young Tjepa, and maybe you'd lose. Different kinds, different times. I'm
alot older'n | look to you. So why no taking?’

“Leavinit to me”

She raised her brows but said nothing as she opened the pouch and let Linfyar scoop the coins into
it. After she tied the pouch back to the bdt, she said, “Tjepa, this is Linfyar, my friend. Linfy, this is
Tjepa He says his mam can maybe rent us a room.”

Tjepa stared a Linfyar, fascinated. “You got no eyes,” he sad. “How do you know where you're
going?”



“Eas” Linfyar sad and wriggled his. He pursed his lips and pulsed a rapid series of inaudible
whigles a Tjepa. Shadith watched, amused. Showing off, she thought. Wonder what other senses he's
using and not saying. “You ‘bout this much tdler'n me’—he measured off about an inch between
thumb and forefinger—"and you're wearing shorts and a shirt made outta some dippery duff, don't
know what, and you got nothing on your feet and you got a gap in your front teeth that shows when you
tak.”

“Hey wild, Linfy, how you do that?’

Shadith tapped him on the shoulder. “Hey yoursdf, Tjepa-s. Let's go. It's getting dark and we're
plenty hungry.”

He nodded and started off one of the Sde spaces, a snake crawl that wriggled even deeper into the
aty, with Linfyar drutting besde him, forgetting his fatigue as he played his tricks for his new
acquaintance, bouncing slent whidtles off buildings around them or folk walking dong, then describing
what he learned. Shadith followed the two boys, amused by their antics and interest in each other. She
worried briefly about Linfyar's chatter, wondering if he'd say too much about why they were here, but
he'd learned survivd in a hard schoal; playing a role was as naturd to him as breathing. He was enjoying
himsdaf without giving Tjepa anything but the story they’d worked out. She relaxed and drifted aong, the
edges mdting about her now and then but only smdl dmost homey bits of disorientation. Rather pleasant,
afloating bouncy feding. She came out of it with something like regret. A few turns later she saw Linfy
shiver and stop waking. Tjepa quieted, led Linfya on urtil he recovered, then plunged again into
animated exchange.

Tjepaled them to alarge rambling inn built close to the city wall, aragged circle of smdl independent
gpartments joined by a raised wooden wak with a vaulted roof resting on irregular arches that looked
grown in place rather than shaped by any hand. Winding in and around the arches and over the roofs of
the gpartment, luxuriant vines put out sprays of crimson or saffron blooms or elaborate lecy leaves. The
gpartment-cabins had tdl thin windows with dark glass set in graceful lead tracery; they were built of
woods that had wesathered to a slver gray, roofed with rough-cut shingles of the same dlken gray. The
inn had a graceful undudied ease; it sang to her of folk who liked to touch and stroke, who had an eye
for form and ling, who had an aversion for symmetry and repeeting themselves, liking rather to take a
theme through subtly differing variations. It sang to her, We are a proud and independent folk, we prize
harmony with earth and air and each other. She fdt comfortable here; as she followed Tjepa through
one of the wider arches, she thought, I'm coming back here someday when I've got nothing on my
mind but enjoying myself.

Ingde the ring of cabins and the covered walks there were neat kitchen gardens where vegetables
and herbs native to this world mixed with those from the home world, both sorts growing with a vigor
that reinforced the feding of kinship with earth and green growing things. She followed Tjepa and Linfyar
dong the spoke-walk to the tower in the center. Roughly circular, it looked like the lopped-off trunk of
one of the giant Kekar-Otar trees, rigng three times as high as the cabins, the same kind of long narrow
windows scattered in a haphazard way that made it difficult to tdl how the indgde was arranged, but
suggested it followed the fresform flow of the covered walk. | do like this place, she thought once again,
and amiled & Tjepa's back.

Tjepa' s mother, Perolat, was a tdl lanky woman who looked like a sster of the Avosinger in the
meditative trance in one of the outer k’saha, as much a kinship of spirit as it was of form. She'd seen a
number of men and women with that calm competent look, that detachment, that lack of hurry, seen them
gtting a tables over glasses of wine, seen them ambling dong talking quietly together, seen them in the
crowd that gathered to ligten to her. Perolat sat stretched out in a comfortable chair with a glass of wine
a her elbow, watching pot lids bumping on the stove, wreathed in amdls that started Shadith’'s mouth
watering and her somach cramping, reminding her how hungry she was. Linfyar whidled a lilting trill full
of happy anticipation, but minded his manners and waited for Perolat to speak.

Perolat’s left leg was propped on a stool, metd and wood and circuitry below her knee. She wore
shorts and shirt like her son, making no effort to conced the prosthesis, She looked lazy and contented
and whally unsurprised to see her son dragging strangers into her kitchen. She sat up, smiled a welcome,



rased heavy pepper-and-salt eyebrows.

“Mam, thisis Shadith and Linfyar. They new in Dusta and needing a place to say. She says cdl her
Shadow. She play f-i-i-ine musc.”

Perolat pushed a strand of soft gray hair off her face. “Mudcdan?’

Shadith nodded, turned so Perolat could see the harp case lashed to the pack.

“New here”

“Uh-huh. Thismorning.”

“No ships down today.”

Shadith smiled. “How interesting.”

“Right. Your busness. Hmm. Some rules we have here. | don’t know how you pay your way, girl,
and don't get shook by what | say. You athief, that's dl right long as you touch nothing in the bebamp’ n.
Tha's us here outsde the wals. Authority and cathedrd’s far game. Out here | don't care if you see
sweetamber heaped high, you don’t touch. Not saying you are athief, you understand, but seemsto meit
takes more'n a few songs to buy passage even on a smuggler’s ship, and you don't look old enough,
or—forgive me—lush enough to whore your way here, though there are some downs who like ‘em
young. Hmm. You plan to labor horizontd, do it outsde the bebamp’'n, don't mess in your nest. No
offense meant.”

“None taken. How much for aroof and meds?’

“Hve piah slver the nineday, food extra.”

Shadith frowned, then nodded; should have enough from the collection to handle that. “I'll take it a
nineday at atime, if that'sdl right.” She sniffed and smiled. “And supper when it's ready.”

“Good enough. Tjee, take your friends over to Gourd.” She turned to Shadith. “I named them for
locd plants. Supper’s ten piah copper, pay when you get back here. You can give Tjee the rent once
you get settled in. Supper will be ready in ahdf hour; come back here, I'll show you where we eat.”

Tjepa led them away from the kitchen dong a covered spoke. “Mam was the best amberminer on
Avosng before she stepped into a senget nest and got sung so bad. Me, when I'm old enough, I'm
gonna be better.”

“Y our mam, she had to quit because of her leg?’

“Theleg she don't have, uh-huh. There some baad burks out there just waiting for you if you holdin
amber. Got no nose, them, forest don’t like ‘em, they hang around the outside waitin for miners to come
by. You got to be fast and tough for findin the lodes, then you got to be faster and tougher to get th'
amber back. And the forest got to like you and you got to have a nose to find it in the firgt place.”

“The amberjacks, they don't bother you here?’

“Better not.” He waved a hand. “Thispart o' the bebamp’n, it'sdl miners and ther fam’lies OI" jack
he down to bones ‘fore he get more n two steps, and he know it. Like Mam said, what folk do outsde is
thelr business, hereé' s home.” He stopped before a cabin, dapped his hand againg a metd plate set into
the door. It did swiftly, slently into the wall. Inside, lights came on. He crossed the room, stopped by
metd pands etched and gained into a pleasant abstract of twisty vines, touched a sensor in one corner;
one pand did asde, uncovering a bank of sensor squares and a amdl viewscreen with a siver-blue
shimmer. He ran a sequence on the squares, looked over his shoulder. “Shadow, you and Linfy put your
hands flat on here, then it's you who can make things work. Door too.” He waited until Shadith guided
Linfyar's hands to the screen, then put her own there, then he said, “All right, you need anything else?’

Shadith looked around. A comfortable room, dl earth colors, broad comfortable chairs, amdl tables,
pleasant indirect lighting; a welcoming room and more for the money than she'd expected. She touched
the border of the console. Almog a gift. | wonder why. She lifted her head, Startled, as she fdt a familiar
tickling nudge from the presence in the forest. Busy old ghost, aren't you? She clicked her nal againgt
the metd. “Thisisn't Pgungg make.”

“For sure no. Mam got this Suff off a smuggler.”

“Should you be talking like thet to Strangers?’

“Ahh, you're aright ‘un. Mam knows.”



“Hmmm. What will Linfy’s whigtles to do this equipment? He needs to find his way around but we
can't aford to pay for replacements.”

Tjepa frowned, shook his head. “Don’'t know; maybe he better hold off till | ask Mam.” He scowled
a the screen. “I can work it, that's about dl. Mam wants to send me to school offworld so | can learn
quff like that.” He wrinkled his nose, shoved his hands into his pockets. “1 don’t need to know dl tha
brakka to mine amber.”

“Maybe your mam doesn’t want you losing a piece of your leg like her.”

“Hunh, Mam don’t worry about brakka like that; she just don’t want to pay outsders if she don't
haveto.”

“See, Shadow”—L.infy's ears were flicking about, he was dmost bouncing in place—*school’s a
wadte of time for Tjee. He knows what he wants. Me too.”

“Hunh, you! What do you know? Tjepas, ask your mam about up to ningty thousand per. About
there. And before you go ..."” She settled hersdf in the nearest chair, pulled up a table. She scooped a
hendful of coins from her belt pouch, spread them on the table so she could get a look at them. Copper
and slver, no gold. Octagona coins with milled edges.

Keeping his hands pushed down in his pockets Tjepa sauntered across to the table. “Hey, you did
good, Shadow, that’s not even hdf, isit?’

“No.”

He glanced a her, turned very serious. “That big ‘un, that's a ten-piah dlver. Mugta been a
miner—more’ n some folk make awhole week. The little Slver ones, they're piahs, one siver each. You
gvemefive 0' those, you're set. Copper’s same as Slver. Big ‘uns are ten-piah coppers, little ‘uns are
one-piahs. One hundred copper piahs make adlver.”

She did five of the siver piahs off the table into her hand, held them out. “Thanks, Tjee”

“ *Snothin, Shadow.” He turned to go, turned back. “You think you could teach me, maybe a little
bit, get me started like, playin something like ... like your harp?’ He cleared histhroat. “I can pay. A little.
| get an alowance, earn me a copper or two sometimes runnin for folk.”

She heard the widful longing he was trying to suppress and couldn’'t withstand its appedl. “A little
maybe, but Linfy and me we don't stay anywhere very long. It wouldn't be much. Maybe a copper a
nineday?’

He nodded. “I could go that.”

“Wdl, if you find out you like it, maybe your mam could find you a red teacher. | have to tdl you,
Tjee, it swork.”

“‘Sdl right” With a quick wave he trotted from the room.

Linfyar was slent; she could fed him sulking. She ignored him, emptied the pouch on the table and
began sorting the coins out, counting them and dipping them back into the pouch. Haf hidden in a pile of
coppers she saw asmdl dark blob shaped like a teardrop. She held it to the light and watched blue and
green and red fires play inits heart. Flawed but Hill sweetamber, and worth more than dl the coins she'd
collected. She closed her fingers over the drop, warmed it, then brought it close to her nose and amdled
for the firg time the fugitive sweet bite of amberscent.

“What'sthat?’ Sulks forgotten, Linfyar knelt beside her, nose twitching.

“You cut deep enough, it's why we're here, Linfy.” She held out her hand, let him take the drop.
“Why everyone's here”

“Mmmmmh.” A long blissful sgh.

“l see you like it.” She chuckled, finished counting the coins and diding them back in the pouch.
“Forty-three piahs dlver, plus the five | gave Tjepa makes forty-eight. Two hundred sx piahs copper.
Not bad for an unadvertised improvised effort. Lovey friendly place, isn't it, Linfy?

“Mmmm.”

She looked around, frowning. He was sniffing at the amber, his nose nudging at the drop, hisearslad
back fla againg his head, his mouth drooping open. “Getting ‘high, are you?" She wrapped her hand
around one thin wrigt, doing nothing right then but letting im fed her hold. “This isT't going to be a
problem, isit, imp?’



He said nathing, just shrugged and set the amber drop on the table. She took her hand away and got
to her feet.

“We d better start over for supper. I'm hungry enough to eat my way there.”

Linfyar yawned and stretched, then got to his feet. He stretched again, wiggled dl over, patted his
gomach. “Me too. And tired enough to fdl adeep in the soup.” He giggled at the thought, mimed
svimming motions as he followed her from the room.

The dining area was a long narrow room next to the kitchen, one wdl a shdlow curve with tal
windows that let in the darlight. The ar was scrubbed and just cool enough to milk an extra touch of
pleasure from the fragrant geaming dishes marching down the center of a long table made from a dark
gowing wood hand-rubbed to a high gloss. A dozen others looked up as Perolat ushered them in, seven
women, five men, dl of them spirit-kin to Perolat. Sep into my parlor, Shadith thought. Seems like the
invisible government wants to look me over; isthis luck or what?

“This is Shadith caled Shadow, maker of f-i-i-ine musc according to my son, and her companion
Linfyar,” Perolat said, then led them to vacant chairs a the table.

The med was a gentle but exhaugtive inquigtion. Perolat saw to the sarving while the others probed
Shadith’s past, her attitudes, her plans for her time on this world. The food was superb. Linfyar ate
quickly, fagtidioudy, usng his proximity senses (mind fingers that didn’t get greasy) to tdl hm where the
food was, his nose to tdl him what it was. A few questions came his way, but he handled them deftly
enough; the miners concentrated on Shadith, courteous but persistent. She gave a thought now and then
to blessng her mideading appearance, something that otherwise was growing into an irritating problem
when she had to ded with strangers. Right now, though, it was hdping her. The miners were stisfied
with her answers, she could fed it, where they might have dug deeper if she'd looked older.

RASHADA: (tal lanky woman with skin tanned so dark it was dmogt the color of the table,
pae-ydlow eyes, cool and assessing, not hogtile, merdy wary) That was a remarkable
performance this afternoon. You are a gifted musician, young Shadith, but | think you
were surprised by the effect you had on your ligteners.

SHADITH: (chewing on a bit of mest, swallowing, taking her time) Surprised isn't quite the word.
Astonished. Staggered. Flabbergasted. Same thing was hgppening to me.
MARAH: (plumpish woman, shorter than the others, bland round face and deep-set eyes logt in

shadows except for aglint now and then) Then that dream-effect is something new. It
didn’'t happen on other worlds you' ve visted?

SHADITH: (tearing open awarm flaky rall and buttering it carefully, usng the time to think about
her answer) | have seen something amilar, but not of my meking. A long way from
here. A long time ago.

HALAMO: (tal lanky man, like Rashada's twin, matching her fegture for feature, the same cool
ydlow eyes, the same long rather bony fingers, dmost the same voice when he spoke)
A long time ago? You look like you've bardly hit puberty. No offense. How old are
you, Shadith?

SHADITH: Older then | look. Old enough I’'ve touched a hundred worlds and brought avay a
little of each. Old enough to leave my home and people far behind. Actud years? |
don't redly know. Easy for travelers to lose track.

DIHANN: (a woman of gern and rather frightening beauty, exctic cheekbones and cat eyes,
reddish tinge to her hair, wide full mouth, away of moving, even stting ill and smply
breething, that made Shadith think of tigers and leopards ldling in the sun; her voice
was deep and purring; she was the oldest of the women, lines in the velvety skin and
the beginnings of collgpse in her muscles, but she was Hill powerful and vividy
attractive) Who are your people, ancient child, those folk you left behind?



SHADITH:

RANGAR:

SHADITH:

GERADA:

SHADITH:

MELOHAN:

SHADITH:

KULIT:

SHADITH:

BERGEN:

SHADITH:

PEROLAT:

You wouldn't know them. The Shdld of Shaydin, a world so poor and hard
everyone left who could. My family islong dead. | escaped by chance, and | trave
because one keeps on living and new places have new ddights and there are dways
new places to see.

(oldest of the men, bald, hazd eyes, wide thin-lipped mouth, deep lines a the corners,
corrugated forehead, heavy eyebrows) Shaydin. | don’t know the name.

Why should you? It was dead before you were born. The lagt of the Shdld were
exiles depending on their tlents to survive. And it's along long way from here.

(@ quiet, heavy-faced woman, thick dark har ligtly streaked With gray,
smoothed—into a meticuloudy neat knot at the back of her head; she ate with precise
gmdl movements, a delicacy dmog absurd in the dhift of large powerful hands, she
interested Shadith because she did not seem to belong among the more flamboyant
members of this inquigtion; there had to be more to her than the Slent uninteresting
facade) What brought you here?

| could say chance, but who'd believe that? | came for my own reasons. | came for
the siweetamber like everyone else. | came because this is a wild world and a strange
one and | collect strange worlds. | came because this is where the ship | was riding
brought me. All of the above, or any, or none. Take your choice.

(gmdl, dight, hardly tdler than Shadith, with fragile bones that looked as if they'd
break in a high wind, perhaps the youngest of the twelve, har black as tar worn in a
long braid that draped gracefully forward over her left shoulder) What will you do
here?

Sing, earn my way. Look about Keama Dudta for a while, vist other parts of the
world, leave when I’'ve seen dl | care to.

(tal lean woman with a short nose and short hair that curled tight to her narrow head,
large, rather prominent quite lovely hazd eyes, eyebrows thin but srongly marked,
flaing like wings so she looked permanently dert, a voice like kaffeh smelled, deep,
dark, rich) We have a rebdlion trying to gather force out there, guerrillasin the hills

(gigdle flirt of her hand) Meaning, stay out of the back country?

(gmdl neat man, harline mustache rather unfortunately emphasizing very full red lips
that tended to pout, harline brows to match, those wisps of har dominding a
soft-looking face) Unless you think you' d be amused by the Ajin's antics.

| don't get any fun out of pain. If your Ajin is like other rebels I've run into from time
to time, hell land hard on strangersin histerritory. Too bad.

Quite like other rebds, young Shadith. You'd better stick to Keama Dugta urtil you
leave us.

Perolat touched Shadith’s am. “Wait alittle and share some belas with afew of us, you and Linfy.”

Shadith nodded, amused and alittle irritated; she'd gone beyond her second wind and was working
on the third. Seventeen hours since a deepless night. But begging off wasn't an option. What was
coming, like the dinner inquistion, would be a test, she had no illusons about that. For some reason,
probably that enigmatic presence in the forest and its unexpected interest in her, she had a lot more
atention focused on her than she wanted, maybe more interest than her story could stand. As most of the
miners strolled out, clumped in smdl groups talking about minor events of the day, and a number of quiet
grls came in to clear off the table, Perolat swept Shadith and Linfyar down a short hdl and into a
high-cailinged room where three others sat about a hooded fire. The windows were cranked open to let



inthe cool night air. Trial by pollen, she thought, wearily amused. The dining room was air-conditioned
S0 Perolat wouldn't waste her work cooking for dreamers and the amdls and flavors of her food would
be appreciated without distraction. Perolat took her to a plump cushion, murmured welcome to Linfyar
as he sank down beside her. The rustle of the vine leaves outside the windows, the gtir of draperies, the
crackle of the fire that was the room'’s sole illumingtion, a snatch of mugc from a distant inn blown in on
the night wind, shut off abruptly with the dosng of a door—these unobtrusive sounds gave the room a
dreamy unredity that Shadith found disastroudy enticing, combining with her body’s more and more
imperative demands for deep to give the feding that events were dipping rgpidly out of control, even her
own body was leaving her control. She tried to focus, but her mind fdt like mush and the food she'd
enjoyed so much so short atime before sat like alump in her ssomach, weighing down body and mind.

Perolat wheded a sarving table from one corner of the room, on it a large glass pitcher and
big-bdllied glasses whose flatly rounded bottoms fit comfortably in the hollow of a padm, a solid weight to
them; good to st by that fire holding those heavy degant glasses. The belas she poured out for her guests
was a lightly fermented fruit juice, heated and spiced with something locd that was tart with a pleasant
afterbite. Shadith sipped at hers and fdt the fog draining from her head, some of the lethargy dipping out
of her body. This part of the test was going to be harder than dinner. She'd had a lot of practice keeping
her lies consstent. Now dl she could do was be hersdf and hope they liked that sdf wel enough to
accept her as an amiable acquaintance so they’' d leave her loose enough to go nosing after the Ajin. Her
mind drifted to Taggert. Wonder if he's made his way here yet ... have to be in position to spring
himif he hit the trap and tripped ... wary, wily man ... but so was Grey ... Grey was angry, maybe
that's what did himin ... but it swallowed Ticutt, he wasn’t blinded by anger ... calm, deliberate,
precise ... cautious as a coyote around poison bait ... Taggert coming in at some kind of dant ...
good luck to him .... She sipped at the hot belas, watched Perolat finish passing out the glasses and take
her own back to a chair, her mechanicd leg meking it difficult to get down to the floor.

The slence filled with night sounds stretched on and on. Linfyar fidgeted awhile, finished his drink,
curled up beside Shadith, his head on her thigh, and went to deep.

After a while Perolat sumped around refilling the glasses. She settled back in her chair, her haf-leg
propped on asmdl hassock. “Know any Pgungg music?’

Shadith yawned, blinked. “Never been to Pgungg.”

“Ah”

More slence.

Ticha groped beside her pillow, brought up three curved, crooked pieces of hard wood like
fosslized rib bones, began dgpping them againg her thigh.

Derek took up along pipe made of a wood like Ticha's gticks. It had 9x holes cut into it and no
vaves He tried a few notes, then began playing a smple tune, repeeting it over and over, winding
through the separate but related musc from the sticks.

Aweas |eft the room and came back with a huge gourd, strings stretched across a hole cut in the belly.
She settled hersdf and began dapping a thrumming boom from the gourd, a the same time plucking the
grings, producing a third tune, different from the other two but blending with them to produce a complex
polyphonic music.

Shadith listened for a while, then began improvisng a wordless song, like and not like her ancient
croons, feding her way into the musc.

A flow passed around the circle, Igoping her indde it. The musc went on and on, expanding,
developing, returning to earlier themes, the gourd player the leader if there was any red leader, the fird to
turn into new lines;, Shadith was content to follow where she led, snging softly in her middle ranges most
of the time, highs and lows when she was sure of hersdf.

Eventudly Perolat began to sing, a rough untrained contrato that seemed to hold dl the pain and
wanting in the world, and joy, but afleeting joy that touched a moment and went away, laughter in it too,
the kind that celebrated but had a hint of paininit like the drop of black that made white paint whiter.

Shadith stopped caring anymoreif she passed the test, whatever it was, she forgot there was a test.
Never mind age, culture, species; these were her kind.



Derek’ s pipe went up and up and up, ending in a high screech.

They collgpsed in laughter, then sat up wiping eyes, while Perolat went around again with the hot
gpiced juice, adding this time smal saucers with cheesefilled pastries and candied fruits that Shadith
found a, bit too sweet. Startled out of deep by the pipe’ s shriek and the jolting of Shadith’s thigh, Linfyar
sat up muttering, rubbed hisnose. “What ...” He sniffed, his ears pricked forward.

Shadith chuckled, handed him the saucer. “Here, | expect you'll like these.”

Awsas leaned forward, ams clasped loosdy about the gourd. “I was there. At the K shun this
afternoon.”

“Ummm?’

“You and Linfyar shaped our visons so we dl shared the same one. Did you know that?’

Shadith straightened her back, rubbed at the nape of her neck, wishing she fdt a bit more dert. “You
saw the same thing?’

“No ...” Theword was a drawn out whisper. “That's not exactly what | said. Each person | taked to
saw something that might be an interpretation of a sngle theme. As you intended?’

“l didn't know.” She moved her shoulders impatiently, pressed the back of her hand againg her
mouth, pulled it down. The lie was harder to get out than she'd expected; she liked them too well, these
Avosngers. Still, she hadn’t much choice, and she wasn't working againg them; from what Head said
and the impressons she picked up a dinner they weren't that enthused about the Ajin and his cause.
“Maybe it was a fresk thing; maybe | can’'t do it again.” She looked around at the quiet faces. “What
dream would you like me to try?’

Perolat smiled. “Something smple, something you know as wel as we do.” A chuckle. “Forest
waking?’

“Hah. You've got aloudmouth forest.”

Soft laughter from dl four.

“Mmmh, | should have the harp. Awas, would you let me borrow that? She pointed at the large
gourd.

“Why not?” Awas hefted the gourd. “Watch out, it's heavier than it looks.” She tossed it to Shadith,
who grunted with surprise when she caught it, then watched in interested Slence as Shadith plucked at
the gtrings, ligening to the various sounds she could dicit, tapped and dapped a the bely to produce
assorted tunks and booms, gradudly putting what she learned together until she got a complex music
going usng about every possibility for sound the gourd possessed, a feat not as remarkable as it looked,
gnce she'd done this sort of thing again and again on one world or another in that firg part of her life
when she was dill in her origind body. She let the musc die, looked at the expectant Avosinger faces,
then closed her eyes and sought through her memory of Shaydin patterns and findly chose one that
seemed to fit the things she' d felt during her luad periods as she walked through the fringes of the forest.
She drew her hand over her face. “Right, waking through the forest.” She looked down at Linfyar.
“Comeinwhen you fed it'sright, Linfy.”

She began with a muted strumming, dicking her nals againg the varnished surface of the gourd,
humming amogt inaudibly, gathering up the dillness of the room, the night sounds drifting in, watching the
flickers of the dying fire; she let the humming expand into the pattern song, the word sounds twiging and
turning through the rhythms her hands were coaxing from the strings and body of the gourd; she stared at
the flames and did not see them, saw indead her dgters in a cirde swaying beneath the giant tress of
Avosng. Giant trees dretching out before her, away and away and away and away, cancding wdl and
window, caught in an dusive balance between dillness and motion, there in dl ther thereness, ther
extenson into time-was and time-will-be, grazing the sky and sounding the underworld. Her sigters
dancing in their shadows, snging polyphonic patterns, Snging tranquillity in power, snging forest heart
and forest folk and how they twine together, strong in serenity, quiet in deed, gentle in their power,
danging the miners of the amber, the fragrance of the amber, the shine and shimmer of the fires in amber
heart. Her Ssters dancing in light and shadow, life surging up through them like sap risng. The energy of
the croon built and built, Linfyar weaving his liquid lilting whistle through her voice and hand-music, then it
broke off. Linfyar broke off a the same moment, leaving the room to a shaitering sllence.



Shadith sat blinking, holding the gourd with trembling hands, her mouth dry, her throat a little sore,
her body drained of energy.

Perolat was logt in dream dill, saring at nothing, tears drifting unchecked down her angular face, a
dight amile curling her lips.

Ticha and Derek swayed together, faces dack and quiet, lost utterly to a dream it seemed they
shared, her hand regting in his, her lips moving with hisin brief amiles that lifted the dack musdles of each
face a the same time in much the same way. Shadith was startled. Two dients linked in a common
dream—that she couldn’'t remember ever hgppening even when her mother’s ssters, master weavers,
wove the dreams, smilar, yes, variaions on a sngle theme, never the exact same dream. Well, she
wasn't truly a weaver, and her family had never vidted a world like this She blinked, startled by a
sudden thought—or worn the body of a mindrider. Could she possbly do this without the pervasve
pollens of Avosing? Was her dream back in the k' shun not just wishful thinking but a redl possibility? Did
ghe even want it to be?

As Shadith sat Slently watching, Awas came svimming up out of dream. She looked around, dazed
incomprehension on her face for the firgt few breaths, fixed her eyes on Shadith, wariness and a little fear
in them, then she grinned, her dark eyes disgppearing into nests of laugh wrinkles, her nose and
cheekbones suddenly prominent. “I'll be humbler next time | play tha,” she said, hdf amused, haf
serious, nodding at the gourd.

Shadith flushed. “That's dlly and you know it. What you heard was part suggestion and part
funny-dugt.”

Perolat blinked dowly, looked around, raised her brows a Derek and Ticha, turned to Awas. “I
didn't redly believeit.”

“The Po’ Annutj.”

“You too? You think them?’ Perolat nodded at the still-dreaming pair. “I expect s0.”

Perolat switched her gaze to Shadith. “And you don’t know what you did, I'm fairly sure of that.”

“Did?’

“Showed us the Po’ Annutj.”

“l know whet the words mean. Forest Heart. But ...”

“Loudmouth forest.” Perolat chuckled.

“Hunh.”

Tichaand Derek began to blink, eydids dicking to a different rhythm, their eerie synchronization lost.

Perolat looked rdieved. “Where did you learn that musc?’

“Part of it from my mother, part of it'simprovisation, things I’ ve learned in my wanderings.”

“Shaydin. That's what you cdled your homeworld, isn't it? | have not heard of it.”

“It doesn't exig any longer. I'm a double orphan. Lost my family, los my world.” She yawned,
amaogt not getting her hand up to cover the gape. “I said that before, didn’'t 177

“You'retired,” Perolat said.

Shadith grinned deepily a her. “Understatement.”

“Go home and get some rest. Y our meds are on me tomorrow. Thanks for tonight.”

Shadith swallowed a second yawn, her eyes watering. “If you could tel me where it'd be dl right to
perform, I'd appreciate that.” The words were clear enough in her head, but durred and dowed when
they came out.

Perolat looked around a the others. They nodded. “Any k'shun that's not being used.” She
hesitated. “But you won't be in the k’ saha long—the doawai will be cdling you into the cathedral soon as
he hears about you. Indde the wdls”

“Walls?” Shadith shook her head. “No.”

“You'll take in more coin.”

“Depends. | know those places—Ilot of grings on your take. At lesdt, that’s what I’ ve seen before,
and | don't expect it's different here. | could have had lots of berths like that otherwise. Un-uuh.”

“Y ou might not have much choice.”

“Warning?’



“Too drong. Just be careful. City”—she jerked her head toward the north where the wals
were—"and doawai, héll invite you firgt. Turn im down, hell make your life amisery. Keep turning him
down, hell send his engigja after you.”

Shadith yawned athird time, got heavily to her feet. “Then I'll move on.” She stirred Linfyar with her
toe. “Wake up, Linfy, time we got to bed. Too bad if that happens, Perolat. | like it here, like to stay
awhile” She patted Linfyar as he got groggily to his feet and sumbled againg her. “No use inviting
trouble” She yawned a fourth time, surprising hersdf.

“And you're adeep on your fest, child—no don't tdl me again you're older than you look. Derek,
cary the boy. Ticha, give young Shadow your arm. Sleep as long as you need to, child, then come see
me and I'll fry you up some breakfagt.”

A nineday passed.

Shadith lounged about, getting to know the place, saying little, ligening much, picking up threads here
and there, finding nothing that would get her to the Ajin without him suspecting what she was after. Hints
of rebdlion, yes, whispered gossip, harangues by rebels snesking into the bebamp’'n trying to gir up
exctement and anger and recruit Dusters into their cause. Nothing enough to give her aline on him.

Church spies snooping dong the tdishi, the wandering ways that were the locd Streets, and through
the k'saha; church enforcers sumping arrogantly through the bebamp'n hunting down the negligent.
These men wore respirators and protective dothing; even so, one of them would dide into a trance now
and then and whoever he was harassng would take off before the rest of the troop could react.
Enforcers never walked done. Too many disappeared the time they tried that. Avosingers yielded before
these troops, fading into the narrow taishi, vanishing into houses, shops, factories, taverns, whatever;
vendors who couldn’t whed their carts away tuned out on the world. Behind the troop, life took up its
ordinary ways, atouch of warinessin the most casud conversations.

A pervasive resentment of dl church and Authority forces, outright hatred in some quarters. The
amberminers and thair kin standing al oof—except when they helped the kin of those that disappeared or
provided escape routes for those the enforcers were &fter.

As the days passed, she confirmed what she’ d suspected thet firg night. Perolat and the twelve were
the invisble government in Keama Dusta. They took care of order in the bebamp'n, sentenced thieves to
tending the locd gardens, repairing the water system, doing just about anything that needed work to keep
the community life flowing smoathly, they warned wifebeaters, took rapists into the forest and Ieft them
(these weren't seen again, not hide hair or bone), warned merchants who were chegting customers,
epecidly fak in from the grasdands with money to spend, and if they didn't listen, they disappeared;
they settled boundary disputes and quarrds about goods and kinship problems with nothing but mord
force to back ther decisons, mord force and community consensus, an elaborate system of obligations,
aweb of services that bound man to man, woman to woman, built up whally outside the oppressive
Colonid Authority and the officids the Pgunggs appointed to uphold homeworld law.

Sing us a sad song, Shadow, they cdled to her, make us weep, Shadow, sng of thwarted lovers and
heroes dying young, Sng us a sad song, Shadow, oh Shadow.

Nineday. Market day. Farmers and ranchers in from the grasdands to the north, flying in with
produce to supplement the kitchen gardens, red meet and fowl; fishermen with loads of fish, forestersin
with herbs and tonics and flasks of fancy liqueurs, loads of fine woods, new flowers and plants. Shadith is
mobbed, they won't et her stop Snging, won't let her ang anything but the Shaydin patterns, mobs of
ligenersfilling the k’ shun and overflowing into the taishi.

Sing us amad song, Shadow, Shadow, Sng a nonsense to make us laugh, sng us dlly, oh Shadow,
oh Shadow.

A mine came in from the forest with a pack full of amber. Tjepa confided to Shadith that he'd



cached ten times what he brought in to spend with smugglers after he'd fixed up his family and sated
Pgungg greed. Everyone knew about it, no one said anything.

Sing us of triumph, oh Shadow, oh Shadow, sng to us songs of dlk and sweet ease, Sng of our
dreams, oh Shadow, wise Shadow, sng us of triumph, oh Shadow, our Shadow.

An emissary came from the doawai, a minor hiepler in the cathedra hierarchy accompanied by a
decat of enforcers. He pushed through the listeners and stopped in front of her. “Singer,” he said, “thisis
korbeday. On sukanday you will Sng for doawai.”

“Hng” she said. “On sukanday | angin Sebela k’ shun. Harm' s tavern edgesit. If your doawa wants
to St and see, he can rent one of Harin's balconies.”

“No, no,” the hiepler said hadtily, “you will Sng in the cathedrd.”

“No, no,” she said, “1 mogt certainly will not.”

“What?’

“l don’t like wdls. The doawa wants to hear me, he comes outside.”

“The doawa doesn’'t come to people, they come to him.”

“Too bad. He must missalat that way. He's going to miss hearing me sng.”

“It's an honor to be summoned.”

“It'san honor I'll live without.”

“You refuse?’

“Good, it'sfindly sunk in.” She ran her hand across the harpsirings, the sweep of sound a period to
the discussion. “Now go away and let me Sing to these good folk.”

He looked around him, saw the numbers, fdt the hodility there. With a jerk of his head in a parody
of a polite bow, he stalked off, pointedly ignoring the crowd that parted before hm and the glent
enforcers sumping aong behind him.

Sing us a song, oh Shadow, Sng us a dream of owning our world, Sng us, oh sng us of freedom, oh
Shadow, of living the lives that we want to have, Sng us, oh Sng us out of our apathy, Sng us, oh Sng us
out of our fear.

It was the excuse she needed, dmogt the excuse, anyway. The next time the hiepler came, Perolat
warned her, he'd bring a summons to a hearing before a heresy judge and the offer to avoid it by coming
with him then. But he wouldn't arrest her; that would come later when she didn’t show up for the hearing.
If she fled Keama Dusta, wel, wasn't that what everyone did? If she ran into the outback and did her
danging in forest and grasdand villages, who could say it was dl a plot? From the bits and pieces she'd
picked up, she knew the area where the Ajin was mogt active; if she voiced her resentment and her
fondness for the world, if she sang provocative songs and moved on before the Authority could land on
her, chances were she'd be recruited by the Ajin's men. He might even order her brought to him directly.
She grinned into the darkness. Why not? What a propaganda artist I'd make. She dipped out of bed,
caeful not to disurb Linfyar, and padded into the other room, thumbed on the light, found the book
she' d been reading and settled down to wait the coming of the dawn. For one accustomed to four or five
hours of deep, these Sxteen-hour nights were a penance to be suffered far from gladly. She curled up in
achair, opened the book and lost hersdlf in the extravagant fantasy, amused by the way the writer toyed
with treason in the guise of literature; the book had the church’s imprimatur—yprobably a lazy or stupid
censor passed it for publication, someone whose mind was on other things Or maybe he was a
sympathizer; odder things had happened. She relaxed and let the words carry her dong. Four hours till
dawn. No more thinking, just go with the flow.

Ealy morning in the smugglers market.
A K shun larger than mogt, within the miners quarter where enforcers never came and even spies
were rare. Pember k' shun, deep in ameaze of crooked taishi. You had to know where it was before you



could find it. If a church spy dared show up there—they were dl known, even the youngest miner child
knew faces and names—groups of men and women and children began nudging and shoving him toward
the edge of the k’ shun, working him away from the tables, never acting directly againg him, dl done with
the blandest innocence—but he was out of the market within minutes of his arriva, and if he was too
persstent at trying to get back in, he was gently clipped on the head and removed, waking up later in
some other part of the city, usudly drenched with one of the more odorous liqueurs.

Leaving Linfyar to running about with Tjepa and his friends, Shadith wandered among the tables,
agtonished by the amount and variety of the offerings, most of them forbidden by the church. She wasn't
much worried about Linfy getting into trouble; like most young animas, Tjepa was a trifle wild and could
be thoughtless, but he knew from much painful experience that anything too bad he did would be
reported with copious incriminating detail to his mother. Minor irritations the Avosngers would let dide,
but there was a line he knew better than to cross. It was a fuzzy, ill-defined line, and sometimes he
migudged it—to his sorrow and sore behind. He came to their morning practice sesson a few days ago,
fidgeted a bit and wouldn’'t St down, then rushed out an explanation; seems he'd tied two jinkas tals
together and dropped themin old Kaus's chicken coop—an unrepentant grin, you should have seen the
feathers fly and the noise was loud enough to wake a wino after a wet night—but the jinkas were
Dihann's pets and she didn’t think the joke was funny a dl and old Kaus was foaming at the mouth.
“Mam, she tore up my behind and | got to work a nineday doing whatever old Kaus tels me. And go
comb the jinkas fur and take care of them for Dihann.” He sighed. “All day. Except Mam says | can il
come for my lessons. If you don’t mind.” His friends were much like him, three miners sons and a lone
wild girl who was dl legs and hair and audecity, a verson of what Perolat mugst have been at that age.
She dmogt envied that girl’s freedom; her own childhood had been grictly disciplined, little play alowed,
no one to play with; her ssters were dmog adults by the time she hatched.

She wandered among the tables, bought some books and a sack to carry them in, thought about a
slver filigree headband set with moonstones, but it was too fragile to last through the turbulent times
ahead. Enjoying the bustle and color, she worked her way to the section where the bolts of slk and
avrishum, brocades and broideries were, loving the sheen and shimmer of them. She rounded a high pile
and stopped, her mouth dropping open. | don’t believe it. Arel and his pet killer Joran. Vannik must
be guarding the ship.

She grolled by the table, suppressng a amile. Here and there among the offerings she spotted a bit of
the old Queen’s jewdry. She looked &t the ddlicate gauzes and rolls of brocade, sneaked another look at
Ard. His bony sardonic face was much the same in spite of the years that had passed since he left
Aleytys on Maeve. I'll have to tell her | saw him. HE's looking prosperous. Not really so strange
he's here—this is smugglers heaven. Wonder what he’'d think of her now. She's changed from
that naive mountain girl he bedded so sweetly those days. Shadith fdt a heat growing in her and
quickly shifted her thoughts. Joran hadn’t changed much either. Those cat ears 4ill twitched dl the time,
some streaks of gray in the black hair, no lessening in the aura of deadliness that dung to him. Funny to
think she knew so much about them and they wouldn't have a clue about her. She sighed. They'll be
gonein a day or two. Maybe after this job is done | can hunt him up and say hello. Be interesting
if ... Hah! Shadow, get your mind on your business. Grey comes first.

She ambled on, picking up more about the Ajin in snatches of conversation about her ... a jaktar
robbed of revenues from the church casnos in Windsweep and Sgpulake ... a flier vanished over the
forest somewhere north of the Ular River ... a customs boat sunk in Moster Bay ... enforcers dropping
on Kotican just two hours after the Ajin cleared out ... a truck convoy of enforcers and ther gear
vanishing between two checkpoints .... Every day | linger here, she thought, that’s another day of
torment for Grey. But if | rush around like a fool, what good does that do anyone? | need my
cover, my excuse to get the hdl out. She glared up at the adminigretion towers. Come on, you, I’ve
defied you, do something! Come at me. Give me an excuse to cut out of here. | have to go sow, |
have to be covered all the way, | have to keep out of Kell's trap, or all this is wasted. Grey's
wasted, I’'m wasted, do | have to kick you in the gut? Do something ....



Shadith’s second nineday. She has just finished a performance, is getting ready to join the celebration
of the Amun-Bar. The hiepler pushes through the stirring crowd around her, stops in front of her, reads
from a paper that she is required to present hersdf in the court of the Impor Meangg to defend hersdlf
agang charges of heresy and suspect activity; if she agrees to come with him and peform in the
cathedrd while she ligens to the wise and benign teachings of the doawai, the hearing will not be
necessary.

“l have said to you | will not come behind walls”

“If you refuse again, your chaitels are subject to confiscation. That ingrument’—ypointing & the
harp—“your pet, the Snging beast”—pointing a Linfya—"everything you own.” The hiepler stared at
her, face set, eyes hodtile. “Perhaps we should take them now.” He lifted his hand.

“No.” She leaped to her fedt, thrust Linfyar behind her. “You will not.”

Before the hiepler could react, the crowd started pressing in on him and his escort, alow angry growl
coming from a thousand throats, a thousand pairs of cold angry eyes fixed on him and his entourage.

He knew Dugters wdl enough to understand what was not said, so he contented himsdf with the
pronouncement that the church considered al minor children without adult relatives, Pgungg or not, as
wards of the state, under its authority and protection. Then he svung around and stalked off, his escort
scrambling after him, losing a good portion of their dignity in the speed with which they departed.

Shadith grinned and dropped back down, began a comic song she'd trandated into Avosnger
Pajunggeesh, the tale of an extraordinarily maadroit but lucky spaceman. With Linfyar whigling and
clapping in accompaniment, she sang the Saga of Jgdong Jon until well into the Amun-Bar, the miners
and their friends clapping and shouting out the refrain while she caught her breath and got ready for the
next verse.

That night, after supper, she took Perolat aside. “Whatever you dl do about this” she said, “don’'t do
it for me but for yoursaves. | don’t want to seem ungrateful, but | just as much don’'t want that kind of
respongbility on my head.” To hersdf she thought, All those years of living in Lee's head, some of her
fussing has rubbed off on me. She tried to mock hersdf into her usud easy glide through life, but she
couldn't manage the trick anymore. “Don’'t push too hard, you miners, you'll drive the church into
crushing you. I’ ve seen it happen before. | won't be even a proximate cause of such a disaster.”’

Smiling, Perolat drew the tips of long fingers across Shadith’s brow. “Such a serious child. We keep
our freedom day by day, act by act. If we don't exert ourselves now and then, we certainly will be
swallowed up. We don't dlow our friends or our own to be harassed within the bebamp’'n. Outside,
you're far game to the predators. Remember that.”

“I'will. If I leave, you'll know I’ ve gone fredy and will take the consequences.”

“May they be amdl and light. The blessing of Po’ Annutj on you and your reason for coming here.”

“Pero ..

“No, no, what we don’t know, we can't spail. Y ou mean us no harm, that's good enough.”

“You're sure of that?’

Perolat laughed. “Come back sometime when you're not tied into fancy games.”

Shadith watched her go back into the kitchen, shook her head. “Loudmouth Forest,” she muttered to
hersdf, and started waking back to her cabin. Another day of singing to satisfy pride and make the
Pajunggs think I'm going to hang around defying them. Tomorrow night, late, steal a flitter from
the Flying Man and hit for the back country. Have to leave the flitter’s price with Perolat; don’'t mess
your net, she says. Umm, better leave most of the take with her, she'll keep it safe until | can pick it up,
god knows what thieves they’ve got out there. Damn you, Kell, | hope Aleytys takes your skin off an
inch a atime Thisisagood place; why'd you have to ruin it? Tjepa, you crazy little jinka, I'm going to
mMiss our sessions. You've got a gift, don't wagte it, make your mam find you another teacher. This is
going to get tricky. Wonder where | should head. Kotican? Don't think so, spies there, cdled the
enforcers when the Ajin showed up. Still, he did show up. Cabin’s dark. Linfy must be adeep aready.
Maybe Windsweep. Nice name. Hey you out there, you in the forest, give me a clue, huh? Chuckling,
she palmed open the door.



Dul crunch ... exploding pain ... nathing ...
Shiburr On Gynnor

Vrithian
WITNESS [1]
A MISTRESSIN SHIBURR

My name is Xanca. | am not young. | am not pretty. | have found being neither pretty nor ugly
something of an advantage. Rich men marry beautiful women to show the world ther virility and thar
power, then they fill housesin back streets with women like me. | work hard to learn my patron’s needs
and satidy them. Hdf the time he doesn’'t know himsdf what he wants. How stupid these powerful men
can be. Yes, | have great contempt for dl my patrons. How ...oh, you can tel from the tone of my voice.
Most days | am more careful how | speak. It's the puatar, | usudly don’t indulge when | have company,
it makes me careless. Y our company too, and the funerd. Yes, my last longtime patron died. With what
he left me and with what I’ ve saved the past years, | am findly free. Like the undying. | have seen how
their women walk, arrogant as any man, not even ther own men ruling them. | want to wak like thet.
Me. Xanca. Well, | won't, I'm not foolish. Free to be mysdf but not that free.

The undying. They rub the gloss off everything. One thing | noticed, whatever my patron said,
whatever he did not say, the undying were dways in his mind, the demon midress in that dome up there
on the mountain. He boasted to me of hiswife. The most beautiful woman in Chiudu, a frall creature with
the prized firein her hair. A most unpleasant woman if | believed what he said about her, and | did. Some
of it. Pour me another drink from that bottle; being honest like thisis cold, like | was stripping mysdf bare
inan ice-wind. Where was |, oh yes. | believed some of it, though not like he wanted me to. | bdieved
his tales because in her place | would have done much the same. There. You see? Isn't that honest?
Cold, greedy and arrogant. | used to dream of being her after | had to spend a long time with him being
soft and submissive, usng every trick | knew to make his flablby member hard, cooing a him, lending a
soft accepting ear to his whining. She was supposed to have demon blood in her. Now and then the
undying have taken women from Chiudu, but I've never heard there was issue from any of those
couplings. None of the women came back with child, the few that did come back. Still, the brightheads
are rare enough among us to raise the possibility and they’ve played that card to lift themsdlves high, oh
yes.

He had another mitress, the one he showed off when he was with the other big men in the city. A
beautiful child, fourteen a most. He showed me her photo. They envied him, those hungry greedy friends
of his that was the point of his having her. She is truly quite lovely, being kept by one of his closest
friends now. He told me she was like a beautiful beast, soft of skin, very dive, filled with an energy that
exhausted im dmost beyond bearing. Except that she was aways a him to buy her things he said he
wouldn't know she could speak, hadn’t an ideain her head. Animd. That's what he thought of her. | tdl
you he knew nothing. He understood nothing. Not me. Not himsdf. He would change nathing in his life
even though the way things were made himill. Killed him too, | suppose. He bragged to me once how he
and his friends had sniffed out and secretly executed every member of a plot to snesk up the mountain
and attack the demon migtress there, drive her and her kind from Shiburr. He feared the undying, but that
was not the reason he was so adamant againg the plotters. He feared more loang his place, his wedlth,
his pogtion, in the shaking out if the demon fdl. If he could, he would not drive the demon from the
mountain. If he could. Hah!

You say if | know dl these things, if | despise my patrons so much, why do | submit? | survive, my
friend. | live as | mug. If you seek to lay blame on me for the way | live, if you seek to shame me for
growing comfortable with the humiliations | have endured, then | say to you that you are no different. If
the demon on the hill says to you lick the dust off her feet, you will fal on your bely and lick.



| have little more to say and your bottle is dmost empty. But there are those among us who try to
cast off the foot of the demon, who have tried before and will try again. Me? Don't be stupid. You know
what | am. Who would trust me with such things? | speak of rumor and tales you hear in the street, and
out of my most secret dreams, no more. | dream and | wait, my friend, | dream and | wait.

Vrithian
on the obliquefile[2]

Willow ran dong the edge of the lake, her long thin dawn-shadow jerking and gedticulating like a
dick parody of a person, her feet kicking up flirts of rain-wet sand, pounding a rhythm up through her
body to the top of her head, her breath coming in easy pants. She ran through ragged paiches of
shorebirds scratching about for grubs and worms, gartling them into raucous, whumping flight, hardly
higher than her head before they settled back behind her. A freshening breeze tickled the water into
pointed, tight-packed ripples that whispered to the sand beside her beating feet; armadas of kimkim
cousins twisted in dark funnels out over the shdlow lake, ther high snging hum floating above the water
noise; fish legping for the kimkim cousins beat the water into a continud boil under these dark tourbillons,

She joyed in the dawning, in the sheen of sweat on her skin, the drive of her amdl body, in the amdls
around her, wet earth, rock and sand, the dumps of cattalls in the shalows, old stems and leaves rotting
into glt, the sweet-sweet-sweet yunyiun flowers growing where rocks sprayed into the water, diff white,
pink and crimson stars on rope-wide spongy stems, arrowpoint leaves as thick around them as spines on
anagri’s back. Rotten fish, bird dung, wet feathers, rich strong smdls she sucked in with the clean clear
morning air.

She stopped running when she saw dimpled sand ahead of her, and began kicking it up, searching for
kimkim grubs. Hyardll provided ample meds for his zoo, but Willow sometimes preferred to find her
own breakfast. In a way it was a reassurance that however much she'd logt to time and distance, she
could 4ill keep hersdf. And sometimes she Smply had a craving for the kinds of food he would never
think of providing. She found a hegping handful of the grubs, rinsed them in the lake and srolled dong,
cracking their shells, ripping out the plump white flesh and crunching it with relish between strong square
teeth. When she finished the grubs and brushed away the fragments of shell, she kicked up a flake of
stone and hacked out a long piece of tuber from among the yunyiun plants. She washed off the tuber in
the lake, scrubbing away the dlt, the fine white rootlets, the papery outer skin. When she was satisfied,
she moved a few paces down where the water was clear, kndt again, drank deeply, washing avay the
aftertaste of the grubs and the lagt bits of flesh stuck in her teeth. Then she got to her feet, shook off as
much of the water as she could, scowled a the sun, pale and remote as if it wasn't ripe enough to let the
warmth loose.

Holding the tuber in her Ieft hand, she began running back the way she'd come. The sand was a little
drier now and the edge was off her enthusasm, she didn’t push hersdlf but loped easily dong, the weight
of the tuber adding an odd tic she rather enjoyed into the rhythm of her going.

When she dried off and warmed up, she dowed to a walk, took out the folding knife Hyaroll had
gven her and began peding away the fibrous inner bark of the tuber, working with meticulous care and
the attention she gave every physcd act. Hand-thinking, Hyarall cdled it in the long-ago times when he
dill bothered to talk to his zoo. The pae tan skin came away in long strips, exposing the creamy indde
little by little. When she pedled away the last strip, she started to toss it asde as she had the others, but
checked her hand, caught by a sudden thought, stopped and stared at the length of skin. Then she tucked
it over her waistrope, winding it severd times about the rope to make sure it wouldn't work loose,
started walking again, dicng off divers of the sweet crisp tuber and egting them as she went back around
the lake toward the sheltered ova lawn where Sunchild and Bodri would meet her later in the day.

She sat on the grass, passing the rootskin from hand to hand, ralling it between her pams, chewing at
it, gently, so she wouldn't break the fibers. By the time Bodri came poking dong, she had separated out



mog of the long tough hairs and was examining them with satisfaction, regretting that she'd taken a less
than active interest in the hodgepodge of plants and trees Hyaroll had collected dong with his mobile
gpecimens and set out where the whim had taken him, leaving them to the care of the ironheads and the
lizard people who lived here dready. At her firg waking she thought these folk were more specimensin
the zoo, but when she'd followed her need to know the land and traveled to the edge of the dome,
exploring dong it until she circled the park, she saw them dl around outside, working in fidds, passng to
and from a dutch of low houses just visble on the top of a hill some distance away. Not specimens, just
davesfor o' Stone Vryhh, who made them do whatever he wanted.

“What are you fussng a now, Willow?’ Bodri came sumping around a bush, settled himsdf with a
thump on the grass. She stared a him, startled. He never cdled her by just her name without adding a bit
of fond embdlishment. There were dead and ydlowing leaves on the minigure bushes in his
back-garden, and a flowerstak held severa withered blooms, a sure Sgn he had sunk, into one of his
rare melancholies.

She held out her hand so he could see the fibers. “I gonna make me a cord,” she said.

His mouth worked, settled into an dmost amile, and some of the dullness I€ft his eyes. “A very short
one”

“Seanif | could. Seain if thesgll hang together.” She began teasing the fibers with her thumbnail.
“Old Stone Vryhh, he got poison plants around here too?’

“Why?

She shrugged, began ralling some of the fibers againgt her thigh, twisting them into a thin tight thread.
Fiber by fiber she added length to the thread, holding it up now and then to see how wdl it was bonding
together, how tight the twist was, how firmly it was set. She continued working, dicking her tongue in a
work song, deeply satisfied with how her experiment was turning ot.

“A noose for old Vryhh?" Drawn out of his gloom, Bodri had edged closer to her and was watching
with an intentness he usudly gave only to his plants.

“Mmmp. Maybe. Maybe bowstring.”

“Ah” He unfurled his antennae to ther full length, waved them in dow graceful arcs, curled them
back again. “Better not say any more” Absently, dill watching her, his tentacle arms came from under his
shdl and the thin strong fingers at the end of each began to prod among the garden rooted into his back,
nipping off the dead leaves and gently gripping away the withered flowers.

She watched that from the corner of her eyes as she rolled and twisted, rolled and twisted, happy
thet she'd roused him from his sorrows. Though she hadn’t expected much from them, seeing the fibersin
the rootskin had started her thinking and remembering. Hands going quiet, she looked ful a him,
frowning a little, then turned her head to look over her shoulder at the house riang behind the treetops.
Shefinished adding the last of the fibers and wound the thread about her left hand, feding a strength in it
that was changing her mind about its possihilities. “Old Vryhh,” she said, “he like watchin you me makin
plots. Like my folk laugh and clap hands at a song-dance. He won't do nothin long as we workin. He tel
hisdf | stop the funny o’ things come time they ready to take me” She fiddled with the thread, feding
the hard twists. Fishnet maybe if the water don’t loosen it too much. Somethin to do, anyway. “I
thinkin, “ she said, “dl kind plants here. | thinkin you know how mekin them grow, maybe you know
what ones make poison. Otter, other men back-back when ...” She fluttered her hand in a broken wing
drift meant to say long-ago, far-away, logt to me, oh logt to me. “When rains come, they hunt papkush
and dofuffay. Dry time they St around mekin bow, arrow, chippin stone for point. Little arrow. So
big’—she hdd her hands about the length of her forearm apart—“and dofuffay he make two Bodri,
some left over.” She laughed. “ So women we boil kakoya root till it sticky glop in the bottom of the pot,
poosha for the arrow. Poosha not for killin but for makin deep. Dofuffay hit, he run and run, then he fal
over.” She flicked her fingers out and up like a beast rearing, then made her fingers legs that ran and ran,
then she dapped her hand fla on the grass. “Then the men blood him, cut him up. | thinkin we make
poosha for Old Stone Vryhh.”

“Be ready for you, now he's heard you say it.” Willow wrapped the ends of the cord about her
thumbs and tugged sharply & it, grunted as it cut into her flesh. “Let ‘im waich. Take a while to make



poosha right, try it on Vryhh-sze beast. Then we figure somethin.” She canted her head, grinned at him.
“Sunchild and me, we makin one piece here one piece there, now you make your piece, eh-huh?’

Vrithian
action on the periphery [2]

Amaki came to the garden early that morning, riding her skimded from the smdl neat house in the
workers quarter tucked up next to the downcurve of the dome, a ddicate lacertine figure ganding on the
gmd| round platform, five long long fingers (narrow crooked thumb tucked neaily under) resting lightly on
the squeeze controls at the ends of quarter-circle arcs coming from a narrow column risng before her, a
smooth pebbly skin, mottled gray-green, long soft folds of loose skin draping gracefully about her neck
and dong her sdes, those ddicate seductive verticd folds seen and not seen through the openings
between the front and back of the brown-black tabard she wore, a tabard with no decoration but subtle
patterns woven into the cloth, patterns that shifted with each movement she made, each push of the wind
agang the cloth, aslent musicin the play of light and shadow.

She came to the garden early intending to work on the circle of tazukli bushes, coaxing them to grow
inthe candal abrum form that gave maximum scope for the flitter-blooms that were even now budding on
the sde branches. It was sendtive, demanding work that the androids smply could not do, requiring the
deftness of Conoch’ hi fingers and Conoch’hi aesthetic intuition, it was work she liked, the kind of work
she needed after the dreams that plagued her last night; three times she dreamed of fire and death and
each time woke not knowing if what she' d heard the odd ones saying had seeded the dreams in her or if
they were tomorrow dreams. If her family were here, she'd know, through the lots and the echoes. She
thought of caling them to the corn-kiosk near the workers quarter. | will tonight; maybe the dreams
won't come again. She maneuvered the skimded into a rough shed built next to the wal of Hyardll’s
house, took the toolbag from the shdf at the back of the shed and went waking dowly through the clean
clear morning to the tazukli ring.

After she'd been working for around hdf an hour, on her knees before a angle tazukli, softening the
strongest branches, sraightening them, curling them up a the ends, painting on the porous hardener that
would hold in place the curves she wanted, she heard the pat of the litle woman's fedt, the
tongue-dlicking rhythm of her waking song. She was dways Snging or dancing, even when she sat she
danced, except when she was absorbed in some hit of handwork. One of the odd ones, but not so odd
as some. Amaiki finished the shaping with the dick song in her ears, lending her some of the happy cdm
of the woman on the far Sde of the shrubbery, began carefully pinching off buds the wrong shape or in
the wrong place. Death and fire, a bad time coming for the Conoch’hi, if her triply repeated dream was
true, but one cone's dream had little vdidity, it took a consensus of family, then line, then the whole to
reach rdiably into tomorrow, to send the whole acting as one. In the life weave of her line mother, the
patterning of the whole was rare, once twice no more. A sngle dream was nothing, born perhaps of a
bellyache, a quarrd with a co-wife or the naish of the love group, of fears or shame or a thousand other
things She kept tdling hersdf that, her mind knew it was truth, but the cold knot in her bely would not
0o away.

She moved on her knees to another tazukli, ddiberately choosing a bush near where the odd one sat
on the other Sde of the bushes. She'd heard the three taking here some days ago when she came to
assess the tazukli and see how ready these were for shaping. Now she both wished and feared hearing
more. Her pointed |eaf-shaped ears shivered; there was a drain in her neck as she worked with the bush,
cutting away the sde shoots and sedling the cuts with the graft tool. The beetleman was right, the sunthing
was right, Hyaroll was anking into a lethargy thet threstened them al whether he died or not. The year
ghe left Shiosa the upland rain was late and thin; this winter and last, there was no rain a dl. Wdls were
drying up, especidly close to the dome, where Hyarall’s pumps sucked away every spare drop. For the
fird timein memory, for the firs time noted in the life weaves of the upland Conoch' hi, the Vryhh Hyarall
broke the Covenant and did not bring the winter rains. Her folk were beginning to leave the land; whole



villages would be emptying soon when dl their wels ran dry. The line mother of the Yumoru in Dum
Ymori came to the cdler kiosk, but Hyaroll would not talk to her. Old Stone Vryhh, the little woman had
cdled him. She was right. Heard nothing, saw nothing, wanted nothing. Last year and this, Naish
Ha-erdai, speaker of the fifteen, went to him at the double full of the moons, saying it isin the covenant,
O Vryhh, give usran or let us go. No ran came. They could not go. Amaiki tended the tazukli with
gentle care, ligening to the exchange between the odd folk, hearing the seriousness behind the words.
With Hyarall watching over their shoulders they were going on with their preparations to attack him,
working dowly, meticuloudy, feding ther way aong toward their find plan, knowing it might be futile
because nathing they could do would be secret from him, Old Stone Vryhh watching ther twists and
turns with a rusty amusement, letting them go on because ther energetic activity filled the emptiness in
him.

Amaki let her hand fdl onto her thighs as anger flushed through her; the tazukli had not harmed her,
though it was teking water that her people needed. She closed her eyes and sat very dill until her
trembling stopped. Though the beetleman and the little woman continued to talk, chewing over what
they’ d said dready, she no longer listened, concentrating dl her attention on the tazukli, working camly,
geadily; she had to finish what she' d begun or harm the plant, and she would not do that; she curbed her
impatience, shut a mind-door on frudtration and shaped the plant to the pattern in her mind, seding the
cuts, gabilizing the curves, pinching away buds growing in the wrong places. Agan she dropped her
hands on her thighs closed her eyes. Again she trembled dl over as the rigid controls came off her
emotions, rage and fear flashed through her, srangling her, shaking her until she thought she was going to
fly to bits. She dropped her head onto her knees, whimpering softly, until the gpasm passed. She stayed
folded up like that for severa breaths, then straightened her back in time to see a patch of golden light
dipping behind the trees, Sunchild joining his companions, whose voices ill sounded beyond the lesfy
screen. For amoment she thought of lisening to seeif this creature would have anything to add, then she
shook her head; no point in it. Besides, she wanted rather desperately to reach out to her family, to fed
the gentle soothing mind-touch of the naish Se-passhi, who was ther far-speaker and the tie that bound
each to each and dl to dl. Moving with sllence and precison, she collected her tools, cleaned them,
ingpected them, then set them neatly back into their loops in the bag. She kndt ligening a moment to the
noisy argument between the three odd ones, amiling, thinking that they’ d given over caring anything about
what they said or who heard them, knowing that he heard everything. They were trying to find a way to
trap Hyarall, each punching holesin the plots of the others, everyone getting nowhere. She stood, looked
around at the ring of tazukli, the two plants shaped stark and degant next to the fussy prolixity of the
others, adgh her sole farewdl to a project that would have given her much pleasure,

Amaki sat on the hykaros jewd rug, a gift from one of her mothers, meant to help her fed back into
family warmth while she was exiled indde the dome. It made it easer for her to reach out to the
far-speaker of her own mate-meld. She crossed her legs at the ankle and looked dowly around at the
room with its muted earth colors, the intricately knotted grass mats, the cushions, their covers weaving of
her own and gifts from Kimpri, the pands carved in low rdief that Kimpri and Keran had made, the
bubble glass in the round windows, the scattered lamps, no two dike, giving off a soft golden glow,
meking as many shadows as patches of light, perfuming the room with their scented ails. It was becoming
her place findly, after nearly two years of neding there. She sghed, closed her eyes. One by one, she
brought the faces of her mate-meld to her mind, dwelt lovingly on each: Keran, long and narrow, eyes
like amber fire, tinkerer extraordinary, builder of anything; Betaki, round and chubby, deepy-eyed and
sensud, nurse and nurturer; Muri, tiny but strong, fast enough to catch lightning on the legp, handler of the
family finances, Kimpri, dreamy and intense, a shaper of form and texture, weaver and carver; Se-passhi,
tinier even than Muri, the naish of the med, deeply loving, the bond in flesh.

Se-passhi touched her, folded round her, drawing in the others, she knew them, whispered ther
names, fdt behind them the ghost touches of the hatchlings, one two three four—four?—a new hatchling,
she poured out her joy to them, absorbed thar joy ... she Sghed and opened her sorrow to them and her
need .... “Come” she whispered, “come to me, | need to speak to you ...." Whispering the words



knowing what they received was not exactly words .... “Come, | need you, | need you dl ...
Se-passhi’ s whisper came to her, not words exactly, but when the murmuring was done, she knew with
certainty that the mate-meld would be at the corn-kiosk two days from this a noon, knew aso that they
needed to see her dmogt as urgently as she needed them ... she sent them love and a Sgh of londiness,
caught the return then fdt the touches fade, fdt the ache of loss that never lessened.

She opened her eyes, 9ghed again, her need for them as srong as it was on the fird days in the
dome. More than three years of duty left before she could hold them and be held. She drew her knees
up, draped her arms over them, rested her head on her ams. Two days. | will see them and hear
them. Can't touch them, but at least I'll hear their voices, see their faces. Two days. How can |
wait? Two days. She closed her eyes and let the longing take her and pass away, Stting on the slky rug
until she was empty and cam again. Then she got to her feet and went into the small kitchen to fix her
evening medl.

The Idand Chain Suling Laller

Vrithian
WITNESS[2]
THE BLINDNESS OF TRUTH IN SULING LALLER

My name is Binaram Kay. Pleasg, it is the only thing my own. | am a reader of truth, rather what
someone thinks is truth, thisis the curse born in me, yes, curse. You are skepticd, that is easlly read, you
think thisis a great power, to know when others are truly saying what they fed or lying to you, | tdl you
there are as many reasons for lies as there are lies, no | am wrong, at least twice as many reasons, and
many of them are kind, many of them come from a need to defend oneself from someone more powerful,
someone who can hurt mind or body. | am old, thisisathing | have come to understand after many trids,
many mistakes that hurt more than me. Blind? Yes. Not born blind. 1 was just discovering the pleasures
of babbling about anything and everything, just able to run without tripping over my own feet, able to
dimb on things without help, but not old enough to understand discretion, that lying by slence. My
mother was beginning to suspect my curse and tried to teach me to keep quiet in the presence of my
elders. Ah yes, | have to admit she had little success in this, Juntar was a smdl village in the mountain
spine of Rabikka and every third person was an unde, aunt or cousin. But you know the truth of this,
some coudins are closer than others. | made the mistake of tdling a cousin he lied when he denied
degping with another cousin and getting her pregnant, then proving it with the truth that lay behind his
face. Therissa’'s men came for me that night and took me to Obbatar. They tested me for days. After the
fird few days | began to enjoy dl the attention. | knew they were truly interested in me, | was petted and
cosseted and let show off in ways | found very pleasing, | was much too young to understand what lay
behind that interest. Ah well, | cried mysdf to deep often enough from missng my mother and my goat
and my brothers and ssters, my uncles and aunts and cousins, and everything I'd known in my short life,
but that too happened more and more rardly as | settled in to life a the Center. After three months of
tegting they put me to deep and gently blinded me to be sure | wasn't merdy a muscle reader. Therissa
was not interested in those. Oh it was done quite painlesdy and humandy, if that word can be used about
such a procedure, | was anesthetized and the optic nerve surgicdly severed, | was kept hdf unconscious
till the wounds headled. | can remember no pain, but you must see | am very far from that child. Therissa?
No, I've never met her. Of course | have not, think about it, my friend. Are you truly comfortable this
close to me? Yes, | mean you to ask yoursdf that question knowing | don't need the answer. You see
the vaue of a lie? If 1 had kept slent, you wouldn't fed this uneasiness. So you understand why she
doesn’'t come near her pets, only watches us. Yes, yes, | am blind, but there are things | don’t need eyes
to know. Pets? Yes. What dse are we? Kept in luxury. Look about you. Is not this a pleassant world for
an ancient blind man? How delicately they decorate for us, such marvelous textures, such intricate but



undemanding sounds, the fdling water, the wind chimes, the rock hollows that Sng in sorms and are
glent when the wind is gone. Close your eyes and use your ears, your fingers, and find how pleasantly we
are housed. Kept in luxury and bred a our keeper's command. As soon as | reached puberty they
gtarted bringing women to me. It's quite laughable how gullible | was then. | was far from the firg
truth-reader Therissa put in her zoo; she knew better than to send the women unprepared. They loved
me passionately, dl of them, | read the truth of that and responded, how could | not? Each time one of
them became pregnant, she was taken away and replaced by another equdly in love with me. How many
children? | have no idea. After the firgt dozen or so were removed, the wrench of parting became too
panful, so | stopped trying to see them with my fingers, stopped trying to keep the voices draght,
stopped learning their names, they were shadows, vessds of my pleasure, they came and went like
shadows. And after a while even that became too painful, my body rebelled and would no longer
perform the act. Ah wdl, that too was a long time ago. My duties? Smple enough. A good watchdog
iffing out weaknesses in my owner’s defenses, bringing her profit from renting me out. Do two
merchants conclude their dedls, | am there to assure both that both intend to live up to the bargain. Is
there a question of theft or wrongful death, then | am there to read the truth behind the faces. Is there
trouble on any of the sablas, | am led through the streets, my nose twitching, to point out the plotters. No
more. These old legs have too little soring in them. But there are many to take my place, my own sons
and daughters among them. How many? Look about you. This place grows every year. Why? | have
thought about that often these past years. A whim. Nothing more than that. Something to pass the endless
years. And when she is findly bored with us, no more velvet mosses and wind chimes, no more fine
wines and fine food, no more shelter from the maice of those whose lies we' ve ripped apart. A whim. A
playtoy to pass the time. That's what we are, my friend. And dl | can hopeisthat | die before Therissa's
interest does.

Vrithian
opening movesin the primary attack

Shareem clicked her fingernall againgt the glass of the screen. “That's Loppen, tha crab-shaped
idand there. The Mesochthon is on the south coast, by the bay that's rather like an old-time keyhole.
Middleground. Only spot on Vrithian where Vrya can meat without worrying that one will try to kill the
other.”

Aleytys glanced a the screen, but she was more interested in watching Shareem. Her mother was
babbling, throwing out snippets of informetion as if they were chunks of megt churning to the surface of
the stew in her head. During the fifteen days out from Wolff, she'd been cdm and sure of hersdf,
showing off her ship, reminiscing about the happier times in her past, but as soon as she saw the gas
cloud around Vrithian, she started getting jittery about their reception. Aleytys lisened to her with a
sudden intense surge of affection. Shareem dearly preferred not to look ahead more than she absolutdly
hed to, yet againgt her nature she had worked long and hard to set up the arrangements that were giving
her fits right now, forcing her to confront anxieties she' d refused to think about before.

The lander circled down through the thin scumble of clouds toward a force dome like a dewdrop
shimmering on the chak diffs above the water. Aleytys watched the ground come surging closer and was
hersdf uneasy about what waited down there. She d tried schooling hersdf to expect very little. 1bex had
taught her about the grubbiness and trivia that could lie beneath the golden glow of myth; Shareem’s
jitters were wiping out any lingering hopes she might find a home here.

Home. She thought of her house on Walff, then of Grey. What am | doing here, not ... no, I won't
think about that. She tightened her lipsin a brief unhgppy smile. Shareem's daughter. Oh yes.

The dome flickered. The lander passed smoothly through, settling on a white ceramic target tha
looked absurdly like a giant porclain dinner plate lad cardlesdy on the grass.

A geaming white tube snaked from the gleaming white cube whose polished faces (two hundred
meters on a sde) were opdine with pale images of everything around them, even the clouds flowing



raggedly by overhead. From the exterior sensors, a soft sucking sound, the tube mouth fastening over the
lock.

Shareem draightened her back. For a moment she looked bleak. Then she stood, shook hersdf,
pasted a gmile on her face, willed agleam into her eyes and in a breath or two was the feckless ebullient
creature she showed to Head and Shadith, though never to Aleytys. “Come on, Leg” she said, laughing.
“Time to meet your loving kin.”

A cavernous room. All white and black. All shape and soringing form, arch on arch, fdls of frozen
white laces, twigts of thready black lace, bresking the interior cube into irregular space. Spare white
chairs scattered on an asymmetric spird of black and white tiles. Elegant backdrop for what Aleytys saw
a firg as a horde of identical faces and forms, the same shade of red hair, the same tranducent pallor, the
same green stares. A fantasy fugue of peacock colors in ther robes and tunics and trousers, this sngle
difference emphasizing how dike they were, mae and femae, Shling and non.

All those pae faces turned toward her. Some scowling and hodtile, others blank, waiting. No sgn of
welcome, no acceptance there.

As Aleytys followed Shareem into that intimidating slence, the sense of clotted numbers dissipated.
Maybe fifty Vrya, no more than sxty. Her kind, dl right, though her skin was shades darker, her eyes
bluer. She lifted the corner of her mouth in a haf-smile, mocking the dreams and hopes that had lingered
after dl in spite of her deliberate lowering of expectation, stared back a them with those bluer eyes,
throwing a dlent chdlenge into their silences.

The Vrya turned away as she moved passed them, took up the conversations interrupted by her
ariva. She caught snatches as she walked behind Shareem.

“... locd shamans had a witch-ameling last week. Nadlis and | got together and played a joke on
them, dumped a load of phosphors on the head boneshaker, he was getting uppity anyway, you should
have seen it, how they turned onhimand ...”

“... Dromms crowned a new king. Went, of course, can't let them think they can do that sort of thing
without one of us. Tedious, you don't know ...”

“... there was thisidiot preaching againg usdl up and down The Sheng, and believe it or not he was
darting to get afalowing; turned him into a torch, that stopped ...”

“... the Fospori they’ve developed this marvelous batik process, it takes an age to make a meter
square of it, I've set a couple thousand working on ...”

“... Poyeska, Zea and |, we came out of the clouds over a shevorate herd, startled them, should
have seen those idiot beasts run, went for stadia without stopping, trampled a plavine camp, turned it into

“... boring, Ldly, you wouldn't believe how boring my Vrithli are, lumps that grunt at you, | tried to
get them working on something smple as woodcarving but they ...” Shareem stopped & the ebow of a
men who looked appreciably older than the rest of the Vrya. He was a head tdler than mogt, with heavy
shoulders, powerful ams and legs, a lined, ravaged face, expressionless now except for a hint of
impetience as he ligened to a woman with a fanaticd intengty to face, eyes, voice.

“... you must admit, Har, my breeding programs are more effective than your neglect. What have you
produced in your orpetzh but a vague sort of foreseeing that takes datistica andyss of large samples to
produce anything reliable? Now |I’ve got Sx lines of truth-readers and ten of dowsers and three PK
specids, though | have to admit I’ ve got inbreeding problems with the PK bunch, but I've had the last
cadre of infants collected, put my best surgeons to work on them. Thing is, gensurgery is such a chancy
thing and the talent is so dusve and androids are so limited. Har, | wonder if you ...”

“No.” He turned so abruptly he brushed into Shareem, shoving her into a stagger backward. He
caught her arm, held her up until she had her balance again, then looked beyond her a Aleytys, his eyes
intent, momentarily bright with interest. The brightness dulled again in a breath or two. “Chasing dreams”
he said, dismisA in his hoarse voice. “You're afool to come here, girl. Give me your hand so | can play
my fool’s part in this”

He took her hand, bowed over it, sraightened, spoke loudly. “Welcome to Vrithian, granddaughter.



So that you have a seat here, Synkatta's dome and domain is yours, my gift. The trandfer is logged,
Synkatta s androids and Vrithli await your arrival.” He dropped her hand, muttered, “Much good it'll do
you, but I've kept watch there, purged the place for you. Kel and his herd can't get past my security.
Cdl mewhen you're ready to move in. My advice, if you want it, isto get out and don’'t come back. It's
atrap, girl, and the bait' s not worth a handful of shit.” He stalked away before she could get a word out,
leaving her with her mouth hanging open, feding foolish.

“Wel, that went better than | expected.” Shareem sounded dmost complacent.

“Better!”

Shareem fluttered a hand. “Ligten, Lee, he never bothered to acknowledge me as his daughter even
after hetook mein, but look what he's doing for an offworld brat.”

“Oh, | don’'t mind. He was fond of me before he got so strange, he helped me when | needed help ...
never mind, we shouldn't talk about such things here. Come, let's get the rest of this over with.”

They wound through slent staring Vrya toward another corner of the room, moving in a cold and
hodtile atmosphere meant to be intimidaing; it only made Aleytys angry enough to burn away any
trepidation she' d been feding. She no longer cared whether these people accepted her or not; she'd get
her birthright confirmed, dedl with Kell, then do what she wanted, Aschla take the lot of them. Well, not
Shareem. She amiled a her mother’s back.

Flianniswaited near the wadl, seated in one of the free-form chairs, a pair of identicd Vrya dlent at
her shoulders. The twins watched her quietly, their faces impassive, lowering their eyes as she came
closer. Don't they realize they reek hogtility and jealousy? Aleytys wondered suddenly whether any
of the fifty or so swirling around her ever connected in any way less superficad than casua sex. The
predators she'd come across in the roundabout course that brought her here—deadly little Joran;
wonder what made me think of him?—the scavs on Nowhere, assorted company reps, whatever, dl
of them had about as much feding for others as a pack of hungry silvercoats, yet even they knew more
about reading nonverbd clues than this bunch. She examined the twins thoughtfully. Her mother’s hand
dropped onto her am. “Don’t say anything about them,” Shareem whispered. “Don't tak to them, don’t
even seem to see them. They're clones. Not very successful ones, short-lives, limited minds, she just
does them over when they fade” Aleytys nodded; I've seen worse, she told hersdf. Shareem amiled.
“Well tak laer.”

Hliannis the poet, or so Shareem said. Hadn't written anything new for centuries. But | could have
missed something, she admitted, seeing her as| did only every hundred years or so. And I’ ve never
been much interested in poetry anyway.

Hliannis leaned forward with considerable eagerness as Shareem and Aleytys stopped in front of her.
She didn’'t wait for Shareem to speak, but stood and hdd out her hand. When Aleytys clasped it,
Hliannis said (gpesking so fast she was dmogt jabbering): “Welcome to Vrithian, Vryhh daughter, Vryhh
born to the Vrya” Her hand was dry and smooth; the skin fdt like fine paper. She dropped back onto
the chair, the twins retreating to stand once more at her shoulders. Aleytys found hersdf thinking of them
as children in spite of their devel oped forms, they had an unfinished fed to them as if they weren't whole
persons. Unsuccessful clones and aware of it, forced to stand before her, the whole-person
Vryhh-daughter they could never be. She fought back a sharp stab of anger; it was unnecessarily crud to
create these haf-persons, even cruder to bring them here.

Shareem glanced a her, stepped quickly forward. “Hello, Fliannis. Fiaand Lia are looking especidly
wdl today. The blue suits them.” Aleytys was dtartled and annoyed to find Shareem doing what she'd
forbidden Aleytysto do. I'm still an outsider until this businessis over, she thought.

Hliannis smiled, but the energy with which she'd greeted Aleytys was draining out of her. “They are
wel. We are wdl. Y our absence thistime was short, Reem.”

“l had a good reason for returning.” She put her hand on Aleytys's shoulder.

Hliannis looked vague, then dert again. “Ah yes” She turned to Aleytys. “Yes. Karos and Agriatis
were here ayear or two ago. They told us some exdting taes about your adventures, Vryhh-daughter.”

“Rumor, anassa. Don't bdlieve dl you hear.” Aleytyslifted a hand, let it fal. “Mogt of the time | was



hungry, filthy, confused, bored and frightened hdlf to death. It wasn't anything like exciting.”

“No. No.” Hliannis closed a hand about Aleytys s am, closed it so tightly her nails cut into Aleytys's
skin, a naked greed in her face and voice that astonished and repdled Aleytys. Asif the Vryhh woman
was a leech getting ready to suck her dry. She stood without moving, waiting for the womean to collect
hersdf. “No.” Hliannis straightened out her fingers, Ietting go of the arm, and with the fdling hand seemed
to lose most of her energy. She stared past Aleytys a something, perhaps only a fragment of some
ancient memory, or a brush of suddenly recalled emotion. Her crumpled lips stretched dightly; she turned
her head, seemed dartled to see Aleytys and Shareem dill near her. “You come and vist me,
Vryhh-daughter, you be sure and do that.”

“Yesof course, thank you, anassa.”

Fliannis got to her feet. “My dome'sin Beyinne. Shareem can tdl you how to find it.” She walked off
with Fa and Liatraling slently behind.

A cold knot in her somach, Aleytys watched her wak off. Fliannis looked dmogt as young as
Shareem, time had Ieft her shell intact, but the ingde was rotted out. When Shareem had told her of the
suicides that thinned Vrya numbers, Aleytys hadn’t understood, in a sense hadn’t quite believed her, but
she began to understand them now. If chance or nature didn’t kill her firgt, she promised hersdf as she
watched FHliannis vanish among the other Vrya, if she ever came to such emptiness, she'd dive her ship
into the nearest sun. She turned to Shareem, dtarted to say something. “Not here,” Shareem said. Aleytys
looked around, sighed.

Hrigis was another ancient spirit within a preserved shell, the youthful dagticity of her body wrapped
oddly about the ancient spirit gtting like a shrivded nutmesat insgde it. Though Hrigis was brighter and
sharper, more energetic than FHliannis, her green Vryhh eyes had dl the warmth and welcome of polished
jade; perhaps she'd used up her whole store of emotion so long ago she couldn’t even remember how
feding felt. Her voice was a rather mudca soprano, practiced and precise, counterfating the life she
lacked. “Wecome to Vrithian, Aleytys Shareem’s daughter, daughter of the line of Tennanth, kin and
kind.” She took Aleytys's hand briefly, dropped it. “Go warily, Aleytys, you have enemies here. Once
Kdl issues his chdlenge and you leave the Mesochthon, you'll be atarget. | expect helll show up as soon
as this tedious little ceremony is completed. Do be careful. You're more interesting and I'm sure far
plessanter to have about than heis”

Shareem caught hold of Aleytyss am and led her awvay. Her hand was sheking; she looked
frightened. “I thought we' d have more time” she murmured, “I should have known someone would get
word to him | was bringing you.”

“It had to come sooner or later,” Aleytys sad quietly. “Better now while we're expecting him.
Beddes, it gets him away from Grey and Shedith.”

“You don't know what you're talking about. At least he can’'t attack you until he announces his
chdlenge, but | thought we'd have more time to get dug in before he got here” She pulled her hand
down her face, wiping away the worry with it, the effort concealed behind the amile evident in the rigid
st of her shoulders.

Aleytys looked around. “We re more than dightly outnumbered.”

Shareem sniffed. “These? They' re terrific when they’ re beating up on unarmed Vrithli, but show them
ared fight and they’ll dive for cover.”

“Even mice are bad when they’ ve got numbers on their sde.”

“They won't touch ether of us here. Now shut up, one more to go.” She raised up on her toes.
“Right, follow me”

Loguise was the lagt of the Tetrad, the same mix of age and youth, she was smdler than the other
two women, with sharp but ddlicate features, and (according to Shareem) a tendency to retreat into the
intricacies of her own mind. She was a mathemaician working in relms so esoteric no one else on
Vrithian could come close to understanding what she did. Unlike the other three Tetrarchs, she continued
to work in her fidd, even l&ft Vrithian to attend conferences with other mathematicians. She maintained a
steady contact with a web of her peers across known space, usng Ibex as a transfer node for com-calls,
gnce she could not speak directly from Vrithian without reveding its location, something she was not



about to do. Of the four Tetrarchs, Loguisse was the one mogt fully committed to accepting her. Among
other reasons, she preferred Aleytysto Kdl because he was too turbulent and too unpredictable, too apt
to destroy Vrithian and dl the Vryain his attempt to fill the holes in his soul. Her hand was cool and dry,
her fingerbones like birdbones; they fdt so fragile Aleytys was afraid of crushing them and glad when
Loguisse took her hand back. “Welcome, Aleytys Atennanthan, daughter of Vrithian.” She amiled a little
vagudly, then drifted away.

“Wel, that'sit, Lee. You're now aVryhh of Vrithian.”

“Any reason to stay here longer? If I'm the excuse for this party, I'm certainly not its shining light.”

“Let’sfind Hyaroll and get him to let usin Synkatta's. Forget this bunch. | didn’'t expect much from
them, though | did hope Aglao and Ruth and a couple others would be here.

They sort of promised ...” She looked around. “And Rodyom, rats gnaw his toes, he probably forgot
what century he's in” She wrinkled her nose. “That's one thing you're going to have to live with,
Lee—the best of usign't dl that reliable when it conies to remembering engagements.”

Aleytys chuckled. “Poor Mama—stood up by how many?’

“Hah, respect for your eders, child.” She began scanning the crowd for the massive figure of the
Tetrarch; with his Sze and width he should have been easy enough to locate, but there was no sSgn of
him. Absently, Shareem said, “I didn’t want to give you a tota disgust of your kind; | thought 1’d pull in
some of the Strays, add some flavor to the mix.” She chewed on a knuckle a moment, then started
moving. “Help mefind him, Lee. W€ ve got to get you ingtaled in your new property.”

Aleytys followed her mother as she went quickly from divider to divider, drding the huge room in her
search, growing more and more anxious as it became clear that Hyaroll had dready left. “I didn't expect
ahouse given to me” she said. “Thought I’ d have to buy one. As on Woalff.”

“Har's head of Tennanth-line, Lee. Never mind what Kdl told you. Synkatta's dome came to him
when Kata dimbed onto hisfunerd pyre and lit the match. Hyaroll shut it down. Wasn't anyone around
he liked well enough to bestow it on. Damn histhick head, he' s left us floating.”

“Wdl, wdl, it's mud-face. So you squirmed your way here.”

Aleytys turned dowly, trying to control the surge of fear and anger that shook her when she heard
that deep fluid voice, a voice she' d heard only the one time waking, a thousand times since in nightmare.

He was il thin, but it was a hedthy leanness, not the papery skin over chak bones she'd seen on
Sungurdingu. When she cured him of the disease that was edting his life. His smile became a grimece as
she took her time examining him, that assessing gaze reminding him too vividly what he' d been and what
she'd done. She fdt the fever in him, the need to wipe away the memory of his weakness, but she wasn't
ready to ded with hisrage. Or her own. Not yet.

“As you see” she sad temperatdy. She heard Shareem’s breath catch, fdt her mother’s fingers
dogng warm on her shoulder; she covered the hand with her own, graieful for the Slent support.

“Mud,” he said, snapped his mouth shut. A moment’s tense sllence. “Look at that, dl of you.” His
voice was hoarse, dipping out of his control; again he clamped his mouth shut. Another slence. Soft
scuffle of feet as the Vrya came closer. “Look a what you want to cal Vryhh. Wash it till the sun's a
cinder, you won't get it white” Ancther exploding silence. “I will not, | will not have that dime cdl itsdf
Vryhh. 1 will not.” Silence. “To the desth, Mud.” Slence. “I declare war between us. | declare that you
and any who try to help you, Mud, will die a the hands of me and mine”

Aleytys sucked in a bregth, let it out. “To the death, cousn,” she said quidtly, flatly.

His face went taut, his head back; she thought he was going to explode and attack her, but he svung
around and strode away, vanishing into the nearest exit.

For severd breaths after he I€ft, there was totd slence, then a murmur of comment growing louder
and more excited as the room began to clear.

Aleytysfdt chilled to the bone, anger gone ash ingde her; she was suddenly tired to death of dl this,
the sheer dupidity of it like stones crushing her. “Looks like the party’s over.”

“I knew it would be bad, but he's ...”

“Heistha.”

Shareem opened her mouth, closed it, looked helplesdy around.



Aleytys moved her shoulders, shook her arms, straightened her back. “What comes next? What do |
do?

“The ship, | suppose.” Shareem took afew steps toward an exit, hestated, came back. “My dome's
in Guldafe, but ... theré's dmogt nothing, no defenses ... couldn’t stop a hungry mouse ... I’'m dmost
never there. | thought ... | don’'t know ... | thought Hyaroll might take usin. But that's ... he's not here.
I’'m sorry, Lee”

“He gave me Synkatta' s dome. Why not go there?’

“We can't get in until he unpeds it for us. That maggot-head, what good does it do to give you the
placeif he doesn't ...

“I'll put you up until you can get old Stone Ear’s attention.” Loguisse. She'd come up behind them
shadow-silent. “He |l talk to me mogt times even when he shuts out everyone ese. | wouldn't mind guests
for a few days, and Kdl knows better than to worm about in my domain. Besides’—eyes dight with
slent laugher—"“my androids will love having someone to do for. They complain | need <0 little that half
thar crcuits are rotting from disuse” She gtrolled away, leaving them to follow if they wanted.

Shareem brightened and started after her. “Thank whatever gods there are, Lee, well make it
through the next two three days.” She was dmost dancing, her spirits soaring out of the mucky swamp
they’ d been plodding through for the past severd minutes. Aleytys followed, amiling, unable to resist her
mother’s pleasure. They stepped into the tunnd a pace or two behind Loguisse.

“I’ve forgotten too much, Lee, tried to forget it, | suppose. I'll do better after this | promise”

“Forget that too. We should talk soon. | need to know how this war works. What about the lander?’

“Bed to leaveit right here. He's probably got in and trapped it aready.”

“But you sad ...

“Huh? Oh. The Mesochthon truce ground isjust the hdl floor.”

“Aschla’s hdls” Aleytys caught hold of Shareem’s am and threw her back down the tube, ran
ahead, flung a startled Loguisse after Shareem. “Harskari,” she cried, “hdp me”

The amber eyes come open and dert.

A weght about her head. The diadem begins chiming.

The air thickens about her.

A few steps ahead the floor cracks open. pieces of the tube start to fly up and out, then they dow,
freezein place.

She druggles againg the intractable weight of the air, knedls and pushes the pieces of the floor asde;
they resst her briefly, but her strength is augmented in this state. She reaches into the hole, gets her hands
around the bomb, a black egg with narrow jagged cracks in the heavy casing, the heat ingde glowing a
murky red. The bomb is amdl, about the Sze of her two fids, but its mass dmos defeats her. With
Harskari urging her to a cautious haste, she manages to pry the bomb loose and stagger to her feet,
cradling it againg her stomach.

She lurches dong an endless white tunnd until, with a relief that dmaost undoes her, she sees daylight
ahead and the green of grass. Kdl or his minions had pried the tube loose from the arlock when they
introduced the bomb. Wondering how she is going to dispose of it, she staggers into the sunlight,
Harskari waning her she is running out of time and strength. She keeps moving. Past the landing saucer.
Across the grass. She bumps into something that feds like the skin on old gdain, pops through it, redizes
that the skin must be the force dome. She dows, stops, remembering that the dome is very close to the
diff edge. She blinks the blurring sweat out of her eyes and finds that the third step on would have been a
very long one indeed.

Throw it,* Harskari says. *1 can hold the stasi's a few minutes longer.*

Arms shaking, she takes another step and heaves the bomb over the diff edge, whedls and races for
the dome, pops through it a breath before Harskari lets go. The exploson finishes itsdf partway down
the diff but is shunted away from her and the others by the force dome.

Feding like a watery pudding, she crashed to her knees and gasped in mouthfuls of shivering air.

Shareem came running to her, Loguisse following more sedately.

Aleytys looked up, smiled wearily at her mother. “I wish you' d mentioned a bit earlier that the neutrd



ground stopped at the hal’s edge.”

“Wha athing ...” Shareem pulled Aleytys onto her feet. “You look whipped.” She steadied Aleytys,
pulled her daughter's am around her shoulders and started waking with her toward Loguisse's flier.
“What did you do?’

“Time for that later.” Loguisse's cool, cam voice. She moved past them, stepped onto the landing
saucer. “You live up to your reputation. Hunter.” She touched the lock. Over her shoulder, she said,
“Wait there aminute”

Aleytys clasped her hands behind her heaed, swayed back and forth, dretching her muscles, feding a
treacherous euphoria flooding her. She'd just been a hairline away from death. Cloud shadows swam in
lyricd slence across the shining white face of the cube, but nothing dse moved, there wasn't a Stray
sound. “I’d have thought there' d be more fuss, Reem. A bomb just exploded, but no one seems to have
noticed that.”

“Oh, they did. They went the other way fast.”

“That’s how it'sgoing to be?’

“Till thisis over.”

“Mmm. Why pick this tube?’

“Chance, maybe; or they mined dl the tubes and only touched off the one you went into. Does it
meatter?’

“| suppose not.”

Loguisse reappeared in the lock. “Come in now.”

Water from horizon to horizon, bright glittering blue, amdl tight bumpy wrinkles packed close like
pleatsin afan.

Three black midges come legping a them from three directions. Loguisse does nothing. They Szze
and phutt out before they come near the flier. Other fliers dip in and out of clouds, so far away they are
guesses on the viewscreen; they don't try to get closer. More missles. Loguisse dts quigtly before the
console, a bored look on her 4ill face; the flier handles whatever is thrown at it; nothing comes close
enough to shake the air about them.

As soon at the flier moved over the land, Loguisse woke from her dream; a dight smile on her face,
she bent over the console, reading the flood of data, responding with a swift dance of her fingers over the
sensor pand. Apparently she guarded her domain as rightly as her dome. Theflier lifted, dropped, turned
ina complex saraband across the dry harsh land of 'Y ashouk.

Loguisse' s dome was in the high uplands of Yashouk, in bleak but austerely beautiful canyonlands.
Wind-sculpted stone and narrow tortuous canyons with water glinting slver at the bottom of a few. The
dome spread over the whole of a broad mesa whose precipitous wals were being gradudly esten away
by wind and water and time. Loguisse had lived there mogt of her ten thousand years; in another ten
thousand she might have to move if she didn’'t do something to stop that infinitesma erosion.

The flier hovered over the dome while she did a find glissade over the sensors, then it dropped
dowly, merged with the dome, dropped further into a hole uncovered as a pool did to one sde, dropped
down and down the stone shaft, fdling into thick darkness, down and down until it feathered to ahdt in a
vad cavern deep indde the mesa. Light bloomed about them as it settled onto an ovd platform some
meters above the stone floor.

Loguisse spoke asngle word. “Krasis” Without bothering with explanation or ingtruction, she svung
her chair around, stood and walked toward the lock, which opened smoothly as she approached, stayed
open behind her. She stepped onto nothing with a calm assurance that was immediaidy judified as a
white ceramic disk materiaized under her feet and began lowering her to the floor of the cavern. Rather
impressed, Aleytys amiled and relaxed. Kdl hadn’t a hope of getting in here. A step ahead of Shareem
she went to stand in the lock, watching what was happening below.

As Loguisse drifted downward, atdl golden metd man came with feine grace from a sde tunnd and
stood waiting. Another of the fantastic androids of Vrithian. It was ddighted to have its mistress back,



she could fed that—but how could a thing of circuits and crystas fed so intensdy about anything, how
couldit fed a dl?

Loguisse stepped off the disk and sent it back to the lock with a flutter of her fingers. “Kdl,” she
sad. “You know histricks. Kegp him out.” The android walked away, vanishing into the darkness from
which it had come.

Shareem brushed past Aleytys and stepped onto the disk, Ieting it take her down. Aleytys gazed
after the android, puzzled by the rdationship between Loguisse and her congtructs. She certainly didn't
fuss about ceremony. Robots, androids—not so complex and, wel, beautiful as these—existed
otherwhere than Vrithian, but most folk who built or owned them demanded servant manners from
sarvants shaped like men. She rather liked the absence of that mindset in Loguisse, but it made her
unessy, made the Tetrarch more enigmdic. She stepped onto the disk Shareem had sent back for her
and floated down. It begins, she thought. I’'m learning the possibilities wired into me. She stepped off
the disk, started to speak, then decided she had nothing she wanted to say. Loguisse looked around,
nodded, then started waking up the tunnd the android had taken.

“Rest aslong as you need.” Loguisse tapped a sensor by the door. “If you want anything, thiswill call
your atendant. ** She amiled vagudly and |eft.

Aleytys poked about the amdl bare room. Perfect order, pleasant enough, but it looked as if it had
been wrapped in plastic for a long time and someone had only just broken the sed. She nodded. This
only confirmed what she' d fdt about Loguisse. The Tetrarch preferred her androids to people; they went
quietly about their tasks and left her undisturbed. She didn’'t want vistors. Aleytys and Shareem were
unwelcome as fleas infesing her extended body no maiter what she said; they’d better find a way to
leave soon if they wanted to keep her friendly. Aleytys yawned. The long day had left her exhausted. She
stripped and showered, then climbed into the narrow bed and dropped into a heavy deep.

Glass dripstinkling in the wind, chimes diding into her deep.

She began to wake.

Soft femde voice replacing the chimes Aleytys, Aleytys, join us for dinner. Aleytys, Aleytys,
you' ve dept long enough. Aleytys, Aleytys, let Korray bring you to us. Touch the caller when you
want her.

Aleytys turned over, murmuring drowsily, rubbed at her eyes. The voice shut off. Muttering a little,
ghe got out of bed. While she dept, someone—presumably Korray—had brought a sdlection of long
dresses to the room and hung them on the air at the foot of the bed. She ran her hands through her
tangled hair and stared at them. One was blue-green, the color close to matching her eyes, a soft dinging
glk, cut to skim the curves of her body, one sde dit to the thigh for ease of movement, a scoop neck,
long loose deeves. She wrinkled her nose & it. The second was so dark a green it was dmogt black; it
glowed with the sheen of fine wool. A looser fit; the skirt flared to flow like water about her as she
walked. The third was white, a gola made of a supple slky materid she didn’'t recognize, heavy enough
to hang in graceful folds from the round gold brooches that held back to front a the shoulders. Nice to
have a choice. She looked about for the comfortably familiar shipsuit, but whoever had brought the
dresses had gone off with it, presumably to give it a good cleaning. Lovely service, but | want the suit
back. I damn well couldn’t do much fighting or running in any of those.

Shegot to her feet, stretched, did a few bresthing exercises that woke her body up but did nothing
much to clear the cotton wadding out of her head. Rubbing her eyes, massaging the back of her neck,
she walked to the snug fresher and stood for a dreamy while with the shower beating down on her.

| won’'t stay here.

Amber eyes blinked open. *Certainly not here* Harskari said, acerbic amusement in her voice.

Aleytys shut the water off, stepped from the cubicle, began scrubbing one of the blanket-sized towes
over her body. “I meant Vrithian.”

*Going to run? Hell be after you.*

“I know.” She dropped the towel on the floor and went to make faces a hersdf in the seamy mirror.



“Afterward.” She began dragging a comb through her soggy hair.

*Leave afterward until you' re finished with now.*

“Oh, profound.”

*Mock how you want, you' re dill running. It’ s time to face about and attack.*

“How? Where? Give metime to get my head organized.”

*No time left.*

“Loguisse bought me some. A day or two. I’ ve bought time for Grey. And Ticutt. Kdl’s here.”

* Shadith should be on Avosng by now—the distances from Walff are roughly the same*

“l know.” She pulled the comb a last time through her hair, looked at the snarls of wet red caught in
it, threw it a the tiled wal across the room, watched it bounce. “Attack, hah! Attack what? Rin him
down? Where? A world's a big place. And it's his world. Only advantage | have is that | know sooner
or later he's coming after me” She edged a hip onto the sink, closed her eyes. “Got to let him do that
and hope to catch him hopping. Got to switch his ground to mine How? | can't just go out and say here
| am, hit me. Either he says no thanks or he squashes me; too likdy he puts his thumb on me and turns
meto a smear on the stoneif | give im an opening like that. Leave me adone. I'm trying to work it out.”

*Touchy.*

“Yes | amn”

*If you don’t want me around ...*

“Now who's touchy?” She smoothed her hair back, looked around for something to tie round the
gueue she circled with her fingers, shrugged and let it go, walked back into the bedroom. “What about
our cancdling out the bomb? Think that jarred him any?’

*The missles were a weak follow-up ... could have been deliberate, make you underestimate him,
maybe point you away from where the attack’s redly coming. In any case, héll be regrouping and
planning something worse.*

“l know.” She walked around the robes, fdt the materid, then pulled the dark green dress off its
invisble hanger, gathered up the skirt into loose folds and tossed it over her head. A wriggle or two and it
did down over her body asiif it had been made for her, which it probably had. “Send a prayer to your
gods whoever they are that Loguisse can give me the data | need.” She smoothed the closures shut.
“Datawe need.”

*Thanks for remembering.*

“Sarcasmisnot &t dl atractive”

*Remind yoursdf of that, Lee. Remember, I'm here until you get around to finding me a body.*

“How can | forget?” She did her feet into the hedless dippers that matched the dress. “Keep your
eyes open, oh wisest of mentors. Once thiswar gets moving there should be a wide choice. Pinch me fast
when you see one you fancy. As Shadith did. | wonder what she's doing now.”

*Up to her earsin amess of her own making, no doubt.*

“l suppose o, but I'd alot rather be there than here.”

*Redly?

“Aschlashdls, | don't know. Leave me done.”

Korray took her to aroom that was an degant but chilly concoction of glass and gainless sted with a
floor that repeated the design of the wadls, white cloisonné filling brushed sted outlines. Vines with
heart-shaped leaves the palest of greens wove through open spaces and took some of the visud coldness
from dl that white and slver, but not much. Through an unglassed arch came the sound of water playing
lazly through the lobes of an angular sted sculpture, dropping musicdly into a cylindricd bagin, its bricks
glazed a bright blood red, ther mirror surfaces a shout and a shock in dl that glassy glitter and
washed-out green.

Shareem and Loguise sat in separate Slences a a glass-and-sted table with three place settings lad
out on it. Loguisse was gazing abstractedly at the fountain, putting some problem through its paces,
Shareem was slent dso, the lightness gone out of her face. She looked drawn and tired as she folded
and refolded a bright red napkin. If that is an example of Vryhh homelife, no wonder she prefers to



stay away. As she waked toward them, Aleytys found hersdf wondering what Shareem’s childhood
had been like, the time before Kdl, long before the death of her mother. Sudden thought (sparked by the
dght of the fragile-seeming siver-metd Korray moving ahead of her): Were dl Vryhh children raised by
androids? That would explain alot. The degant little android pulled the third chair out from the table and
waited to hep her st. She settled hersdf, then looked up through the dome at the sky. Cloudless, pae
blue, no sgn of the sun. Was that east? It was hard to say; she wasn't adjusted to this world yet. She
tried a tentetive amile.

Shareem winked a her, dartling her. For an indant, just an ingant, her mother was the lighthearted
laughing woman she' d been on Woalff. Loguisse continued to look abstracted.

“I'm dill hdf adeep.” An gpologetic turn of her hand. “What timeisit?’

Loguiss blinked, did round to face her. “Six hours after noon. A twenty-eight-hour day.”

“Then it's supper you're offering.”

“More or less, though my gaff can provide anything you fed like eating.”

“l was atime coming. Y ou've eaten?’

“We waited for you. Tdl Korray whet you'd like”

“Oh. Umm, meet of some sort, green vegetable, bread. Locad produce. I'm not fussy about how it's
fixed. Chaif you haveit.”

Korray shifted dightly; the new angle, dtering the patterns of light on the angular planes of its face,
mede it seem asif it was amiling. It walked away with a delicate grace, a flud amog fleshly flow. And it
was quietly happy; like Krasis it centered its happiness on Loguisse' s return. Aleytys gazed at her hands.
Programmed into them? Or something that had dowly, dowly developed over the millennia androids and
maker had lived together. She hoped it happened that way; the other made her rather sick.

“Korray and Krasis were both designed by Synkatta; he had an degant touch with androids”
Loguisse was gmiling & her, amused.

“Synkatta. If he could do that, why ...”

Loguise shrugged. “He ran into the limits of his gift.”

“Oh. Where can | find Kdl?’

“You don't waste time”

“I've wasted too much. | need information, anassa, | can't fight in the dark or gt around on the
defensive too long. Fight him on histerms, well, that’s not a good ideg, I've got to ghift the war onto my
own ground.”

Loguisse nodded. “I'll set Krasis to making extracts for you, what | know of Kel and his resources.
Will that do?’

“How can | say until I’ ve seen what comes up? Isit too late to try reaching Hyaroll?’

“You'reinahurry to leave. Should | be insulted?” Cool voice, spark in the greenstone eyes, irritation
afog ralling out of her. A jolting reminder that Aleytys was taking too much for granted the great favor
Loguisse was doing her.

Aleytys opened her mouth to explain that she knew Loguisse was uncomfortable with them there, but
swdlowed the words after another look at the Vryhh woman. After a moment’ s thought, she said, “I'm a
danger to you, Loguisse anassa. Aslong as I'm here. You've been very kind taking us in despite that
danger, nearly got blown to dust for it. How can | repay you by putting your life more at risk?’

Loguise sad nothing for a long moment, her face unreadable, her mind and emotions so controlled
that Aleytys caught amost nothing from her but a generd skepticism. And a touch of rdief. “I've been
trying to reach Hyarall,” she sad findly. “He won't answer my cdls” She leaned back as a trio of
androids came in with a serving cart. “I'll try him again after we eat.”

Loguisse had no luck that night; it was midmorning the next day before she got a response. Hyarall
looked as if he'd bitten into something sour and couldn't get the taste out of his mouth. “What do you
want, Loguisse?’

“You present Aleytys with dome and domain and forget to key her in,” Loguisse sad cadmly. “Kdl
could ignore those defenses you boast of and take her while sheis scratching about trying to get in”



Animpatient grunt. A crabbed gesture with one hand. “So keep her there.”

“I'mwilling. She's not.”

“Take a pattern, flip it over to me”

“Don't be absurd.”

He scowled at her, chewed on his lip. “You know where it is. Meet me there. Two hours. Locd
time Got it?’

“Got it

The screen blanked. Loguisse svung around. “We Il get you keyed in, then well come back here,
Aleytys. You need to learn more than Shareem can tdl you about how to manage a kephal os.”

Shareem laughed, spread her hands. “1’ ve spent too much time offworld. Listen to the woman, Lee”

Loguisse did from the char. “Come” she said. “You don't need anything beyond what you're
wearing. Kdl will keep his head down while Hyaroll and | are around.” She walked briskly to the door
and the bubble within a bubble that protected this room, the heart of her dome, the point where kephalos
and Vryhh had closest contact, then turned and stood fidgeting impatiently until they reached her.

They passed through the double membrane into the smothering darkness of the maze. Aleytys took
Shareem’s hand, reached for Loguisse's and let her lead them through the twists and turns ahead.

They emerged into the cavern close to the shrouded machinery, the dlent sealed workshop, nearly
hafway around from the place where they entered the maze. Apparently the maze changed shape and
entrance a established intervas following some principle known only to Loguisse; she' d suspected it was
changing again even as they passed through it, she had had a feding of movement, of oppression in that
thick gtifling blackness asif wals were pushing a her, even though she saw and heard nothing.

She followed Loguisse toward the bulkiest flier, Shareem trailing slent and unhappy behind her.
Shareem wanted to be away, out of this delicate sted paradise made for one. More then anything ese,
she wanted to take Aleytys away and go back to the universe outside the cloud where things were
confused and perilous, but less hurting and certainly less confining; out there she had space to move, she
hed her ship and her talents, and if things got sticky or boring she could pick up and go somewhere ese.
Vrithian oppressed her and Kéll terrified her. Aleytys knew dl that, was thinking about it as she rode the
disk up to the lock, and when she looked down she saw Shareem looking down aso, her shoulders
dumped, her body radiating unhappiness. When Shareem came up, she put her am about her mother’s
shoulders, hugged her hard, then moved quickly to the passenger chairs. Shareem looked startled, then
gmiled and followed without comment.

Synkatta's dome was on the southern coast of Kebezuild, high on granite diffs above a narrow
beach where surf pounded endlesdy, white foam about black rocks, the bright blue sea dretching out to
the horizon. This ocean had a wider, wilder fed to it than the one they’d crossed to reach Loguisse's
dome; perhaps because she was closer to it, perhaps because the dome was farther north, the ocean
here seemed to have more energy, more anger to it. And I’'m using this nonsense to avoid thinking
about what could happen to us if he doesn’t come. She glanced at Loguisse. The Tetrarch was slently
fuming as she kept theflier drding above the dome. Fifteen minutes passed. Twenty. Thirty.

Aleytys squirmed in her seat. Ay-Madar, here | am, helpless again. Hanging on one protector’s
armwhile | wait for another. Like with Sower and Maissa on Lamarchos. Hauled here, dragged
there. Kicked about by the whim of others. Even Ard took me where he wanted to go, dumped me
when | wanted something else. The lagt few years she'd been making her own decisions and running
her own life; right now she was seeing more dearly than she had when she was immersed in it how much
control she'd had in spite of the Hunts more or less forced on her, Hunts she had to admit, if she was
redly honest with hersdf, that she'd enjoyed, dangerous and dubious as they were. She fidgeted as
quietly and inconspicuoudy as she could. Wherein Aschla s stinking hells was Hyarol1?

Loguisse leaned forward. Hyaroll’s scowling face filled the screen. “Gnats” he grumbled. “Had to
swat ‘em. You ready to follow me down?’

“Ready. Go.”



The face vanished; the image was a lumpy armored flier that darted down at the dome” a dark
streak moving so fagt it dropped off the screen before Loguisse could move. She dropped her flier after
him, followed him through the dome. Then both fliers were Stting on landing saucers not far from an odd
whimdcd sructure it was difficult to cal a house and a series of gardens as disconcerting and prankish
and lovdy as the house.

Hyaroll walked diffly the few steps to join Loguisse, Aleytys and Shareem. He pointed a Aleytys.
“Come.” Without waiting for a response from her, he started for the house. Over his shoulder he said,
“You two walt here. She can do what she wants when the thing's finished.”

Loguisse tapped Aleytys on the shoulder. “Go. No use trying to argue with him. WEll be over there
by the fountain.” Shareem nodded agreement and strolled away toward the fountain, a fantasy in twisting
looping bronze tubes spitting up spurts of water in a comica lilting srongly rhythmicd dance. Loguise
dropped beside Shareem on a bronze bench and sank into the intricacies of some problem. Aleytys ran
after Hyaroll, caught up with him and walked aong beside him. What she got from him was a feding of
terrible weariness. It smothered dmogt everything ese about him. Somewhere indde that weariness was
ahint of irritation, but even that was hollow and without force. She walked beside her grandfather, saying
nothing because there was nothing he wanted to hear from her. She had the feding that the dightest
obgtacle, even awrinkle in a rug, might stop him and he'd just stand there and turn dowly dowly into
sone. Yet he'd bothered to acknowledge her as his granddaughter and fit up this dome for her. She
found it hard to understand why he'd stirred himsdf, what given when she fdt in him. She thought of
asking, but that might be the metgphorica wrinklein the rug.

He led her through flow-spaces, past doors and open rooms mantained by the house androids, who
were nowhere in Sght right now; she couldn’t even fed them ticking away around her, they mug tuck
themsalves away in closets somewhere after finishing the eterndly repeated deaning chores about this
house of ghosts. They wound deeper into the house through those empty, echoing ... well, hdls, dipping
down and down into the stone of the diffs A brief darkness, a sense of waiting around her, a maze of
her own once it was activated and deployed. A brief double tingle as he took her through the inner pair
of membranes and into a brightly lit dl-white room Smilar to the heart of Loguisse's dome, though the
indrumentation was less complex here. Which was naurd enough, given the differences between
Loguisse and Synkatta.

Hyarall put hishig hand on her shoulder and guided her to the command seat, a heavy black swive
char fixed before the console. Without Ietting go of her, he used his free hand to drag the dust cover off
that chair. “ St there and don’t fight what happens.” He urged her toward the seat with amdl pushes that
mede her fed like a bit of rag caught in the jaws of a large angry dog. Annoyed, she resisted, tilted her
head up and around. “Fght what?’

He dropped his hand. “Probes. Need to read you, get your patterns into kephalos. Sit.”

“l don’t like things messing with my head.”

“St or forget it. Up to you.”

“Hunh.” She settled hersdf in the chair, fdt it come to life around her as Hyaroll began moving his
fingers diffly over the sensors. The back moved, flexing and bulging, rising like a cobra hood over her
head, coming over and down, shaping itsdf to her skull. She tried to relax. Not the time to wake the
diadem. No danger, she thought at the thing, stay quiet, | need this. The diadem did not manifest. She
relaxed some more. The hood closed over her face, shutting off light and ar so suddenly she dmost
panicked, caught hersdf just in time. She sat dill, breathing as deeply, dowly, seadily as she could.
Probes came dipping into her head, tickling and ginging, wriggling around. An obscene feding. As if
some repulsive stranger had tied her so she couldn’'t move and was feding her up and she couldn’t do
anything to stop him. After those first ugly moments, though, she learned as much from kephaos as it
learned from her and she knew with a comfortable certainty that she could destroy chair, console probes,
everything, the whole of kephaos—if she wanted to. This certainty gave her aufficdent sense of control
that she didn't need to destroy anything. All this was happening because she let it happen. It was enough.
She sat dill and let kephaos read her. Time passed. Fndly the hood retreated, collgpsing into the chair.
She moved her shoulders, sraightened her back, swung around so she could see Hyarall.



“Not yet. Stay there.” Hyaroll was frowning at a screen. “Odd readings. Very odd.” He continued to
work over the sensors, sopping occasondly to stare blankly a nothing as if his memory had hdted on
him and he had to dig deep to find what he needed. As he worked, she fdt the room and the house
coming dive about her. More and more of the console lit up; numbers and symbols began to flow across
the screens. She didn't attempt to read them, though she did wonder if her trandator trick would work
with numbers and number codes as wdl asit did with words and language. She didn’t especidly want to
find out right now; her head ached enough aready.

Hyardll took the metd drip that did out of a dot under the sensor pand, stepped back. “It's yours
now. Or will be once I’'m outsde the dome.” He gave her the finger-length strip of biuish meta. “Hang
onto this. It's your key if you have to leave the dome. Come.” He started for the membrane, waited for
her without trying to pass through it. “Up to you now,” he said. “ Order kephaos to let me through.”

“How?"

“Say the words.”

“Aloud?’

“If you want. Or subvocdize.”

“l hear you.”

He put his hand out, tested the membrane, started off at a much faster pace than he'd used coming
here. Svearing under her breath, she ran after him.

In the baronia great hdl with its massve door, its playful windows that were abstract patterns in
crimson-and-sapphire stained glass, its rugged celing beams and huge fireplaces, its rows of chanddliers,
Aleytys, feding like the heroine in some ancient melodrama, caught hisarm. “Wait.”

He walked three steps more, dragging her dong, then turned to scowl down at her. “What?’

“Why are you doing dl this?’

“Hnishing something.”

“What?’

“My business”

“Mine as wdl snceit involves me. Thisisn't idle curiosity, anaks. I've a hard fight ahead. The more |
know the better | fight. | don’t understand you. | need to.”

He stared a her a moment, then shifted his gaze to look past her a one of the bright windows. To
her surprise, he smiled—a twigt of his large mouth, a glint in narrowed green eyes. The dlint faded, his
face sagged, there was nothing left. “Blood,” he said. “Promised her mother 1I'd take care of Shareem.
lanna, her name was, Shareem’s mother. Promised her that after she pried Reem loose from Kel. Knew
he' d go after her, wanted her to stay with me. She wouldn’t. You're alot like her, Lee; saw that soon’'s |
saw you. Did the best | could for Shareem after lanna was killed. Reent'll never amount to much. No,
no, don't argue, girl. She's not the wordt, cares alot about you, that’s something.” He put his hand under
her chin, tilted her face into the red-and-blue light. “ Y ou’ re a good child, Aleytys, you hurt when you see
hurt. Shareem showed us. Proud you're my kin.” The words were fing, made her glow, but there was so
little feding behind them that she ached for him. He must have seen something of this, because he backed
away a step, hand dropping to his sde. “Say it one more time. You shouldn't have come, this world is
too smdl to fit you. | wind down to nothing, entropy embodied, soon unbodied.” Another step away
from her. He caught hold of the door’s latch. “You're too full of life, girl. Like sandpaper on an ulcer.
Don't cdl me again.” He tripped the latch, pulled the door open and staked outside.

By the time she followed he was hdfway to hisflier. She stood in the doorway watching until the lock
closed behind him, then walked across to join Shareem and Loguisse by the fountain, the risng whine
from the flier drowning the water’ s laughter. Theflier rose and hovered just below the apex of the dome,
wating.

Aleytys looked at the gtrip of metd in her hand. “What do | do now?’

Loguisse blinked, squinted up at the flier, shading her eyes with both hands. “Tdl kephalos to open
the dome.”

“Then whoever is out there waiting lobs an egg through and boom.”

“Warn kephalos that you expect trouble, thet the defenses are to be at maximum dert. They should



be adequate—Har set them up.”

“Thanks” She thought a moment, getting the phrasing right, then reached for kephaos as she had
when she let Hyarall out of house-heart, gave the order.

Hyardll’sflier shot up and darted away, taking out a missle that pounced on it the moment it Ieft the
protection of the dome, and kephalos ashed a pair that streaked for the hole. Then the flier was gone, the
dome was intact, and the fountain was playing its comic song loudy enough to be heard over the
wandering breeze and the very faint popping noises as the remnants of the missles hit the dome and
Szzled down its Sides.

Aleytys ran her thumb across the featureless strip of blue metd. “Will this work for anyone who holds
it?’

“No. Your brain and body patterns are coded into it. Holder has to match those. Aslong as you're
dive. Once you're dead, anyone can useit.”

“Rignt. If | lose it when I’'m outside, | can't get back in?’

Loguisse looked thoughtfully & her. “You?' Her eyes crinkled with her slent laugh. “The rest of us
would have to find someone we trusted to make a duplicate, not something especidly easy on this
world.” She sobered. “If you lose it, come see me. I'll make the duplicate.”

“That's ardief.” She looked up at the last fant sparks of the debris. “Tha was rather obvious of
him”

“Don't disdain the obvious”

“But don't employ it.” She reached out a hand to Shareem. “Let’s go back now, if you don’t mind.
The sooner | learn dl there is to know about this dome, the sooner we ll stop making a target of you.”

She stood aone in one of Loguisse's gardens, a fantasy of crystd and sted, three tdl spindly trees
with whippy limbs and diamond-shaped leaves, asmdl crysdline fountain in the center, the water making
spare, smple mugc as it fdl onto crysd leaves and ultimady into a shdlow crysd basin. The
|ate-afternoon sun was low in the west, the tree shadows were long scrawls across the short grass, dark
wavery bars across the fountain.

Stuffed into her head, outlined on a handful of flakesin her belt pouch, she had dl that Loguisse saw
fit to tl her of the generd functions of the kephalos in each dome and ingtructions about how she could
probe her own kephalos to find out its idiosyncrasies, snce the kephadoi were programmed according to
the whim of ther magters and creators, so that they dl had surprises set up to trap the wariest of
intruders. Loguisse was terse about this, and Aleytys didn’'t push her. Her head ached aready with the
heavy dose of Vrithian's history, sketchy though it was, covering the ten millennia Loguisse and the other
Vrya had lived here, even sketchier when it came to the hapless Vrithli used by the undying as toys to
enliven the endless march of days. She'd been given a skip-stone look at the two species ndiive to this
world, their various cultures, and how those cultures had been distorted by the presence and interference
of the Vrya It wasn't a pretty story. It infuriated her, though she said nothing of her fedings to Loguisse.
Because the Tetrarch’'s interests were so detached from experimentation and ordinary life, she alowed
the Y ashoukim within the boundaries of her domain to develop as they chose, only emerging from her
retreat when the intrusons of neighboring domains grew too blatant, too annoying. Other Vrya, with less
to occupy hands and minds, kneaded their Vrithli like clay, punching and puiling them into the shape they
chose by whim or curiogty or obscure interna needs, ruthlesdy squashing or lopping off any attempt of
those Vrithli to grow in forbidden directions.

After wetching the water for a while as it shot up and fdl back on the crydd leaves, a pleasant
soothing sound, she dropped to the grass and sat dreaming for a while more, ligening to the water and
the breezes teasing the pae green leaves at the end of threadlike black stems. Kell firdt, no choice there,
then .... She yawned and amiled. Just as wdl Loguisse didn’t know about her plans or she might change
her mind about who'd disrupt Vrithian mogt, she or Kell. She watched the water faling, changing color
with the sky about the setting sun, and fdt ardaxing, pervasive rdief, a sense that an immense weight had
rolled off her shoulders, she had discovered a task important enough to keep her working for those
uncounted years that lay ahead of her, something to keep back the tides of entropy that had esten



Hliannis and Hrigis empty, that was turning Hyaroll to dead stone. Prying Vryhh fingers loose from Vrithli
lives. She had no illusons about the transcendent joys of such freedom; mogt Vrithli were probably quite
satisfied with their ot and would be extremely unhappy if they were forced to think for themsdves. Too
bad. They'd just have to learn. Let them make a few tyrants of their own and learn how to pull
those down. I'll be taking away their certainties and their security. Not kind. Not even doing it out
of moral outrage. Using them like the rest of my folk have used them, entertainment. She smiled
drowsly. Not so bad as it might be. Maybe just as well I'm not going at this filled with moral
outrage and sure my way is right. Results of that kind of mind-set aren’t so good. Some outrage,
yes. Can't get calloused or complacent. Long hard job, and isn’t that nice. She sretched and
yawned, looked around, oppressed by the lack of color. Even the varied greens after a while logt vitdity
and might have been only shades of gray. Everything in the dome was exquisite, and after the firg glance
boring. Aphorism, she thought, unrelieved elegance is ultimately boring. Loguisse wouldn't notice;
when she was here she evidently spent most of her time taking with kephalos, going endlesdy though
esoteric concepts Aleytys found incomprehensible and as boring as the landscaping. More boring. When
Loguisse tried to describe one of her current obsessions, Aleytys waved her to slence. You logt me with
the second word, don't bother going on, she said. Loguisse Sghed, her momentary vivadty fading. Pity,
she said. Aleytys nodded, understanding well enough. There must be very few people she could talk with
about the things that interested her most. She bent over, pulled loose a blade of grass and began tearing it
into thin strips. Loguisse misses conversation, | miss Wolff. Her friends there, her house, her horses,
she missed mogt of dl unplanned accidenta color, bright and dark, pale and saturated, and the ebb and
flow of people with dl their ragged edges. Maybe if she lived as long as Loguisse, she'd change her
tastes, but she doubted that. Maybe Loguisse had started out like her, rdishing the variety of life She
doubted that too. Ten thousand years. Impossible to say what a world would be like after such a time,
even more impossible to tel how a person would change after that much time, though that person was
yoursdf.

She sat awhile longer, ligening to the water and the leaves, curbing her impatience to be on her own
agan. That meant she'd be hauling Shareem about—no big problem; she liked her mother and was
occasondly amazed at her flashes of courage, saying here when she could so easly by somewhere dse.
Aleytys Sghed, feding guilty because she was irritated by that courage, that effort. Everything would be
0 much smpler if Shareem would just take off and let her get on with the fight. Unfortunately that
sengble course would destroy Shareem. Destroy. Melodramatic word, but | can’t think of another
that would fit. Well, once thisis over, she'll go her way, maybe visit me now and again. The world
will weigh lighter on both of us.

She got to her feet, brushed hersdf off and went ingde for the last uncomfortable med in Loguisse's
dome.

While Aleytys spent hours down in the heart room, plugged into kephalos, Shareem moved about the
whimdcd house of Synkatta. Bedrooms gtting like oranges impaed on thick stalks, reached by clear
glass tubes extruded from the greater mass of the house, an infirmary like a soap bubble painted with
mirrors, filled with light insde, the outside reflecting everything that fluttered past; and when you were
tired of whimsy, sedate and comfortable rooms of sone and wood and leather: a reading room filled with
books from a thousand worlds, a fieddstone fireplace, a surdy desk of some light tan wood with a tight
grain; amusc room; a kitchen filled with sainless sted, more practica than aesthetic; that baronid great
hdl with its rough-hewn beams and colored windows, a house that was an absurdity of dluson and
metaphor and with dl that, comfortable. Shareem explored it, hgppy to have something to do, opening
the sedled rooms, bringing life back into the emptiness, activating the androids, designing the medls (when
she could pry Aleytys loose from Kephalos long enough to eat anything besides sandwiches and cha),
feding cozily domestic, content to do this minor bit of mothering. She knew she was playing games with
hersdf, but she was dso happier than she'd been in along time,

Each day the flying bombs struck at them, others came digging at them from beneath, but kephalos
ashed the fliers and mdted the diggers, filtered out clouds of corrosive gas. At Aleytys's indructions,



kephaos had warned the locd Vrithli that absence was the safest defense in this war between two
undying. The fishing village was deserted, the farms were left with their crops going to weed, the livestock
was gone with the farmers. All the Vrithli left without argument; they’d heard too many gridy tales about
those caught up in a death dudl.

On the fourth day after their second arrival Shareem lay stretched out on the grass saing up a the
cloudless sky, hands clasped behind her head. She winced as the dally missle whipped down at the
dome, disolving as dways before it came close enough to bother anything. Same time as yesterday,
same two prongs ar and earth, same everything. Every day she expected Kdl to try something more
complex, more inventive, expected him to use the pattern he was establishing to catch them off guard, but
each afternoon, the same time, the same spot, the diggers came digging, the missles came arching in;
eech afternoon both prongs were as routindy destroyed. She frowned. Loguisse could say don't
condemn the obvious, but it wasn't like Kell to be that obvious. He could be patient, that was certainly
true; he' d waited ten years to go after her mother. He might be counting on using up ther supplies, then
ovewhdming them with an dl-out attack. But that would take years, and Aleytys wouldn't give him
those years, he had to know that; besides, the Tetrad would resupply her if she asked. There had to be
something else he was &fter.

She grimaced and forced hersdf to think carefully and serioudy about her mother’s death. All these
years she'd fled from taking a close look at it, reacting to grief, to guilt for being the survivor, to a fear
that thinking about it too much would force her to chdlenge him or forfeit her last shreds of self-respect.
lanna and she had been closer than mogt Vrya and ther children, lanna had carried her to term, though
most Vryhh femaes decanted ther fetusesinto android wombs and Ieft the children’s care and education
inthe cold capable hands of ther androids. lanna had given birth to her in the old old way, had suckled
her and kept her close until she was old enough to go into intendve training in the labs and automated
fectories that turned out the starships and other equipment the Strays needed and the Stayers coveted.
Close. They fought a lot and laughed a lot. And that day she stood with Hyarall looking down on the
desolation that had been her home, feding ... wdl, it was certanly a good thing Hyaroll was there with
her.

She didn’t remember much after that. There was atime, part of it in the autodoc, part being coddled
by androids, when she was only loosaly connected with her body, a time after that when Hyaroll put her
to work in his manufactury. She was better a& mode-making than he was, nester-fingered. The work
helped her regain her confidence. Later he took her out on his collecting runs, got her fascinated with the
cultures he ingpected, the people he snatched. Took along time ... she was startled by how long. Nearly
two hundred years until she could stand on her own. She gradudly drifted away from him, understanding
findly how relieved he was to see her go, though he'd never said anything about her leaving. That 4ill
hurt. Her father. He'd never said it. Never. Even now he said nothing to her, though he'd named Aleytys
his granddaughter. For a shaming moment she was jedlous of her daughter, hated her a little, then she
pushed the feding aside and scratched irritably at her arm. She didn't like feding uncomfortable. No help
for it. lanna s death. It made her queasy to think about it. Abruptly she knew as surdy asif he'd flashed
the diagrammed plan in front of her eyes, that he'd set a trap for lanng, a trap in her homeheart where
she' d be mogt off her guard, set thet trap in those quiet years before she knew he was coming after her.
He hid the bomb or whatever it was years before he cdled chalenge to a desth dud. It wasn't supposed
to happen that way, it wasn't supposed to be so unfar afight, but Kdl was ... was contemptuous of any
rules he hadn’t made. | ought to know, she thought, 1 ought to have seen this centuries ago. | didn’t
think ....

She sat up, sck with sudden fear. All those stupid missles banging away that couldn’t hope to get
through, dl those diggers dagged, those gas clouds rendered harmless ... misdirection. The magician's
stock. Look over here so you don’'t see what I’'m doing over there. Digractions from a danger dready
planted within the dome. To be activated when they were lulled by the futility of his attacks. Thirty years,
more, time when he knew Aleytys would be accepted, time to watch Hyardll. She knew how Hyarall
worked; who could know him better? A putterer. Off and on, as his interest waxed and waned. How
may years to put Synkatta's dome in order for Aleytys? How many years was it vulnerable before



Hyardll did his find checks? Tweve years, and more, when Kdl knew what Aleytys was and was
becoming, time enough to learn to fear her. To learn her weaknesses as wel as her srengths. A dozen
years to make hisfind plans. Probably discounting Shareem. He knows me too, he knows how futile
I’d be in this fight. She sat up, her skin crawling, shrinking from the lightest touch. If she could have
floated in midar, she'd have fdt margindly safer. What was wating for them? Bomb? Mogt likdly.
Disease? Fire? Poison? He had a universe to draw on. She got to her feet, moving as dowly and
delicatdy as she could. She couldn't float, that was dreamwork, she had to walk, her feet had to come
down on the ground, had to bear her weight. She had to breathe, though each warm ragged exhdation
might be the key to set the thing off. Whatever it was. Whatever gods there be, please please please
don’'t force me to be the one who kills my child. She waked dowly Hiffly impossbly into the house,
hestating for an agonizing time before she worked the latch; she had to get to Aleytys, had to warn her,
warn her of what? Kdl, Kdl, dways Kel. She left the door open, but that might be the cue, dosing it
might be the cue, who could tdl, waked across the shining parquet floor—which one of those inlaid
bits of wood might be the trigger? where did | walk before? should | pass that way again, is it
safe, or should | take another way? She crept dong the flow-way to the reading room, remembering
pain, remembering the hard, bard birth, remembering the baby dark againg her breast, her tiny golden
baby with a mass of bright red curls, stubborn even then, even when she was afew days old, demanding,
ardl figs kneading her breast as the baby sucked with such unconquerable determination—adl the
memories she' d shut away so many years ago. She reached for the sensor plate to open the door of the
reading room, a comlink in there tied to the heartroom. She hesitated—is this the one?—pamed the
plate and walked insde with that same dow giff eggshel walk.

The desk. The link a one end, a tilted screen set into the wood, a sensor pand. She reached ouit.
Stopped her hand above the sensors without touching any. A dozen times before, more than a dozen,
she'd talked to Aleytys on thislink, scolding her into coming up for a hot med. What if this was the cdl
that triggered the thing? She started shaking. If she cdled ... and if she didn’t ... and the thing activated
and killed Aleytys ...

Whatever she did or faled to do could trigger the thing. Anything a dl. Action or omisson. She
nearly screamed with frugtration. And even that, noise, that could be the trigger. The sound of her voice.
She sighed, cut the 9gh short, froze a moment not breathing, then gazed down at the comscreen. If action
and inaction were equd risks, then it was easier to act than to refrain, better to do something than just St
waiting. She tapped the code into the link, swest ralling down her face, sweat oozing from her pams,
meking her fingers dumsy, dippery. Very dowly, very carefully she tapped the code into the link, waited
without breathing, didn’t relax appreciably when her daughter’ s face appeared.

“What isit?” Aleytys looked tired and irriteble.

Shareem licked her lips. For a moment she couldn’t talk around the lump in her throat. She worked
her tongue, tried to swalow, gave a short dry cough. “Lee” It was a squesk that broke in hdf. “Lee,
come up here, it's important.”

Aleytys looked at something out of range of the viewer, then she leaned forward and shut down what
she was doing. “Be therein alittle, Reem.” The screen emptied.

Hand sheking again, coated with sweat, Shareem tapped the link off, then stood where she was a
moment, hugging her arms across her breasts, hands closed tight on her upper arms. Nothing happened.
She walked to the door, stepping as lightly as she could, afraid to put a foot down once she'd raised it,
but she had to and did, afraid to lift it again, afraid to dir the ar with her breath. Anything could be the
trigger, anything a dl. Y et she could no more stay in that pleasant room than she could stop the neurons
discharging in her brain. She stood waiting in the great hdl until she heard Aleytys cdling her.

“Here)” she said. It came out a whisper; she had to clear her throat and repeat hersdf. “Here, Lee. In
the hdl.” She waited tensdy until she saw Aleytys coming toward her, then she moved in that iff-legged
reluctant walk to the front door, reached for the latch, forced hersdlf to grasp it, then shove the door
open with a sngle smooth push. Then she was outside, wiping sweet from her face. They should be
magndly safer outside,

“What isit, Reem? You look terrible.” Shareem looked nervoudy at the door, then took another step



away fromit. “Lee, | ... | ...” Sartling hersdf and Aleytys, she began sobbing, caught Aleytys in her aams
and hdd her daughter tight againg her, her face in her daughter’s hair, the daughter who was tdler and
gronger than she was, stronger and more dive, so wonderfully againgt dl odds dive and back with her.

But it wasn't a baby she held, only a woman she didn’t know dl that well, and when the firg helpless
reection had passed, she stepped back from Aleytys, flushed with embarrassment. “I ... I'm ...” She
looked franticdly about, saw the patch of grass where she'd been lying. “... sorry, Lee. It was jus ..”
She started toward the grass, and Aleytys followed without saying anything.

Shareem dropped to her knees, svung her legs around until she was Stting cross-legged, knee to
knee with her daughter. “I was afrad ...”

“| saw that. What is it?” Aleytys leaned forward, took her hand and held it between her own.
“You're dill shaking. And swegting rivers”

“I'mafool.”

“No.”

She pulled her hand free, laced her fingers together. “Don't talk about what you don't understand.”
She looked at her hands, then past Aleytys a the house. “I told you Kdl chadlenged my mother to a
desth dud and killed her.”

“Yes So?’

“I run away from things. | ran away from that, never thought about how my mother died. Until now,
just now. | was stretched out here. The missle came. Third hour after noon. Like yesterday, day before,
day before that. Kephalos took it out. Like yesterday, day before, day before that. Four days, Lee. How
long does it take me to get the point? But | findly started thinking.” A amdl tight movement of her mouth,
more a grimace than a amile. “1 do think. Now and then. Kdl is never obvious. So what is dl this for?
Every day I’ ve been expecting some devious attack that takes everything we' ve got to stop it. If we can.
But nothing happens. Jugt those idiot missles, and a few frills to keep kephalos honest. But he got into
my mother’s dome. Ten hours after the chdlenge she was dead, the place was molten rock and
miscdlaneous debris” Her somach was churning, and there was bile burning her throat. “I dways
assumed he got through her defenses somehow.” She drew her hand across her mouth, then scrubbed it
dong her forehead, scraping away the swest, pushing her har off her face. “Ten years, | thought, O
lanna would forget how he hated her, so she'd get interested in other things A digtraction. And | thought,
these dupid attacks, it's the same thing, redly. A didraction. And | thought, why? And | thought, it's
obvious, if you look at it the right way. He' s got something planted here waiting for us or him to trigger it.
Could be a bomb. Doesn't have to be. Disease. Poison. Anything. And we ve been here four days.
Anything could trigger it. Anything. Maybe time triggers it. So many days, boom. Or whatever. Maybe
the missles trigger it—kephalos wakes his defense nodes, and boom. Tomorrow? Any day after that?
No way of knowing, except it's probably not today’s, though it could be on a delay circuit. You can't
know how | felt, Lee. Lying there thinking dl this, thinking I’ve got to warn you, but anything | did might
be the trigger, or anything | didn’t do. | was about fdling apart.” She looked down at sheking hands. “I
dill am. The thought of going back in there ...”

“Ukh.” Aleytys closed her eyes. “Worms eat his festered soul, | think you're right, Reem. It feds
right. It feds like something the man | met would do. Hah! gtting out there somewhere gloating.
Ay-Aschla, what atime for Shadith to be on her own. | could use her indincts and training.” She smiled
a Shareem’s frown. “She’s not the child she looks, you know.” She closed her eyes, and her lips
moved. Talking to the other one, Shareem thought, abruptly and absurdly jedlous of that sketchy
bundle of nathing. Aleytys opened her eyes. “Reem, your flier. It's armored, in't it?’

“But we |éeft it gtting for a couple of days a the Mesochthon. | know Loguisse went over it, and
she' s the best there is after Hyardll, but Kell's ... wdl ... Kel.”

“And | am Aleytys” She blinked, smiled. “That sounds ...” She got to her feet, took Shareem’s hand
and pulled her up. “I don't care how it sounds, I’ve got more resources than he knows.” She frowned.
“On second thought, he knows | have the diadem, but he doesn’'t know its uses, even I'm dill surprised
by ... Never mind. Come on.”

Shareem sghed for what she'd logt. Aleytys liked her wdl enough, that was comforting, but she



could remember too vividy the child who had filled her arms. She knew none of the vague dreams that
flitted through her head had many ties with redity. Babies grew up and as often as not left wreckage in
thar wake; she could remember dl too wel the times when she'd choked even under lanna's loose
restraints, choked and kicked and said things she nearly dways wished unsaid. And there was this
diadem thing, a reminder of dl the ties Aleytys had with other people, people she knew nothing about.
But ... Forget that, Reem, she told hersdf. Futility lies down that street. You did what you did for
Aleytys's health of mind and body. And, she told hersdf, whipping hersdf with it, because this so
dearly loved baby was a drag on you. You could have kept her. You could have gone back for her
anytime. You could have raised her on the ship, kept her away from Vrithian. You didn’t do any of
that. It's over. You can't go back. Live with it. She looked at the house, shuddered. Out here in the
garden, the summer sun begting down on them, she could put her fears aside and dmos forget them. She
glanced a her daughter. Whatever Aleytys feared, it wasn't physicd danger, physcd damage. Her
daughter walked with that dert serenity Shareem had seen now and then in the faces of the short-lives
she moved among out beyond the cloud, men, most of them, though there was a woman or two tha
came to mind when she thought hard, a look that said without boasting they could handle just about
anything that came up. Not courage, not exactly physicad competence, more a state of mind. She didn't
know precisdy what it was, but Aleytys had it. Nothing Kell could do to her now would frighten her.
Shareem fdt a touch of envy, even resentment. She pushed them away hadtily—no no don’t think
about that, no no too upsetting.

Theflier sat in the landing dish, squat and angular and ugly without fuss or pretension.

“Wait here” Aleytys said. Her eyes were fixed on the flier, her hand warm, her touch hasty, rather
rough as she stopped Shareem. She approached the flier with taut, wary interest, vanished around the
fliersfar Sde, came back around the tal. Shareem knew she was forgotten, that Aleytys was whally
concentrated on the flier. Aleytys dropped to a squat, went very 4ill, hands on thighs, eyes closed.
Shareem sghed and dropped to the grass to wait.

Time passed dowly, the afternoon filled with the mewls of sea birds, the brush-crash of the surf, the
sound of the crazy fountain, wind chimes somewhere behind the house, and a low bresthy booming
sound from the house itsdf. Aleytys didn't move. Shareem was content not to move. Her eydids
drooped, she dropped into a haf-doze. And started, nearly fdling over, when Aleytys got suddenly to
her feet and dimbed into the flier. She stayed indde a few breaths, then came back out with asmdl black
ovoid carefully cradled in her hands. Her face intent, she carried the ovoid to the diff edge close to the
shimmer of the dome fidd. She stopped a moment. Opening a hole, Shareem thought. She gazed at her
daughter’ s back, chewed on a knuckle as she waited.

Aleytys flung the black egg through the hole, stood watching. Nothing happened for what fdt to
Shareem like an age, then there was an explosion that shook the diffs Nothing came through the screen,
and the earth settled rapidly back to gtability. Silence. Then the patter of water hitting the screen and
raling down it, flowing back to the sea.

Aleytys came dowly back, her face thoughtful. “That wasn't it,” she said, “if there isan it. That's
another digtraction.” She stood with her hands on her hips, frowning a the house. “Hard to know where
to gart.” She flashed a grin a Shareem. “I can understand your dithers. ‘S going to take some doing
waking back in there.”

Shareem returned the amile. She stayed where she was, gtting on the grass, watching her daughter,
contented and at ease now, trusing Aleytys to take care of this threat—as empty a threast now as the
bomb that had blown a hole in the ocean. Aleytys was her shidld, like the dome that kept out missles and
gas, but more flexible and even more effective.

Aleytys moved her shoulders, dumped alittle. “ Can't find it from out here”

“What are you going to do?’

“Think. Got afeding looking for the thing is the best way to et it off.”

“Depends on how you look.”

“Mmm, tdl me something. Vrya aren't empathic, that's obvious. Any PK, manipuldion a a
disance?



“No. For sure, no.” Shareem chuckled. “That you get from your father’s sde. What a thought, thet |
should ever be pleased by anything that man had.”

Aleytysignored the last part of that. “Good. Limits the places Kdl can put things”

“He knows what you can do?’

“He' s had painful persond experience with what | can do. Mmm, it won't be shielded, just hidden. |
wouldn’'t have to go looking for shidding, it'd be shouting a me here | am. Hiding's better—then if his
misdirection fails and | go looking, he could use that to trigger the thing. Plenty of ps detectors about,
essy enough to tie them into the detonator. Kel, worms eat your liver, why wait so long? Why four
days?’ She started pacing back and forth. “Reem, what am | missng? If it'd been me, I'd have blown
the thing no later than the second day. Why give us this much time to think about what’ s hgppening?’

“Something you haven't done, something | haven't.” She pulled a blade of grass, used the 4iff,
pointed end to scratich dong her nose. “Hyardll's redly the best, Lee. HEd spot anything too
complicated, even a timer, anything that took energy. Has to be something activated from outside,
probably mechanicd. Like your ps detectors. No ps about, the detectors play dead. Hah! That damn
slly missle shower. Activates the same portion of kephalos every day, say it advances a ratchet one
notch each day until boom. If we leave, he stops the missles—logicd, ian't it?>—and the trap’s set for
next time we're here. Could be thefifth day, the sixth, the tenth, who knows but that spider? Him stting
out there gloating. Pfahh!”

Aleytys said nothing, gazed past Shareem at nothing. “Nice problem,” she said findly.

“Why don't we just leave? Even if he doesn't stop the count, we' re safe.”

“Where do we go?’

“Hyaroll? Loguisse? Hliannis said to vigt her.”

“Hliannis?” Aleytys chuckled at the expression on Sha-reem’s face. “Right. And Hyaroll won't let us
in” Shetilted her head back, gazed at the fant shimmer of the dome. “Y ou know, I’ ve got afeding we'd
better not try leaving again. Maybe you're right. Maybe he/'d shut down the count until we got back.
Have to activate kephaos to get out. Want to take the chance? No, me ether.” She dropped to the
grass beside Shareem. “If | can’'t come up with something between tomorrow and noon, I'll get us both
out without opening the dome. Funny, in away it was Kel who showed me how to do that—well, made
it necessary to learn. Thing is, though, that would leave us on foot and more or less unarmed on ground
he knows better than the both of us. | like the odds a bit more even. Mmm, let methink ....”

*Harskari,* Aleytys subvocalized, *we ve got a problem.*

Amber eyes opened. Voice dryly amused, Harskari said, *Interesting. If you could find the bomb,
you could disarmit, but to find it, you'll have to probe for it, and if you probe for it, you'll set it off. If it's
abomb, it will come close to being a planet buster. To make sure he gets you.*

*Could you hold something that powerful? Just in case?*

*Don't know. If I'm close enough, if you can feed me enough power.*

*Can't day. Can't leave. Can't do nothing. Can't do something. So what do we do?*

*Gelting to be suppertime. A pleasant warm evening. Have your androids serve a hot med out
here*

*What? | couldn’t eat.*

*You have to, Lee. High-energy food. Much as you can. Force it down if you mugt. Nothing is going
to happen for awhile | have aglimmering of anidea | need time, Lee. | need to consder the resources
of my craft and the possihilities of the diadem. No reason for you to st around moaning.*

*I'm glad one of us sees some light.* She stretched, opened her eyes, spoke doud to Shareem, who
was gtting and watching her. “Reem, my head’'s going around in circles for now. Anyway, I'm hungry.
Get the Ikanom out here and have it arrange an dfresco supper for us. Steaks, | think, a big saad,
anything ese you'd like. You do that kind of thing better than | do. I'm going to start thinking on my feet
for awhile—maybe that will be more profitable.”

Aleytys emptied her cup. “I was hungry.” She set her cup beside her and lay back on the grass.



“Wdking hdp?’

“Not much. Reem?’

“No.”

“What no?

“You can't sent me off without you.”

“Reem, if | have to waste energy protecting you ...”

“No. If I'm here, you'll be alot more careful.”

“I’'m not about to get mysdf killed.”

“But you'll be that little bit warier if you’ve got me to worry about.”

“No.”

Aleytys got to her feet and began pacing about the lawn, saying nothing more, turned inward,
brooding as she waked. Shareem dipped a lesf of crigp green thrix into a pool of coldsauce and
crunched it down, drowsly content. She'd made her stlatement, put her foot down, and that was over.
She chewed and swallowed, feding like one of the more placid ruminants.

Aleytys came back to the remnants of the med, dropped into a squat and scowled a Shareem. “At
least you'll spend the night in the flier.”

Shareem fished another bit of thrix from the salad bowl, grimaced at it. “My aching back.”

“Please”

“Y ou're trying something tonight.”

“l have to, don't |7’

“Oh, dI right. I can throw some blankets in the back, and | suppose Ikanom can find some sort of
padding so | don’t wake up with bruises on my rear.”

“Thanks” Aleytys got to her feet and went back to drifting about this section of the garden,
automaticaly avoiding obstacles, back in her somber brood.

Shareem looked a the thrix again, popped it into her mouth. She wasn't worried. Aleytys would
come up with something. She looked around her at the debris of the med, then tapped the cdler,
summoning the Ikanom to clear up the mess. She wiped her mouth on a ngpkin, dropped it, drew her
legs up and sat with her back againg one of the boulders scattered about the wild garden, watching
Aleytys wander about. What's she going to do after this is over? Say here? Not likely. She'd be
bored to stone here. Wolff? Probably. If young Shadith—how good was she?—found Grey and got
him loose from Kell's trap. Grey. She winced. But he was a short-life, a mayfly, nothing to worry
about. She watched her daughter fondly, dreaming of times to come when they could be together,
passing the decades, the centuries together, as she and lanna might have done if Kdl had given them the
chance. A long gentle dance of friendship, visting each other, going their ways, coming together again.
Aleytys was a shadow drifting through shadows. | should be terrified, Shareem thought, but I’m not.
Not anymore. Funny. Me and that dirt-grubber—what did he call himself?>—that Azdar. We
produced her. It doesn’'t seem possible. She settled back againg the boulder while Ikanom directed
kitchen androids that were dearing the grass of the supper leavings, a tdl slent graceful mde figure,
burnished bronze, the light of Minhas diding along the wonderfully crafted face whose dhifting planes and
hollows could be remarkably expressive. | never knew Synkatta. Wish | had. The man who built
those androids and that house ... She made a mentd note to ask lkanom about him when there was
time

Minhas swam full overhead through cottony clouds while Araxos was a fa crescent low in the east.
The house was a complex burr-edged blotch in the darkness, slent and drowsy in the cooling night.
Aleytys sat dumped on a wooden bench by a andl rambling stream, rubbing bare feet over the grass,
waiting with a mixture of impatience and reluctance for Harskari to come out of her retreat. Nothing
Aleytys could think of stood up to criticd evauation, developing large uncomfortable holes as she tried
playing out the line of action. She gtirred restlesdy on the bench. “What am | doing here?’ she said aoud.
“l should be getting Grey loose”



Harskari’s eyes came open. * Shadith is quite competent, Aleytys. You can’'t do everything.*

*| could try.* She laughed, but quit that when it started getting out of hand. *Sure Shadith is
competent, but she'snot me. | know what | can do, | need to get my hands on things ....* She opened
and closed her hands, wanting Kel in those hands right now; she wanted to pound Grey’s location out of
him. She gripped the edge of the bench. * Did you come up with something?

*YS.*

*Well >

The amber eyes ditted, Harskari projected an intense reluctance.

*Wedl?* Aleytys knew Harskari wouldn't be hurried, but she couldn’t help prodding alittle.

*Y ou' ve thought about passve detection.*

*You know | have, but ...*

*Y ou couldn’'t see away to make it work without firgt knowing what you'd be using it to find out.*

*YS*

*The diadem phases in and out of this redity depending on the pressures you put on it. There's no
way anyone these days can detect it when it’'s phased out—*

Aleytys interrupted her. * The RMoahl. They’ve never had the least difficulty keeping track of me*

*nnate sense, | think.* Harskari made an impatient sound. *Kdl’s no RMoahl. Where was I? Oh,
yes, no one but the Rmoahl can detect the diadem when it's phased out, yet Swardheld, Shadith and |
are able to touch you, use you in spite of being an inseparable part of that concatenation of forces. I've
had a long time to study it and intimate knowledge of it; it was congtructed by one of my people, a
product of our common skills and the uncommon skills of Traivenn. | think | know a way to tie your
body temporarily to the diadem so you can phase out with it. In a sense you join me in this parody of
exisgence. You should be able to pass through ordinary matter without disturbing it. I've considered dl
the posshilities | can think of. Seems to me the one place he could put the bomb—I think it's probably a
bomb—where kephalos couldn’t detect it is indde kephalos. Out of phase, you should be able to pass
into kephaos without regisering on any of its sensors or derting the ps detectors. Once we find the
thing, | can half-phase you and hold it in stasis until you can disarm it. That'swhy | wanted you to eat and
rest. Isn't going to be easy on ether of us*

Aleytys wrinkled her nose. *Pass through matter. Hunh. What happens if | start snking dowly and
inexorably into the center of the world and stay there as ash for eternity when our strength gives out?
She thought a moment. * Or go floating off and end up an icidein the gas cloud up there? She waved a
hend at the siver mig meking shimmery background for the moons.

*Aleytys, don't be slly.*

*| fed glly.* She 9ghed and reached for the symbolic power river, tapped into it and drew as much
of the energy into hersdf as she could hold without burning to the ash she'd mentioned a moment before.
*I'mready. Let'stry it*

The diadem chimed. She fdt the familiar weight on her head, then a strange chill passing through her
body, sarting at her feet, going up through a suddenly tight throat; it made the back of her eyes itch and
shivered the roots of the hair at the crown of her head. An odd fluttery feding like wings beating insde
her. The garden and the house fluttered like the wings within. The arr got darker as if the gas cloud were
quenched and the two moons had gone dark. Then it seemed she pushed through a membrane like that
of the fidd that guarded the househeart and found Harskari sanding beside her, atdl and dender woman
with white hair and dark skin, wearing a dim dark robe embroidered in jewd colors with designs that
seemed oddly, digurbingly familiar, though Aleytys knew she'd never seen them before. She knew she
was seeing Harskari’s memory of her former sdf, yet the figure seemed red. Solid. There was a
sourceless thick light around her. There was color, rich color darker and more saturated than the colors
she remembered in the garden; the foliage was green ultramaring, stone and earth and wood were
dove-gray, russet and tawny, the textures about her mostly visud but no less rich for that, like those in a
brocade print made from forty blocks. No smdls. And after a short while longer in that eerie state, she
was dartled to find she waan't breething. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say the shadow she
cadt in this other redity wasn't bregthing. The rdlation between the sensng shadow and the body she



could no longer fed was something she didn’t understand and only made her head ache—her shadow
head—when she tried to work it out. Weird, she thought. Weird.

Harskari controlled her impatience and waited for Aleytys to grow accustomed to this state.

Aleytys turned her head. Her shadow head turned and she supposed her body’s head turned too.
She saw, somehow, the garden around that body, the house, and grew confused about just who or what
was doing the seeing. I'm here ... whole ... insgde my own head. She willed hersdlf to stand and sensed
that she was moving. Fdt as if she was operating something made of marshmadlows and gristle. Enough
body-sense left to let her move. Frightening not to know exactly where her red hands and feet were.
Frightening to have o little sense of her own redlity. Do ghosts fedl like this? If so, I'd rather never be
one. S0 I'd better get busy. Shewilled hersdf to wak. Felt hersdf bouncing on ground that was rather
like good-qudity foam rubber.

Harskari beckoned to her, turned and glided away.

For a moment Aleytys fdt like a centipede deciding what foot to start off on, then she was gliding
after Harskari, not precisely walking; it fdt rather like the times in the fdl before the worst of the snows
when the children in the vadi Ragsidan made ice dides and wore the bottoms off their boots.

The house looked solid. Dauntingly so. The texture of the stones was powerful before her.

Harskari—or her dream form—walked into that wall. Asif it were no more solid than a heavy fog.

Aleytys followed, found hersdf sruggling to breeath; she scolded hersdf, tdling hersdf she hadn’t
been bresthing for ... how long? Impossible to say. The wall had the rubbery fed of the earth, it made
little resi stance to her passing, but she was very glad when she emerged into the book room. The thingsin
the room had a strong presence, unred, yet a the same time thar surfaces were energized, solid. As if
they were findy made holographic images that were perfect and at the same time obvioudy what they
were. She was dliding through a hologram, gliding through the dreams that the floor and the wadls and the
fumniture were dreaming.

She followed Harskari dong the flow-ways as she'd followed Hyaroll, down and down through the
cdlars with ther racks of wine bottles, jars of preserves, past the shrouded machines in the workshop
that seemed to exis beneath every Vryhh house. None of these dusty, nothing ever seemed to get dusty
in these domes, pity the poor android with its endless dustmop rounds. Down yet further through the
open maze—she found the fuss of threading through the thing so annoying she |eft it undeployed, though
Shareem scolded her about that. Through the membranes without the membranes noticing her.

Through the face of kephalos.

Into another sort of maze. Snapping neurons of woven wire and slica flakes and painted pands and a
shimmer of continuous happenings, amog vishle thoughts. Kephalos dreamed too, hummed and sang
conundrums to itsdf, needing to use the parts of its enormous capacity that defense and the care of the
house and grounds left unused.

During the past four days she'd gotten used to the aspect of kephdos that communicated with her,
but what she perceived now was so much greater that she fdtered, disoriented, dmost logt hersdf.
Harskari came back to her, touched her arm. Calmness and assurance flowed hand to arm. She looked
a Harskari and thought: | love her. Thisis my true mother, the mother of my soul.

On and on. Growing astonishment at the sheer Sze of kephaos;, Growing sense of personhood about
her. Kephalos as something far beyond machine. Not it, yet not him not her. Kephalos thinking,
dreaming. Then ...

Darkness thick, massve, ugly.

Tumor on the brain.

Degth embodied in darkness, waiting.

Shefdt it before she saw it.

She knew it before she saw it.

When she saw it, it flooded her with fear.

Harskari moved to it, stood beside it, her hand on it.

Aleytys shuddered. Fdlt hersdf shudder. Like touching suddenly and without warning a dug, feding it
pulse dive under your fingers



Harskari’s voice came like another shock. “Hurry, Lee. Look at it. Know it. Time runs away.”

She had to force hersdf to move closer to the thing. She put her hand on it. Holograph hand, hollow
and insubgtantid. Hand diding over it. It was heavy, dark and solid even in this redity. Warm and
vibrating, purring dong, not a red sound, but something dipping through the whole of the body she was
beginning to fed again as if the bomb was so powerfully present in both reddms thet it gave a sort of
redity to her dreamform, though she aso knew that was Harskari bringing her up to haf-phase so she
could handle materids in the outsde world. Harskari’s hand warm on her shoulder, she touched and
traced, found the ps dams and pulled ther sensor flakes, found the dectromagnetic sensors and
pinched them free to hang dangling down the sides of the bomb, found the tremblers, the scaly patches of
the other darms, and pedled them loosg, fdt out the internd mechaniams of the bomb and found what she
thought was the ultimate detonator. Once again she began the dow tracing of connections. Heet gathered
inher. At firg she didn’'t notice it, then she ignored it, then it was an agony that she couldn’t ignore, but
ghe kept on with her dow, thorough trace. Harskari drained off some of the heat accumulaing in her, but
couldn’t do that much.

The bomb began to change. The heat seemed to be forcing her into phase with it, or maybe the
weight and maevolence of it was changing her angle to redlity. She muttered a quick warning to Harskari,
not knowing if the old one heard her, then began untangling and undoing dl the traps, concentrating
fiercdy, little strength in her hands and a dumsiness that gave her fits The bomb was reacting to her while
she worked, aming itsdf, her work was a race againg that, a race where she had a dipping edge. Her
fingers fumbled on, she sobbed, fdt rather than heard hersdf, drew on the remnants of her srength,
removed a section of the bomb's skin, set the plug on the floor by her feet, then began pulling flakes in
the sequence she'd determined. Hands trembling, no feding in her fingers, every movement guided only
by the sense that was not sght. Until she findly bared the detonator and pulled it with an ease tha
seemed to make a mockery of her pain and terror.

The bomb died.

Shefdt it die under her sheking hands.

Shefdt a grest numbing release; her body quit on her as her will quit. Harskari dapped her, shouting:
“Quitting, are you? Lying down on me. Letting Shareem down. Finish or it's dl for nothing. Finish. On
your feet or kephalos dies too. Take the detonator farther away from the bomb. | can't do it. I'm a
phantom even here. Your hands are the only ones can do it. Move, Lee. Move!” The last word was a
ghriek, Harskari’s eternd irritating cadm shattered at lagt. It broke Aleytys out of her lethargy, prodding
her to one last effort.

She pushed onto hands and knees, fdt about for the detonator, twisted some broken wires tight
about her wrigt. She stayed there awhile, her mind drifting off whenever she tried to focus on anything.
Harskari’s hand came warm on her shoulder, guiding her, comforting her. Dragging the detonator, she
crawled under the maze of kephalos, nothing in her mind but dide her knees, move her ams, dide-dide
the knees, pat-pat the hands, hear the detonator scraping, tumbling dong beside her. On and on. No
sense of time passing. Side-dide the knees. Pat-pat the hands. One-two. One-two. A warmth on her
forehead, a pressure hdting her. “Lee. Lee. Lee” For a moment she couldn’'t make sense of the sounds.
Lee? Oh. My name. Yes. My name. She lifted her head. “Lee, you can rest now. I'm phasing you back.
It's over. You've done the job. Rest now.”

A wrenching and a twiding of her body, a flash of fire over her skin, a pan more intense than any
she'd known before. She was briefly aware of a andl dusty room. Dust? A cold stone floor. Red
darkness. Thick. Almogt tangible. Weariness swept in waves over her. She plunged into a deep
dreamless deep.

Loppen Var On Sakkor



Vrithian
WITNESS [3]
A SHEPHERD IN EXILE/LOPPEN VAR

My nameis Hattralu Laraynne. As you see | am reduced to the company of beasts. Look at them.
My gettesau. More hair than wits, like alot of people I know. The scars on my face? Brands. Oncath on
the right, Path on the left. They stand for Oporlisha Faerenos (rebe traitor). Well, | was no beauty to
begin with. | sound bitter? I'm not, you know, just without hope for my people and my land. Our undying
has proclamed that change will not happen. The Matriarch leans on that; she will continue to rule and
pass that rule to the daughter who's deft enough to poison her and disappear the other daimants. The
T'nink Inted (Temple of Nothingness) will not loose its hold. Our rdigion, you see. We worship Nothing
with great fervor. If you knew it, you would redize | have just blasphemed sufficiently to get my tongue
torn out. The god-concept is Nothingness. You see the importance of the—ness, the vast difference
between Nothing and Nothingness? Ah, how blissful is the unknowing mind, what joy to be ignorant of
itchy dippery letters. Do you know what brought me these brands? Stupidity. No, | didn't do anything
dragtic or even particularly courageous; | taught my son to read. Yes, that's dl. Wdl, you see, that's
anathema here. As a matter of policy only certain people can learn to read, the priedts for the t'ninks
around the country, the scribes for the Matriarch and the trader families. Right. If you run a business, you
mug have a t' nink-taught scribe to keep your records and write your contracts and you live in an often
van hope that he won't sdl you down the drain accepting bribes from everyone about. But the lu
Laraynnes have dways been rebels. Oh, not overt rebels—that trait vanished quickly from Loppen Var.
Anyone who stuck her head up was killed. Among other things we did, mother taught daughter to read,
thisfrom way back in the migts of forgotten times. Because of this lu Laraynne prospered, though we let
oursalves be cheated now and then for the look of it; word got around we were lucky. | don't mind
tdling you dl this, the line is wiped out. Cousins, aunts, grandmothers, mothers, dl gone. Our undying,
our living god Avagrunn, she saw to that. She wants no changes in the rules she set down for us. For
longer than anyone can remember, she comes down from her dome when there is unrest and adjusts the
folk to suit her pleasure, daying the intransgent, punishing the others. Why am | dive? | don't know. A
sgn perhaps of the consequences of rebdlion. Not much of a dgn. | s8dom go near other folk, only go
into the village when | need something | can’t make for mysdf. Don't tak to anyone, no one taks to me.
Why did | do it? Ah, if you'd seen him, you'd know. My firstborn, a beautiful loving boy, gentle and
kind, but with a hunger in him to know things. His father? Y ou redly don’'t understand how things work
here, do you? Nothingness. He came out of nothingness, a gift of the Great Nothing. What that means is
pubescent girls go to the t' nink in their town when they are ready for children and their mother dlows it.
They spend thirty days there doing t' nink servicein the day and lying with whoever comes to their rooms
a night. The priests? Didn’'t | make it clear the priests and scribes are dways women? No. Every thirty
days alevy is made of village men in the middle range of ages, they do heavy work for the t'nink in the
day and go to the rooms gppointed them at night, a different room each night so no one, not even the
priests, knows who sred what child. Afterward? Well, associations do form between men and women,
though they are not supposed to. As long as there are no children of that association, no one says
anything. My son, my Juranot. | tried to keep him on one of the family farms, gave up my place on the
ruling board to stay with him. He didn’t mind, he had a deep and abiding love for wild plants and animds,
he made sketches of them in alittle book | had bound for him. And kept notes in that book about ther
habits. It was dangerous, but | could not deny him that gift. Then priests came and took him away, took
him to do his service in the village t'nink. | warned him to say nothing about the reading when | taught
him. | had just time to warn him again when they took him away. | wasn't terribly afrad for him; he was
quick and wary when he had to be. But ah, he was beautiful.

That was the thing | feared. That was the trap that snared him.

The undying came through the village when he wasin the t' nink.



Avagrunn saw him and desired him. Took him.

| had friends then. One of them saw what happened and came to tdl me, comfort me as much as she
could.

He betrayed his teaching. How could he not—he was only a boy and she is ages old in treachery and
terror. He didn't tdl her anything, I'm sure of that, but somehow he let her see he knew his letters. That
was dl she'd need. They brought his head to me, priests and a squad of harriers. They branded me and
drove me from my home. They burned everything, killed my kin, everyone except me. Me they |€ft dive
to remember and grieve over what | had done. Oh yes, they Serilized me firg to make sure none of my
tainted blood would be passed on. What can | do? Avagrunn won't change. As long as she is there, as
long as her power supports the Matriarch, nothing will change. You mus understand, hope's the only
pan | couldn’t endure. I have no hope. | will walk my quiet rounds the rest of my days. | will shear my
gettesau each soring and trade the fleeces for what 1 need to keep me for the year. When the time comes
| will die up here and rot and findly 1 will be some use agan, fetilizing the trees and feeding the
scavengers. Regrets? | regret nothing. What | did before | would do again. My beautiful boy, how could
| cripple him with unnecessary ignorance? Would | break hisleg to make him limp, would | pluck out an
eye to destroy the lovdy symmetry of his face? How much less could | stop the reach of his mind? |
accept no quilt for what | did; the quilt lies with the undying, with Avagrunn. If | could get my hands
around her throat, | would test how undying she redly is. But there is no hope of that, so | have no hope.
Ah, I'm tired of taking about this, it's dl foolishness and futility. Go away. I’ ve nothing more to say to
you. Go!

Vrithian
action on the periphery [3]

Amaki touched the screen to life, clasped her hands to stop them trembling as she saw the loved
faces little Muri up front; Kimpri leaning over his shoulder; Keran towering over dl of them, a hdf-amile
on her narrow face; Betaki leaning againg her, amusement warm in his ditted eyes, Se-Passhi, their naish,
inthe curve of Muri’s arm. Dear, most dear, dl of them. Seeing them like this, unable to touch or smdl
them, was dmogt more than she could bear. Then Betaki held up the newest hatchling, a tiny gold naish,
the blessing of blessngs to a mate-meld. She gasped and bent closer to the screen, her hand up to touch
the little blind face, her heart so full that she couldn’t speak. She made the blessng sgns, the joy sgns
that should have been made touching the soft soft skin, aching because she could not fed thar naishit,
could not amd| the sweet-sour scent of the infart.

Muri cleared his throat, tapped his skinny forefinger againg the screen, findly catiching her notice.
“Haven't named our naish yet, Ammi-am. Waiting for you.”

“Ahwhy? Muri-am, I'm stuck here three more years.”

“We want you to tdl the undying to let you go. He's broken his sde of the covenant, two winters
with no rain. Why should we keep our sde?’ His high tenor roughened to a low growl; there was a
generd murmur of agreement from the others.

Amaki closed her eyes and breathed dowly until she had control of hersdf; she hated fusses, hated
getting into a flutter. Keeping her voice low and quiet, she said, “It will be difficult. He does not ligen to
our speaker here—why should he ligen to me? I'll try to make him hear me. Muri meldbrother, have
there been dreams in the Dums around here, dreams of fire and degth that could be reaches into
tomorrow?’

Muri smoothed his hand over his lacy crest. “No one but us left in Shiosa, Ammi. We had dreams,
but who can say what they mean?’

“No one left?

“The deepest well in Shiosais sucking mud. We could drill deeper yet, but what's the point?’

“Ah. The mdd dreams?’

Kimpri leaned over Muri, ignoring his disgruntled snort. “Blood and death, Ammi. You remember



Tamakis in Dum Hayash? Who was my net-sster?’

“Kimp-am, I’ ve only been gone a year and a hdf, not hdf alife”

“Fedslike alife—the flavor of the meld needs your Spice, love-sgter. Anyway, she caled me before
her mate-meld left, a pretty good far-speaker sheistoo, says she fdt blood dreams dl over the uplands.”
She draightened, brushed affectionately at Muri’s crest, flicked a finger againgt the tip of an ear. “All
right, dl right, little cricket.”

Amaki swdlowed. “How long can you wait?’ she said, her voice hardly louder than a whisper.

Muri looked uncomfortable. “We thought we could stay out your time, Ammi, but we can't do it
adone. Wolves prowling. Four-legged and otherwise. The other night we talked things over and cdled
line-mother in Shim Shupat. She's got space we can have on a ship for Bygga Modig. It leaves with the
tide Minha-new-moon. That's seven days from today.” He fdl slent, drooped sadly, his quicksiver
Spirits gone suddenly dull.

Keran made an impatient sound, leaned forward, taler and more angular than any of the others;, she
waan't a taker, was far more expressve with her hands. “Am, uplandsre empty. Finbo m’" cousn
Likut'sline, taken the year dfter | hatched, she a far-speaker, touched our Se-passhi, says come and be
welcome. Guldafd. Lot of taken there” She raised along hand, sgned love and retreated.

Amaki sgned back, then stroked the folds of skin about her neck. “Nothing ese you can do. |
agree. Give me three days. If I'm not out by then, Hyaroll won't let me go. Thet gives you four to make
the coast.” She amiled a Keran, reached out touched the glass where her meld-sster was. “My love, no
one can convince me you've let our flier go out of shape, so you dl can spare me three days.”

Keran smiled gratification, nodded.

Muri erected his crest, opened his eyes wide. “We |l be early and wait the whole day.” He spread his
hands, long fingers flickering with sgns for amplitude and good living. “A grand last picnic to say farewdl
to the uplands. The hatchlingswill loveit.” He sobered. “And if the undying won't let go?

Amiki moved restlesdy, shifting her feet on the beaten-earth floor of the com-kiosk. Nothing here
was secret from the undying. Nothing at dl. But what did it matter? She had to do what her fate decreed,
S0 let him hear. Let me be as bold as the odd folk. “If hewill not let me go, | will get free somehow and
come after you, my loves. Leave Sgns behind to tdl me where you are and I'll find you no matter what.
No matter how long or hard the journey, | will find you.” That last was a promise she meant to keep, a
promise implicat in the formdity of the words. She backed hdf a step from the screen, fighting to control
the emotion erupting in her; she was turning into a stranger she didn’t quiite like.

The meld made the love Sgns, the waiting and faithful Sgns, then the farewell Sgns, Betaki held up the
hetchling and moved the little naish's hand in a fluid farewdl sgn, the baby cooing and meking smdl
sucking sounds. Amaiki gave the ggns back, her eyes blurring, her control deserting her again. She
brushed at her eyes, blinked to clear them, unwilling to miss a second of seeing them. Undergtanding this,
Muri broke the connection and dl that was left was darkness.

Amaki moved quickly out of the kiosk and went to stand by the wall. She watched her family move
out of the other sde and dimb into the flier, stood leaning on the top stones while the flier lifted verticdly
and turned toward Shiosa. It hovered a moment. She waved. It dipped a stubby wing at her, a quick
precarious move that could have been a disaster with anyone but Keran at the console.

She stood watching urtil she could see the black speck no longer, then trudged weaily to her
dwdling to eat alight med and gather her courage before she tried to reach Hyarall.

Vrithian
on the obliquefile[3]

Willow sang: “This and this and this and this and this and this” scraping carefully at a sheft a little
greater around than her biggest finger, smoothing it, gradudly tapering a portion at one end to the girth of
the tapestry needle set in that end.

Days ago, after she left Bodri brooding over the properties of roots and how they could possibly get



a aman who knew exactly what they were doing, she rambled about the whole of the domed enclave
hunting out and collecting branches of the proper tight grain, girth, strength and straightness. She brought
these back to the hillade where she had her camp, cut them into roughly equa lengths, then dried them
on aframe over a smoky fire. When they were ready for working, she sent Sunchild foraging for her. In
the lizard folk’s village he found a dozen tapestry needles, in Hyaroll's long-unused workshop he found
glue, hones and an assortment of cutting tools. He was limited in the weights he could manage, but he
absorbed patience from Willow and found what he considered a perverse satisfaction in the task.

She took the hone and began sharpening the blunt needles; Sunchild squatted beside her, the squeaks
and squeds of the hone afecting im as catnip did a cat.

When the needles were sharp enough to prick a thought, Willow chose twelve shafts from among the
cured branches, reamed holesin one end of each, then glued the needles into them.

Willow sang: “This and this and this and this and this” and handed the finished shaft to Sunchild. He
heated up one hand and rubbed gently dong the shaft until it was polished smooth and hard as stone. He
&t it on acloth beside him and waited contentedly for the next.

Bodri was burming dong to himsdf, a low rumbling tundess hum, working as intently as Willow,
borrowing her worksongs to pass the timein his tedious experiments. He was cutting up severd different
kinds of roots and pods, tassng the chunksinto the pot hanging over a amdl haot fire. While Willow was
hunting her arrow shafts, he'd been prospecting among the plants, sniffing and tasting, bringing back
samples to the camp, mking decoctions of them and testing these on birds and fish. He waan't satisfied
yet with the toxicity of his mixes or the speed with which they acted. The decoctions that acted quickly
enough killed jugt as fadt in very amdl doses; the ones that only stunned took too long to do it. They
catanly didn't want to kill the man—that would ruin everything.

Willow's camp was a dirt fla on the hill behind Hyaroll's house, trees thick on three sdes, large
boulders sprayed in an arc about the downhill side. A samdl stream sang through the trees, ran between
two of the boulders down the long gentle dope to the lake. Beside that stream was a amdl hut built of
bark and wettle where Willow dept at night, where she kept her tools and anything ese she didn’t want
rained on.

She handed a finished shaft to Sunchild, reached for another, glanang downhill as she did so. Hyarall
was walking toward the landing saucers. She held the shaft across her thighs, frowning. The back of a
flier was just vishle over the kadraesh trees. “Old Vryhh, he going somewhere.”

Sunchild set the shaft with the other finished ones. “Kepha said he would. To meet that woman. You
know, the one the Vryhh bitch was ydling about.”

“Hmmp. Ydling.” She clicked her tongue, danced her fingers on her thighs over and around the
shaft. “Singing her into the clan, huh?’

“In thelr way.”

She lifted the shaft, then st it aside and climbed onto one of the larger boulders, walting to see the
flier jump up and dart away. One of the lizard folk stepped from behind a bush and put a hand on his
am, sopping him. Willow could hear their voices, but couldn’'t make out the words. The dim lacertine
figure was filled with passion, taking fast, demanding something. He listened briefly to it, then brushed it
out of the way, more roughly—maybe—than he intended, went on to his flier. The dight figure lay
crumpled on the grass.

A moment later the flier passed through the dome, then darted away to the northwest.

Willow stood on the boulder, looking from the vanishing flier to the creature below. It stirred and sat
up. She hummed the paka cat song, moved her feet on the rock, curiogty growing in her. An impatient
snort. A quick jump from boulder onto grass. She ran downhill to the shuddering shape.

The creature was trembling al over, incapable of speech, unable to stand. Willow moved cautioudy
closer, touched its shoulder. It jJumped as if her touch sung, then collgpsed again and struggled for
control of the emotions wracking it. It wasn't hurt as far as she could tell, just filled with a seething mess



of anger and frudration and fear. She remembered seaing this one working here and there in the garden
dl summer, handling the plants with a delicate touch that reminded her of Bodri. She squatted beside the
cregture, frowning, humming snatches of song, trying to find a way to comprehend the hurt and help it.
Fndly she began one of the go-’way-hurt songs she used to Sng to her children, fdtering at firs because
these were songs she hadn’t sung snce Old Stone Vryhh ripped her from her family—but something
about the pain in this creature struck deep into her and drew from her responses she'd denied till now to
save her sanity. Snging that gtring of magic meaningless sounds, she ignored the creature's fegble
attempts to push her away and gathered it into her arms; across her legs, and patted its back and rocked
it as she would have rocked her babies. After that fird resstance it went limp againgt her and began
sobbing, something that startled a tiny part of Willow because she didn't know lizards could weep. She
continued to Sng her go-hurt song, continued to comfort the creature. No no, folk not lizards, no no, folk
can cry, no no, folk have ears not lizards. The sunlight shone alight leaf green through the creature' s large
pointed ears, the skin asfine and thin as the newest soring leaf. Man or woman? she thought suddenly.
Which is this? Cries like me when | hurt. Can't just look with folk, not like run-about beasts. Have
to ask. Yes, | ask. She let her song die and loosened her ams as the creature’ s shuddering diminished,
then stopped.

The man? woman? pulled back, giff with embarrassment. At least that was whét it looked like to
Willow. Its face was a light dlive green with a smooth pebbly texture; ordinary eyes except they were
dhiny like mdlted gold; a nose like a knife blade with wide flared nodtrils, a long mouth, thin flexible lips
delicatdy curved; high cheekbones, rather hollow cheeks. Almog no chin, but that didn't make the face
look weak. Mobile pointed ears much larger than Willow’s. She watched the sun shine through them and
reminded hersdf again, this was another place and these were red folk, not spirit creatures with anima
forms. She shifted around so she was stting on her heds, her knees spread, her hands resting on her
thighs paaver stance among her people. “Y ou man or woman?’

The creature looked startled, then offended, then faintly amused. “1 am femde,” she said. Her voice
was clear, its sound very pure. Willow sghed with pleasure hearing it. “My name is Amaiki,” the other
went on. “I am a conc of the Conoch’hi.”

Willow bowed her head, snapped her name sound on her fingers, then said it in the common tongue
Hyarall’' s teaching box had given her. “Willow,” she said. “Old Stone Vryhh, what he doing to you?’

A film did over Amaiki’s gold-fail eyes. Her impassibly long thin hands closed into knotted figts. She
bowed her head, the trembling back again, but only for a moment this time. She smoothed her tabard
about her narrow body, pulling out the wrinkles, tucked her legs under her, set opened hands negtly on
her thighs. For severd heartbeats longer she was slent, saring past Willow a the wind-teased grass on
the hillsde. When she spoke again, she was outwardly composed, but in her voice was an angry
helplessness that found a powerful echo within Willow's breast. “For many and many generations have
Conoch’'hi served Hyarall, for many and many generations has he shaped our lives and made us depend
on him, has he taken our children from us and changed them or sent them away. He gave us peace, he
gave usran, hetook our naidisa from us. Look around you, Willow from far far away. How green and
lovdy it isin here. But go to the dome's edge and look out, then you will see dust and death and a sun
without pity. He does not cdl therain for us, he sucks the ground dry to feed his trees. Our children grow
hungry, our children thirst, our plants and beasts they die. Six days ago, oh Willow, my mate-meld came
to the cdller kiosk. They are leaving the uplands, Willow, leaving me behind. They are taking our newest
child and our other four and they are gaing to the far side of the world. They cannot say and starve. |
went to Hyarall and asked him to let me go with my mates-in-meld. He would not. | begged him to let
me go. He would not. | asked again and again until he would not see me, until he would not come out of
the house for fear of seeing me. | asked again today and you saw his answer.” She stopped spesking,
cadmed hersdf, went on in alow quiet voice. “If | could leave the dome, | could follow them ill. They
mug be deep into Istenger Ocean by now, but | could follow them. They promised to leave word for me
as many places as they could, so | could find them if only | could leave the dome. | must ... I mugt ... | ...”
Her throat fluttered as she fought for control; her fingers moved in amdl gestures Willow read as digaste
for her own excesses—or what she saw as excesses. Willow scowled at the dome, its faint flicker close



to invisble againg the cloudiess sky. “He gone, but he leave ears behind.” She lowered her eyes to
Amaki’s face, her hands touching her own ears, dropping, dutching hard a each other; she hissed and
pulled her hands apart. “Time was once, | have a man, my Otter; time was once, | birth my Sparrow my
daughter who sng before she tak; time was once, | birth my Mouse, my son-baby, my hurry-about
baby. Before he waking good, hah!” She hugged hersdf, rocking on her toes. *Before he waking, he il
on tit, Hyarall snatch me away. Ay be-be, ay-yii, my Mouse. No more. No more.” She sraightened her
back, dropped her arms. “Can’'t go back, me. But you, hah!” She lifted a hand, made a blade of it,
chopped the blade down. “Him! He don't do it again. | get you out.” She spread her hands. “Don’t
know how. Not now.” She got to her feet. “Y ou come, huh?’

Willow told the tale with hands, feet and body while Amaiki sat primly on one of the boulders. Bodri
was dour, resging her passon and ingstence with his own; again and again he sad, if we hep her,
Whisper in the wind, we could wake Old Vryhh to work againg us, let her wait, time is coming when
we're ready to go againg Old Vryhh, when we win, wéell get her out, wait, wait, he said, don't kick up
dug for Hyardll to see, it's safer when the thing is over, it's safer and more sure.

Willow only grew hotter and more determined. In a sense dl that they were doing now, the shefts she
was fashioning, the bow she'd make later, Bodri’s boiled messes, Sunchild's erratic poking and prodding
and his samdl but ussful thefts, dl these things were games they were playing with themselves, busying
their hands and minds with what they could do so they could hide from themselves ther helplessness and
futility. This was different, this was something they could do here and now to frustrate the plans of the
men who'd golen ther lives from them for his amusement. She danced dl this with body and hands and
the oblique dlusons of her songs. “Now,” she sang. “It must be now.”

Sunchild watched the battle unperturbed; he' d seen others, though none so deeply fdt. He had
severd things to say when the time came, but there was no point in saying anything until Bodri stopped
arguing, ether agreeing to help or refusing to lisen to Willow any longer. While the argument raged on,
he amused himsdf trying out the shapes svimming so powerfully in Amaiki’s mind. He fdt her distress as
he shifted from Keran to Muri to Kimpri to Beteki to Se-Passhi and findly to the infant naish, running
them off like beads on a worrydtring, but that distress didn't bother him. His folk made very powerful
emotiond bonds but aso very few. Hisfamily was three now and forever. Willow. Bodri. Kephalos. And
the deepest, modt intimate of those bonds was with the awakening kephalos; in its way it about maiched
his mind age and shared many of his interests, though its way of thinking was very unlike his. Beyond
those three who he loved without reservation and forever, no one existed for him, not in any meaningful
way. He could be confused and irritated with them; he would play with them one way or another, but as
soon as his interes waned, he'd be gone he fdt no responghility for them; they were images in
dreamland.

The debate was caming down. Bodri nodded reluctantly, Willow smiled, turned to Amaiki. And saw
her distress and saw Sunchild shifting. She gasped. Jumped the short distance to hm and dapped her
hand through his substance, not hurting him but gartling him into ainging away from her, the flare of her
anger washing over him, whipping him with its nettle sings. He cried out, a high keening whine like the
sound the kimkim flies made late in the evening.

Her anger died. Willow knelt beside the quivering shapeess lump of light and for the second time that
day sang her go-’way-hurt song. She stroked his outline, careful to keep her hand from bresking through
the fragile membrane of his surface tenson, controlling her own shock and momentary revulson as he
was firg Sparrow, then Mouse, then Otter curled up on the ground beside her. She softened the song to
acrooning whisper, “Ah-weh, be-be, ah weh.” She gave hm a last gentle pat, then got to her feet. “He
only teesing,” she told Amaiki. “He don't understand much about the way mameas fed.” She nudged
Sunchild with her toe. “1 see you peeking, little sneak. Up. Tdl this mamayou sorry for fussing her.”

Sunchild got warily to hisfest, hisform mdting at the edges, caught in the contrary urges pulling from
the two women. He sneaked alook a Willow, saw her hands moving in a scold-song, saw her amiling at
himin spite of that. He straightened himsdf out and firmed up, then he did a graceful Conoch’hi bow with
Conoch'hi 9gns expressing shame and repentance, then looked a Amaki dantwise from those blank



beautiful eyes.

Amaki had seen Sunchild before as he drifted about the gardens, a butter smear of light hdf the time
shapeless as any cloud; now, for the fird time, she saw his beauty and was dartled by it. And deeply
moved by it, though it camein so strange aform. She saw him grin a her and take on hints of Conoch’hi,
just enough to drive home the effect of his grace. Understanding then how little red feding lay behind his
charm, she grinned back. “Well done, kushi-au, | have never seen a more graceful gpology.”

Bodri snorted, then laughed, a papery rudle that sounded like dried leaves rubbing againg each
other, but he said nothing, only moved back to his fire and began dirring the mixture in the pot, his back
turned to them, disassociaing himsdf from what was happening.

Willow traced the blue lines of a design pricked into the dark brown skin of her sde, then spread her
hands, fluttering the fingers. “Me, | don’t know nothing about getting out of here. Sunchild, he the one
can tak to kepha” She turned to him. “ So what do kepha say?’

Sunchild sdled up to her, pressed himsdf againgt her as hard as his lack of mass would permit. She
stroked the golden semblance of her Otter and gave him the affection and acceptance he craved.
Sdidfied, he retreated a little, kegping close enough to her so his form could dabilize into the sngle
shape. “Kepha knows hell die with Hyaroll. He doesn’'t want to die, Willow. Hel do about anything he
can to stop that. There' s not awhole ot of things open to him. He can’t do anything that will hurt Hyarall,
not anything. He can fiddle that some, make limitsto what hurt meansto him. We been working on that.
| figure maybe Ietting this Amatki get away is something he could decide won't hurt Old Vryhh; so unless
Hyaradll has given him direct orders to keep her and the other Conochi’hi stting in that village, maybe
kepha can open the way for her. And maybe not.” He scowled a Amaiki, showing his resentment at her
being the cause of his scolding, but he smoothed out his face when he turned back to Willow. “Now Old
Vryhh's gone, I’ d better go have a talk with kepha, find out what he can do and what he' s willing to do.
Might not be the same thing.”

Willow nodded, looked at the sun, then at him. “Good thing if this be done before Old Vryhh get
back. How long he going be gone?’

“Till he gets back”

“Hah, you. Not funny.”

“l don’t know, Willow, and kepha doesn't elther. Nothing like this has happened before.”

“So go now.” She flapped her hands at him. “Gol”

He drifted into the air, flowed out of shape into a streak of light, and as a streak of butterlight raced
downhill and merged with awadl of the house.

Willow folded her arms, rocked them. “No big badness in him, he just a baby.”

Amaki dipped her head in graceful acknowledgment, but said nothing; she'd fdt the bite of
Sunchild’'s maice and knew what he did, he did for Willow, not her. There was a strong bond of
fondness between these disparate beings, dmost a mother-child link, and she would put no san on thet.
And she would not gtain her own being by speaking alie she knew was alie

Willow sighed. Trying to help this one was like fighting againgt a haru-wind bringing in a spring storm.

Not for you, stranger, ‘s not for you | doing this, not just for you. She snapped thumbs againgt
fingers, looked at her hands. | sticking pins in Old Stone Vryhh, hunh, he won't feel them, him, but |
know they there. | know. Good ‘nough. She said, “Ev'ry time | see Old Vryhh go out, it up there” She
pointed at the top of the dome. “Y ou fly one of those things?’

Amalki shivered, then came out of her withdrawa.

Willow watched her shuck her shell. If she hadn’t seen and fdt that outpouring of rage and fear and
hate down the hill, shed have thought Amaki was as cold and unfeding as the reptile she vagudy
resembled. Not so. Despite the surface, not so. She and Bodri had a laot the same fed to them: nestness
of hand and body—Bodri might look dumsy and sound like rocks banging down a hillsde, but he got
about the garden with a surprising deftness and never bruised a plant or even an insect he wanted to keep
dive precison of thought and motion—Bodri was looser about this than Amaiki, but the effect was the
same, the control gmilar; didike of fuss in dl forms—which was why Willow amog dways won
arguments with him; she didn't mind noise and messy emotions and turmail and tears, she rather liked



them. And she had more saying power. She could keep on long after he was exhausted. Like today. He
wasn't redly convinced, he just didn’t want to go on arguing.

“A flier,” Amaiki said thoughtfully, then shook her head. “I can fly one, of course, but two things
about taking aflier. One, kephalos might be willing to let me go, but | don't believe he/'d let me take off
with Hyaroll's property. Two, | suspect the controls of those fliers only respond to Hyaroll's touch.
Hmm. Maybe one of the larger skimdeds. That's property too, but nothing like the cost of an armored
flier. | could bypass the levd control and hype the drivers to give me enough power for a jump through
the dome. Hmm. Tricky. Might turn the ded into junk. If | set in a cut-off switch maybe | could saverit ...
use heavy-duty batteries, switch them for solar ... | could travel a night, lay up during the day, let them
charge ... less power, but alonger range ... lot better than going on foot.” She nodded. “That's what I'll
do. I've been packed and ready to go for days. I'll shift my things to the ded garage.” She stood,
pointed downhill & a low blocky structure separated from the house by a thick planting of kadraesh
trees. “I’d better be moving, Willow. No matter what answer your friend brings back, it's as wel to be
prepared.” She hestated, then gave an angular, forma bow with graceful hand gestures that Willow
watched with interest, liking the fluidity of the movements. “You have fought hard for me, sster-friend,
my line is deep in your debt. | dhdl knot you with pride into my life weave and your story and your
kindness will be remembered through dl generations that will be.”

Willow indlined her torso, touched head and heart, straightened. “1 have borne and logt, Sster-friend.
It pleases me to give a mother back to her children.” She flung out her arms, laughed fiercely, smacked
fig againg pdm. “And do Old Stone Vryhh amischief where it d hurt if he had any feding left.”

With a laugh and a last farewdl sgn, Amaki moved through the line of boulders and started down
the dope with that deceptively unhurried, gliding stride that took her quickly toward the ded garage.

“You weren't just arguing to be arguing.”

Willow looked over her shoulder. Bodri had taken his mixture from the fire and was prodding & it
with a limber twig from a murkka tree, putting a tiny fraction of its pardyzing poison into the mess. He
poked a the decoction twice more and threw the twig into the fire. “I thought you were getting restless,”
he said. “But it means a lot to you.”

“Yes, old beetlg, it redly do.”

“You don't talk much about your children.”

“No.”

He gazed a her a moment longer, then heaved a huge Sgh that set his back-garden swaying. “All
right, Willow. Whatever | can do, that’s yours”

She smiled and went to squat beside him and scratch up where his sumpy legs joined his body, her
fingers working among fold on fold of soft slky skin. He sghed with pleasure, his tentacle am looped
around her shoulders and playing in the soringy curls at the nape of her neck.

Willow was scraping with finicking care on the last of the shafts, Bodri was ladling the cooled
decoction into test tubes and sedling them, when Sunchild came back. “This kephalos is dmogt as old as
Old Vryhh,” he said. Hands going ill, Willow looked up. “So?’

“So Hyarall has been working on it, adding to it, changing it, multiplying its purposes, dl that, for a
long long time.” He glanced at Willow, saw her scowl. “Like taking, um ...” He looked up. Severd of the
many raptors indde the dome were riding thermds, cailing about each other as if for the game of it and
nothing more. “Like taking a vekvem up there and putting more brains in his head, meking him smarter
and smarter and smarter until maybe he’' s smart as a person. Till heisakind of person. You see?’

Willow shaded her eyes and looked up at the gliding drding vekvem. “Can't,” she sad.

“But if you could?’

“Magic?’

“Something like thet.”

“So. Kepha smart now and like a person, not a.... a ... an ironhead know-nothing.”

“You got it. Different too. Y ou, me, Bodri, we can move around; kepha has to gt where he is—and
well, Hyaroll keeps chains on him so he can’t do much except what Old Vryhh wants.”



“Cut the chains”

“Magic chans”

“Thump Old Vryhh, make him take ‘em off.”

“Kepha can't do that.”

“Us”

“Kephawon't let us. He can't.”

“Magic, hah.” She spat.

“Way itis”

“We can't do nothing?’

“Didn't say that.”

“Wel, say what!”

“Wel, kepha's getting smarter dl the time, doing it to himsdf now; he was just a baby, but he's
growing up fast and he doesn't like being adave”

“Ummp. Big surprise.”

“You the one in the hurry. Ligten. I've been taking with kepha snce we started this” He waved a
hend a the pile of shafts, swung it around to indude Bodri and his labors. “I figure what's the harm,
Hyardll knows what we're doing anyway. Kepha can’t come right out and tdl me what Old Vryhh is
planning, but he lets me know when | guessright. So, for sure, it's afunerd pyre with usdl falowing Old
Vryhh down to hell. Kephais not not not happy with that, but he can't stop it, not just him. Thing is, heis
programmed, umm, he has to do whatever Hyarall tells him to do. Old Vryhh's got careless. Doesn't
think much of us ether. He just told kepha to make a summary of anything we do he might find
interesting. Might find. Hear that? Leaves the choice up to kepha. Lot of things he can do with that. Like
what we're saying now. Or the time | tak with him. He just tels himsdf it's dl too boring, that Hyarall
wouldn't be interested in it, SO he does’t have to report it. He'd stop us hard if we tried to hurt Old
Vryhh, but as long as we don’t touch him, we ll be dl right.”

Willow made a hissng impeatient sound.

“Thought you' d like to know.”

She leaned closer to him, said very dowly, “He help Amaki go?’

“Hurry-hurry. Thisiswhat he says. He can’t open the dome when Hyarall is gone. He can’t open the
dome anytime unless Hyaroll orders it.” Sunchild paused a moment, touched her nose with a forefinger,
danced back from her, teasing her, his slent laughter pulsng waves of light through his body. “But he can
keep the hole open a short while after Hyaroll’s through. Long enough to let the lizard lady hop out. If
she can get up there. Kepha saysif she waits urtil he's dmost down on the landing saucer and jumps out
fadt, he won't notice anything's happened. So you go tdl her to be ready fast. Old Vryhh's on his way
home, be herein about a hdf hour.” He bounced away, perched on top a boulder. “I'd better get back
to kepha. He' s nervous and lonesome. It's hard to be nervous and lonesome.”

Amaki looked cool as morning, standing erect but relaxed on the skimded, a heavy dark cloak
bound closdy around her so it wouldn't get in her way, her long hands resting lightly on the steering bars.
Willow squatted in the shade of a hairy lod-bush watching her, watching the dome.

A dark dot came dating over the mountains, grew into the flier, which hovered briefly over the
dome, then sank through it, dropped for the saucer. The skimded hummed. The hum rose to an urgent
whine. The moment the flier dowed for the last meter before it touched down, Amaki moved her thumb.
The ded shot draight up for a kilometer, then danted south and passed through the dome. For a breeth
or two she flew on a leve, then arched down and was on the ground again before the flier finished its
ettling. Willow crouched where she was and watched Hyaroll step down from the lock. Grim-faced, but
without hurry, he walked away from the saucer, heading for the house. She tried to read his face, but he
looked more or less how he dways looked. When he vanished indde, she got to her feet and trudged
uphill to her camp.

Sunchild came arifting down, squatted beside her, watching her cut vanes from giff feathers. “ She got



away,” he said.
“Hmp.”
“He didn’t notice anything.”
“Good.” She st the feather down. “I need more glue”
“I'll look about.”
She reached out, touched his face with her fingertips. “You did good.”
“Me and Kephalos.”
“Hmp. All of us” She grinned at Sunchild. “We whip histail, Old Stone Vryhh.”

Borbhal On Sakkor

Vrithian
WITNESS [4]
A SHOPK EEPER IN CRASA DOR

My nameis Tengo dte Nariozh. My mother came from one of the best families in Borbhd, but her
father was a gambler and lost most of the estate, so she had to marry benegth her. My father was a good
men in hisway but he had no polish and used to grate on her nerves with his loudness and his crudeness;
he never could learn to appreciate the gracious style of living she found more natural. Though | shouldn't
sy it, | know how it sounds, but redly just coming into a room he could make me wince. She wanted to
send me to Cabozh, to the Univerdty at Inchacobesh outsde the capitd, but my father wouldn't hear of
it, | had to go into the business and learn it from floor to atic, and | do mean floor. He had me pushing a
broom with the daves brought up from Cobarzh. Tempestao, you wouldn't believe how they stank, those
turezh. And lazy, good for nothing ... | won't have one of themin my shop, not to work and not to buy.
It makes me sick to my stomach to think of them putting their filthy hands on my slks and laces and
velvets. You see how fine my goods are—Ilook at the light coming through that window and playing on
the colors and the ddlicate textures; you won't find such goods anywhere else in dl of Borbhd. Perhaps
across the Fistavey in Cabozh, but nowhere closer. Demons? Ah, you must mean the undying. Please, |
mud ask you not to use that avful term inmy presence. They come in here severd times during the year
to look & my goods, no | am not boasting, it is true, that's the noble Algozar's Sgn right there, he had it
etched in my window. You mugt have seen his dome on the diffs across the bay. He knows beautiful
things when he sees them, oh yes. He talks to me asif I'm one of the great ones, oh yes. The undying
know, you understand, they fed the good blood in my veins. I've done dl | can to rid mysdf of my
father’ s crudeness and pattern mysdf on my mother’s sde of the family, and | flatter mysdf that | know
the courtly ways the undying expect. In my circle they say | could go on very wel a court back home.
Why don’'t | go? There are jealous men, offidas a court, who just won't let any colonids near the King.
And my mother’s family, who could intercede for meif they wanted, wdl, they live off the money | send
them, but they won't acknowledge me. Bitter? No, no, of course not, jus a little disappointed. | take
comfort in remembering | am the one with the noble mind and heart, the true scion of our ancient line
Ligen, the Governor himsdf comes to my shop when he wants something especidly fine And his wife
sends her dressmaker to me. Hismidiress? | don’t talk about the private affairs of my patrons. I'm sorry
you asked, | thought you were another kind. | have said dl | want to say. Please leave.

Avosing
action on the second line[1]

Shadith woke to a throbbing in her head that blanked out everything else. She drifted in and out of
consciousness, aware of little beyond a thick darkness around her and noises she heard and forgot



immediatdy. Disoriented and nauseated, she was too absorbed by pain to wonder who she was and
what had happened to her.

Gradudly she grew aware of something outside the pain. Her wrigts were tied together, a smooth
pole passed between them. Her legs were tied at the knees and ankles to that same pole. He head hung
loosaly, bumping back and forth with the swaying of her body. She was beng carried like a pig to a
roast. Eyes ditted, fighting to ignore a headache that beat the worst hangover she could remember, she
used the mation of her body to shift her head about and gain the widest fidd of vison she could manage
without informing her captors she was awake and aware.

The darkness was gone. She was being carried through a thin greenish twilight. Forest. On the edge,
as before. A man ahead of her, pole on his shoulder, looked like an amber miner. That couldn’'t be right
... they wouldn't ... no ... forester of some kind. More likdy. Man behind her, much the same. Big men,
keeping up a smooth steady lope, used to being in the forest. More of them behind her carriers. She took
a chance when they went around a dight bend, swayed out farther, fdl back. Another pole. Probably
Linfyar. Poor Linfy. Her somach was turning flip-flops. She kept from vomiting by force of will done.
The nausea came and went in waves, once the worst was over, it retreated for awhile

When the lagt criss was over, she tried thinking again. Looks like | won't have to bother laying a
trail to show I’m no provocateur. This has to be the Ajin’s men, and isn't that a giggle. All my
fussing for nothing. Wonder if old loudmouth is watching. Keeping his head down if heis. If | had
anything to bet with, I’d give good odds these bastards found my stash and my hard-earned coin
is gitting in their pockets. Shadow, my girl, thisis a promisg, if that's so I'll take it out of their
stinking hides. Hunh, I’ll take this damn pole and make ‘em eat it, first chance | get. Lousy way to
travel.

She relaxed as much as she could, putting hersdf into a shdlow trance so the bobbing of her head
and the chafing of her arms and legs wouldn't drive her into trying something foolish. After a while the
pollen took her and everything melted about her; she drifted in adull throbbing state where nausea mixed
with digant pan and a low-grade fever. By the time her bearers dumped her in the dust before a
weethered building, she didn't much care who had her or what happened to her. Her aams and legs were
rubbed raw from the ropes and the pole; her shoulders fdt as if her weight had wrenched her ams from
their sockets. Her mouth was dry and sour. Her head pounded with each beat of her heart. She wanted
water desperately but knew she'd never keep it down. Just give me something to wash my mouth
out, that's all. Cool water, raling in her mouth, cool water to splash over her face and head.
Somewhere, not too far away, men were talking; she could hear the different voices but they were too
broken and blurred for her to make out the sounds. Whoever you are, whoever did this to me,
whatever you want, you aren’'t getting it. | don’t care what happens. Anger built in her, the heet of it
energizing her, chasang away the depression of her spirits, driving off a good part of the fog in her head.
She pursed cracking lips and whistled, just a thread of sound.

A whidle came back to her a moment later, cautious, brief, but familiar enough. She relaxed. He
sounded dl right, not too happy, but intact.

Footsteps behind her. She closed her eyes, lay without moving. A hand lifted her head. Pain took her
S0 suddenly and completely she couldn’t suppress a short sharp gasp.

“Jambi, you git, you hit her too hard. HE Il skin you if she dies on him.” There was disgust in the voice
and arough gentlenessin the hands that soaked the crusted blood from her hair and scap and gpplied a
sdvetha spread cool comfort over her head, even seemed to soothe the pain indde her skull, though she
knew that was nonsense. He dragged a pack of some kind around, put her head down on it, shifted his
position. As he cut away the ropes around her wridts, she cracked her eyes so she could see him. A big
mean, with shaggy gray hair, alined impatient face. Could be one of the Sendir. Tjepa had told her about
them when he pointed out a Senda wandering through the market. They didn’t like people much, came to
Dusta maybe once a year to pick up thingsthey couldn’t make for themselves, to say hdlo to rddives, a
friend or two, then go back to their jedloudy hidden nests deep in the forest. He scowled as he examined
her bloody wrigts, set them neatly on her body so the dust wouldn't get in the wounds, began working on
her leg ropes. He went away when he had them off her, but came back a moment later, lifted her head



and shoulders and braced them againg a knee. He bathed her face, et her drink from a gourd dipper.
She swished the fird mouthful about, spat it out, took another few swalows, sghed with pleasure as the
coolness bathed away the bitter dryness of her mouth and washed dust and phlegm from her burning
throat. He only let her have a little, then peeled a hard candy and dipped it between her lips. “Give you
energy,” he sad, “you need the sugar.”

Shedidn’t trust im al that much, but there was no point in spitting it out. She sucked at the candy.
Sugar and a bit of mint for flavor. Maybe to cover what ese wasin the candy. That’s stupid. My head's
not working. Why would he do that? And if he did, what does it matter? She closed her eyes. |
wouldn't mind a short blackout right now, say about three days long. He bathed her wrids,
smoothed on more of the salve and wrapped bandages around the raw spots. | should get the formula
of that gunk. No more Lee to heal the hurts—that’s one talent | wish I'd yanked along with me
when | jJumped into this body. The Senda washed her legs, put sdve on them, bandaged them, then got
to his feet with a smooth effortless lift of his big body. A moment later she heard Linfyar squed and go
glent. Thanks, man; poor little Linfy, maybe hell change his mind about adventures after this. He dedlt
with Linfyar's abrasions in that cdm slence she found dmogt as soothing as the sdve, came back a
moment later, dropped a canteen beside her and went off, leaving her to care for hersdf now that she
could. His nurturance apparently had severe limitsto it.

She lay dill afew moments longer, rductant to break into her comfortable lassitude, but curiogty was
amog as great a prod as thirst. She rolled onto her ssomach, got carefully onto her hands and knees,
pushed up until she was stting on her hedls, her hands resting on her thighs No double vision—at least
I’m not concussed.

Some sort of abandoned settlement. The building beside her looked like a trading post or storehouse
and was wdl on its way to rotting back into the earth. A stubby, shaky pier jutted into the water, a
number of planks gone, severd of the piles liding at precarious angles. Water stretched away from the
shorein avad gray shedt, rippling alittle as the breeze freshened, then dropped again. Ocean? Can't see
the other shore. If there is one. No, not the ocean. Probably one of the lobes of Tah Badu bay. She
glanced at the pack her head had been regting on, grimaced. Mine. Harp case about a step away from
the pack. They scooped the lot. She scowled at the scars in the leather, the thick coat of fine red dust.
The shore here was mosily a heavy reddish soil whose top layers had been baked and blown into dust as
fine and dippery as a graphite lubricant. What her harp would look like when they findly got wherever it
was they were going was something she didn’t want to think about. Linfyar was curled up in the middle
of the rest of their gear, looking miserably unhgppy; there was a rope about his neck, the other end tied
to a stake pounded into the dirt. Tethered like an animd. She closed her hands into figts, bit down hard
on her lip to keep her fury in. Like an anima. Someone was gaing to pay for that.

Smdl groups of men stood about talking in mutters, looking repeatedly out across the water. One
men stood guard at the corner of the building, a projectile weapon hugged under his am. She saw the
bore and shivered a the thought of that lump of lead meking hash of her inddes. The rest of the men had
amilar weapons, several wore |laser pistols on their belts, most had belt knives, one—hunkered done out
a the end of the rickety pie—had something that 1ooked like a meet cleaver with eephantiasis. His ams
were thicker around than her thighs, his shoulders bulged under the deeveless tunic that was dl he wore
on his upper hdf, he looked asif he could crash that cleaver through one of the forest giants with a sngle
sving. No regimentation about this bunch of men, but a military patina on them that was enough to
confirm her suspicion about who had her. She'd seen soldiers wait like this before with the endless
irritable patience that had been drilled into them. Well, he's done himself a mischief with this even if
he’ s done me a favor solving my problems about locating him. She looked at Linfyar tethered to the
stake, breathed hard for some minutes, tears of anger and frustration prickling behind her eyes.

When she had control back, she drank from the canteen, then smiled to hersdf a the contrast
between her angry ambitions and her present helplessness. With awary eye on the sentry, she crossed to
Linfyar, squatted beside him. Using his home tongue, she muittered, “How you doing, Linfy?’

He lifted his elbow, flashed agrin a her.

“Want me to get that rope off you?’



“Not now,” he whispered. “I can get loose anytime | want, Shadow. Creeps didn't find the blade in
my belt. | figure the more helpless they think | am, the looser I’ll be.” He rolled over, put his hand on her
knee. “Don't fuss, Shadow. Let them act stupid as they want—makes it easier to clobber them later.”

She caught hold of hisbig toe, shook hisfoot. “I might have known,” she said.

A hadily muffled giggle Y eah, you shoulda”

She' d forgotten what hislife had been like, threatened with degth from the moment of birth when he
made the mistake of being born visbly mutant. He'd learned to scramble and connive dmogt before he
could talk. And when she and Aleytys had found him on Ibex, he'd been running from a gelding meant to
keep his voice from changing, legping into the unknown with an unquenchable zest and a shrewd trugt in
his ability to survive anything that life threw a him, nine years of faun charm and deviousness. He didn’t
wadte time on pride or worrying whether other people respected him, he concentrated on surviving.
“How’d they get you?’' she said.

“Dropped a sack over me. Used my hand to open the cabin's door. Brought you in a bit later.
Cleared the place out. Took off with us. Boat fird, couple hoursin that, then they walked, us on those ...
those poles.” He snorted his disgust. “I thought about ydling when they took us through the city, but they
were a bit too efficdent and you were limp as a dead cony, so | thought better wait till they got where they
were going and relaxed some. And till you woke up.” He hesitated. “Maybe | shoulda yedled.”

“Glad you didn't. Look, Linfy, | think these're the Ajin’'s men.” She chuckled. “We spent dl that time
nosng about for away to get to him and here he' s fetching us right where we want to go.”

Linfyar touched her hand. “ ‘S dl right with me as long as they don’'t put me back on that dumb
pole” Hislipsfluttered as he limned her with the echoes from his slent whistles. “Shadow?’ He sounded
anxious, was suddenly more of a amdl worried boy. “You sound a little funny. You dl right? You were
out along time”

“A roaring headache, but I'll survive, imp. It's dready sarting to go away.”

He sghed and straightened hislegs. “I'm hungry, Shadow.”

“When aren't you? Wdl, I'll see what | can dig up.” She got to her feet, feding as creaky as the
ragged building before her. The Senda was nowhere in Sght. She started for the sentry, stopped as his
face went dack. He stared at nothing, mouthed soundless words & that nothing. A second sentry was
immediatdy there, taking the rifle from the dackened grasp. He drolled to the storehouse, leaned with
elaborate casuaness againg the cornerpost, watching her without seeming to. She walked over to him.
“We re hungry,” she said. “You planning to starve us too?’

He ran dull eyes over her, produced a grunt. When she didn't go away, he said, “You eat when we
do.”

“And when, O Jewd of Eloquence, will that be?’

“When we get where we're going.”

“Ohjoy. Any objection to me getting out some trailbars? | see you brought my gear.” She waved at
the heap beside Linfyar. “And you may recdl | haven't had anything to eet for quite awhile”

“Don't try nothing.”

“How could I, O Jewe of Wit? 1 don't even know where the hel | am.”

He grunted again and shifted the rifle to a more secure hold, the barrel swinging around to point at
her.

She decided to take his dlence as assent, walked cautioudy away from him, keeping her movements
open and dow, knelt beside the pile of gear and went through it until she came up with the fruit-honey-nut
confection Linfy liked so much. She pedled it, then squatted beside him. “We seem to be headed
somewhere dse before we stle for the night.””

Linfyar nodded. “Heard,” he said, the word muffled by the mouthful of bar.

Shadith looked over her shoulder at the empty water of the bay. “Hurry up and wait,” she muttered.
“Military mind never changes, | don’t care what the species”

“Huh?’

“Never mind. Hot air, that's dl.”

She sat on her heds and brooded. Taggert, where are you now? How are you coming in? |



suppose it’'s just as well | don’'t know, considering where | am right now. Wonder if he's already
snuggling up to the Ajin; probably he'll even get Grey and Ticutt loose before | get anywhere
close. Just my luck, the Ajin won't want me for propaganda, probably wants me to sing lullabies
to his harem or something just as vital.

Thelong day trickled endlessy on.

Shortly after sundown the soft splutter of a motor broke the dlence not long afterward a
broad-beamed boat nosed up to the dock and a big man jumped onto the planks with a careless physcd
competence meant to impress anyone watching. Shadith swallowed a giggle Enter the Ajin. Lovely.

He strode up to her, stood looking down at her. How much he could see was questionable; the sky
was overcast, there were no lights, not even a campfire. She looked up, nodded a him, looked away.

He bent closer, caught hold of her hair, turned her face up, looked startled, et her loose and stepped
away. “Manjestau.” A andlish wiry man came out of the shadows. She made out a lined harsh face, one
ghe hadn’t seen before. “Y ou sure thisis the one?’

“l watched her do it.”

“This child?’

“Her and the freak.”

The Ajin moved over to Linfyar. “Why the rope?’

“So it wouldn't run off. We figured the girfl wouldn’t run without her pet.”

“How good is she?’

“Good enough. Did it to me, and | was ready.”

“Interesting.” He walked around Linfyar and Shadith. “How long does it take to put a crowd under?’

“Three-four minutes”

“Thet fast?’

“I'd say.”

“And they dl more or less see the same thing?’

“From what | hear. Didn't want to ask too many questions. Miners hanging about. Perolat. She
doesn't like us awhole hdluvalot, and she knows me. Didn't want her thinking we were interested in the
girl. Hiepler came while | was there, wanted her for the church, threatened her. | figured this was a good
time to take her. Perolat would figure the kid ran to get away from the engiga.”

The Ajin came back and stood looking down at Shadith. “We Il burn honeyfat to the Lady tonight,
Manjestau. Luck smiles on ustoday.” They walked off together exuding satisfaction.

Hunh, pair of self-inflated prickheads. She dug at the dust with her hed, girring up a dloud of dust
that made her cough. For the moment there wasn't much she could do except go dong meekly with what
they had in mind for her. Thank whatever gods there be, there didn’t seem to be any pedophiles anong
them. She didn’'t fed up to coping with that sort of complication. If they want me enough, maybe
they’ll coddle me a little. Have to wait and see what develops.

The men on the shore broke up into a number of different squads, some vanished into the shadow
under the trees, others moved swiftly to haul boxes out of the storehouse and load them onto the boat,
taking Shadith’s gear aboard in the process, waking around her, brushing againg her, ignoring her and
Linfyar, not quite stepping on them.

The Ajin himsdf cut the rope from Linfyar's neck, lifted the boy to his feet. For the firg time he saw
the shdlow hollows where Linfyar’s eyes would have been if he'd been born with eyes. Distaste strong
enough to smel rolled out of him, though he controlled it immediaidly and patted Linfyar on his deskly
furred shoulder. “Sorry about that, boy,” he said, a amile in his voice. A deep warm flexible voice he
could manipulate with an actor’ s kill. “ Some of my people are too scary for good manners”

Thinking, Get your bigoted hands off him, you bastard, hiting her tongue so she wouldn't say it,
Shadith jumped to her feet and pushed between them, trembling with the resurgent fury that threatened to
burst out of her control. There was a Sick twisted loathing in the man that ran dong her nerves like vomit;
he hid it wel enough from everyone but her, but it was foul. Linfyar put his hand on her aam. “Oh
Shadow,” he wailed, doing his pitiful act so wel that for a heartbeat she was dmost fooled, then had to
resrain hersdf from dapping him so violent was her rdief. “Oh Shadow,” he repeated in a trembly,



die-away voice, “What's happening? What is he doing?’

She sucked in a breeth, let it trickle out, patted his hand in slent gratitude. “Nothing bad, Linfy,” she
sad, injecting into her voice the cooing condescension she fdt the Ajin would expect from her, a
semi-adult caming the fears of a deformed child. “He's going to take us someplace where we can be
more comfortable and have a hot med and a bath.”

The Ajin smiled, a broad, charming dmogt-grin, his eyes twinkling at her with an intent warmth that
would have been more convinaing if there had been anything behind it but caculation. Her mind-riding gift
was developing rapidly into a full-blown empathic sense; Shadith wasn't too sure she liked that. There
were things she absolutely didn’t want to know, and she resented other people€' s emotions—or lack of
them—meaking demands on her. She didn't want to know about the Ajin's xenophobia. Know about it!
Fed it was more like the truth; it was spreading its dime dl over her. Have to remember to ask Lee
how she blocks out this kind of thing. God! What's she doing now? The Ajin put his hand on her
shoulder. She diffened a little, couldn't help it, but he seemed to find that reaction quite naturd.
Conceited dime. “Come, child,” he said, wooing her with that voice like dark suede burnishing her
senses; he turned her toward the boat, walked beside her while Linfyar was I€ft to follow behind. “I'm
sorry about this” He touched her bandaged wrist. “Once you understand why, I'm sure you'll forgive
us”

She gave hm an awkward little nod, her equivdent of Linfyar's pathetic act. Oh yes, O mighty
conqueror, I'm just a pore little singsong girl flustered by your attentions.

He was very good, kind and solicitous, sdtling her and Linfyar on cushions in front of the
whedhouse, tucking blankets about them, bringing them cups of hot spiced cha. She suspected there
were drugsinit meant to put her out so she'd not see where the boat was going. His prime base, if her
luck hadn't run completely out. She drank. The cha was hot and cdean and refreshing. With a dight
undertaste that told her she was right. Hah! Play your games; | wouldn't spend a rotten eyelash to
find out where we're going, | just want to get there. Linfyar sniffed at histea; she saw his ears twitch,
then he emptied the cup with innocent gusto, set the cup down beside him and began snging softly, a
plaintive lovesong from his home city; he sang just loud enough to blend his clear pure voice with the
sounds of wind, water and the boat’s motor. When he began interrupting himsdf with yawns, he curled
up with his head in Shadith’s lgp and went peacefully to deep.

Shadith finished her cha and set her cup down; she leaned back againg the whedhouse and fdt the
motor’s vibrations the length of her spine and across her sore shoulders. It seemed to crawl into her
bones and was as soothing as whatever that drug was in the cha. Aleytys was suddenly on the bow rall
amiling at her, then the figure melted into a fragment of mist. Half adeep, she saw the Ajin take up the cup
Linfyar had used and toss it over the Side, but didn't bother getting angry again. He was a nothing. He
didn't matter anymore. Hollow man. Hollow. Hollow. Hollow man. Aleytys on the bow made out of
mist, she'srealer than you. Real, oh real, what's real, am | real? A voice in Lee's head, a knot of
forcesin an ancient trap. Got a body now. That's real. Gonna have fun with this body, won't lay
it down till it's old old old, you hear that, body? Old old old.

*Hdlo, oddity.*

*Helo yoursdlf.* She giggled. *Who you taking about odd?*

*Y ou're plotting something.*

*Pot, plot, got no plot.*

*Sounds more like got no brain*

*You're messing init, you ought to know.*

*Ah. Sobering up a bit.*

*Segpering up a bit.* She yawned. * Noble knight up there drugged me*

*You didn't have to drink the cha.*

*Ah well, keep your illusons. | thought I"'d be polite.*

*What do you intend?*

*My business*

*My world.*



*So?*

*Be more respectful of your elders, infant.*

*Why?*

(chuckle)

*Thet's no answer.*

*You firgt.*

*Why?*

*| was here first.*

*Can't argue that.*

*Well?>*

*My business*

*We ve been around that way once. Once is enough.*

*He your boy? | don't think so.*

*You'reright.*

*Two great minds beeting as one. How can | bear it?

*Y ou, ancient child, are a saucy snip.*

*Yeah.* She giggled. *A needlein the ass of authority.*

*The Pomp of pomposty.*

* Soulmate*

*Not likdy. I Sghwith ddlight that you don’t know the location of my hindquarters.*

*Oh, you have ‘em then?

*In amanner of gpeaking. | don't offer them for your prodding.*

*Keep it clean, I'm underage.*

*Under what age?*

* Fourteen. Fourteen thousand. Take your pick.*

*Why are you here?*

*Ah. Now that's a question I've never heard answered satisfactorily. Why am 1? Why is anything?
Or isdl thisa dream? Are you a dream, O loudmouth forest, O Po’ Annutj?*

(an indescribable sound like solidified irritation)

*Tdl me why you want to know.*

(9gh, long and long, with prickles of annoyance in it) * Enough of this nonsense. Because, ancient
child, I want the Ajin off thisworld, | want him ether dead or stopped. My friends suffer now, will suffer
more, and in the end, this world will burn if he has his way. Parts of me will die beyond my power to
repair and replace them. What grows between me and the soft folk here will die. | think that would be a
shame, aloss of richnessin the All.*

*Yes* (along pause while Shadith struggled with the duggishness of her brain, the drug tightening its
hald on her) *I came to pry two friends out of his claws* (pause) *Hunters. They came to get him*
(pause) *He ... no, not him ... Kdl ... the Vryhh ... set a trap, caught them.* (pause) *Going after ... no
... that’sit. | get them, they get him.*

*The Senda who tended you is mine*

*| wondered ... | didn't ... why?*

*Liason. Spy.*

(despy laughter) *That's good gunk he has. One | owe you.*

*There are others like him. They’Il know about you, help when they can.*

*Know? No.*

*Only that you're mine*

*Not yours. Not anyone s*

*Quibble. Friend, then*

*All right.*

(fed of dmost-maternd amusement and affection) * Go to deep. That's a good child.*

*Up yours*



*Keep it clean, ancient child. Remember my age.*

*What age isthat?*

*Not hdf yours. Sleep. Sleep.*

*How can | with you ydlingin my head?

*Seep. Seep.*

*Good night, Po’. Go away, Po’ .*

(laughter fading into slence)

Interesting, she thought, and drifted deeper into the drugged deep.

She woke to darkness and thought at fird she'd dept through the day and into night again, then
redized the boat was burbling dong ingde a cavern, plowing heavily agang a powerful but duggish
current. She sat up, looked around, then shook Linfyar awake. Bending down to him, she whispered,
“How big is this wormhole?’

Linfyar rubbed at his nose, yawned. His ears quivered. He rolled out of his blankets and squatted
beside her, ligening intently. After a minute he said, “They’re uang radar to find their way; I’'m trying to
read their beeps.” Ancther short slence. “Roof comes down close to the water ahead,” he murmured.
“About twenty meters. Boat'll just scrape by.” He wriggled uneesly. “Shadow, there's things in the
water.”

“What things?’

“Don’'t know. Big things. Taking and making my ears hurt.”

“Come here, imp. Don't ligen to them.”

He curled his ears shut and climbed into her lap, sat with his face pressed into the shdlow valey
between her amdl breasts. She pulled a blanket up around them, then reached out and touched the
things. Raw hunger. Fury. A force too primitive and diffuse for her to control. Far too deadly to
chdlenge. “We sure don't svim out of here, Linfy,” she murmured.

Some shapeless sounds from him, a deepy shift of arms and legs, then he was heavy againg her,
whally relaxed, adeep again. The blackness closed down tighter. The boat dowed uniil it was meking
little headway againg the current; she heard creaks and rasps where it was scraping againg the rock.

Then there was light ahead, blooming green and gold in water smooth as glass. She rubbed watering
eyes and Sghed with relief as the waight of stone lifted away.

They drifted into a round lake indde high craggy wadls. There were patches of lush greenery, but the
cone of the ancient volcano was modly heaps of mottled stone, dides of scree danting from the
precipitous wals. One of those dides jutted into the deep black water; after a moment she saw it was a
camouflaged wharf with a dot where the boat could dip in and rest unseen from above. Beyond the
wharf were more structures, massive stone buildings built up againg the wall, camouflaged like the wharf
by the sweeps of scree.

The Ajin helped her to her feet and with amiling courtesy lifted her onto the dock, then stepped after
her, leaving Linfyar to scramble up how he could. Poor old bigot, no use getting mad at you anymore,
slly old fool, escorting your enemy into the heart of your power. He put his hand on her shoulder
and guided her dong the wharf and into the largest of the structures. The wals were not as thick as she'd
expected, but these buildings weren't meant to live through a bombing; that was the meaning of the
camouflage. If the Pgunggs found this base, they’ d flatten it, but a world was a huge place, even so samdl
apart of it as a continent, and they didn’'t have the tracers to locate him. Not yet. And they were terrified
of the forest. No native intdligence here. Hah. What they told themsdves so they wouldn't have to go
into the forest hunting it. She wondered about the other worlds the Pgunggs had colonized, what they’d
found there and quietly destroyed. Respect for life and the rights of natives, dl that was the luxury of
settled peaceful lands long after those natives had either been assmilated or destroyed. Unless they had
the power to resst cooptation. In the end that was what it came down to, the possession of power in one
form or another. Where law didn't exigt, the survivors were those srong and smart enough to prevail.
Kdl and Aleytys, it was the same thing. Po’ Anuutj, the miners againg the Pgunggs and, yes, the Ajin.

The hand on her shoulder turned her away from the main corridor down the building and urged her



down a sde way that went out of the house into the living stone of the mountain. She thought about his
loathing of Linfyar, who was recognizably of kindred stock, a handsome little faun with more charm than
was good for him. What would the Ajin be like once he had complete athority over thisworld and came
agang the PO’ Annutj? They went back and back into the mountain until she had the feding she waked
on a surface precarioudy spread over a seething Snk of molten stone; with a shrug of its shoulders the
mountain could drop them into its heart. She shivered.

The Ajin patted her shoulder. “Not much farther,” he said. “I want to keep you close to me, make
ure you're safe”

She did her awkward childish nod, but said nothing. Treating me like a kid, she thought, being the
tough but gentle father. Hunh. | want a father like | want another head. She'd lived with Harskari
far too long to rdish acquiring another mentor, especidly this condescending bag of ar planning to use
her and her gifts for his own purposes. | said it right, out there on the bay. Hollow man, only his
needs to drive him, no real contact with anyone else. The rest of us are shadows cast on his
desires. She thought about Perolat and Tjepa. She thought about the Ajin sdling himsdf to Kdl in return
for support in hisambitions. I'd bet anything Kell built this place for him and stocked it too. Wonder
where the trap is? Wonder what it is? Taggert, she told hersdlf, | hope you know what you're doing.
Another Hunter in the trap. Would that bring Kell running? God, | hope not. | know when I’'m out
of my weight.

The Ajin pamed open a door, urged her ingde. A huge false window took up most of one wall, a
viewscreen showing the mountaingde with its immense trees, the solemn slent beauty of the forest, the
aunlight streaming through occasiond breaks in the canopy, bat-winged birds soaring and snging; forest
sounds came through subdued and faintly magica. Bright hangings broke the chill of the black stone
wadls. The floor was dull metacrete, but a slk rug hid its ugliness, echoing the abstract patterns in the
hangings A black glass table with food seaming on black glass plates, chain a pot covered by a quilted
cozy. Sted-framed chairs with black lesther seats and backs. A black velvet divan piled with brilliantly
colored slk cushions. A chearfully indegant room decorated by someone with a liking for color and no
pretensions to taste. The Ajin stepped aside to let Linfyar in, moved to the center of the room. “These
will be your quarters, singer. Bedroom and fresher through there” He gestured at a black velvet curtain
between two of the hangings. “Rest and take care of your body’s needs. | will return to tak with you
tomorrow. No need to worry about anything. No one will hurt you here. Just relax. I'll explain everything
soon.” He amiled at her, a warm beaming amile, his brown eyes twinkling with goodwill and appreciation,
then made a rueful face, lifted a hand in an gpologetic gesture. “The door will be locked—I'm afrad it's
necessary. For your protection, child, I promise you, that's dl. Some of the men here aren't as gentle
with women and children as I'd like” A last amile and he I€ft, the door dosing behind him with a dight
pneumatic hiss.

Shadith looked around, raised her brows. Their gear was piled againg the wdl at the end of the
divan. “Looks like we took the scenic route.”

“Huh?’

“Never mind. Private joke.”

Linfyar twitched his ears, turned in a dow cirde. In his home-tongue he said, “Busy-busy, crawling
with bugs.”

“Man wouldn't trust his own mother. Better not count too much on taking this way, my young furry
friend. Your language is a variant out of a large family; might not know it, but you come from the cousin
races and if their computer has trandating capatiility, it won't take them dl that long to get a good idea
what we' re saying. Besides, if they get curious enough and decide to stop being polite, dl they redly have
to do is hook one of usto a psychprobe.”

Linfyar shrugged, began moving about the room, his lips fluttering to read what was around him, his
nose twitching, dl his senses operating as he explored this new place. He followed his nose to the table,
did into one of the chairs. Switching languages, he said, “Not going to starve us, anyway. Mmm. I'm
hungry.”

Shadith chuckled. “Me too, imp. Be with you in a minute” She left him sniffing at the dishes and



pushed past the curtain.

A bedroom with another screen tuned to the same image. She was grateful for those screens; they
meade the stone more bearable, though she suspected they were two-way viewers. She dragged her hand
hard across the screen, made the glass squedl, grinned at the trees and birds she couldn’t touch. Voyeur,
she thought, but didn’t say it. She circled the wide bed and went into the fresher. It was amdl and nest,
with a flush toilet and a shower cabinet, a large mirror over a basin. She took care of the ache in her
bladder, stripped to use the shower, annoyed that there was some fool somewhere watching her. She
started to step into the shower, then frowned at the bandages on her arms and legs, she stripped them off
and inspected the abraded flesh. Most of the red was gone. Cautioudy she touched her head. No
avdling, no soreness. Great gunk. Yeah, | owe you one, old Po’. Hate to wash it off, but I’'m too
grungy to stand myself any longer. She found a cake of soap with a pleasant herba scent in a nichein
the shower, laughed as she turned the water on and adjusted the temperature. VIP treatment.
Looovely. But you walk eggshell-light. Shadow, you're frosting on his cake; he can get along quite
well without you if he has to.

The water came hot and hard. She found hersdf anging, enjoying the fed of the spray, then of the
soap as she spread lather over her body. She lingered awhile after the soap was rinsed off, letting the hot
water beat againgt her back, but she was hungry, so she findly shut it off and stepped out.

She scrubbed one of the thick nubbly towels over her body until she glowed, then wrapped hersdf in
the towding robe that hung on a hook beside the cabinet. She tied the belt and went gralling back into
the gtting room, rubbing at her hair, humming the song she' d been singing.

Linfyar was edting negtly but steadily from a plate heaped high with bits of meat and vegetables,
washing down every other bite with a gulp of heavily sweetened cha. “You sound happy,” he said. He
sniffed. “And you smdl good.”

“A change for the better, huh?’ Shefilled her plate, settled into a char across the table from him.

Linfyar stopped chewing, put his fork down and rubbed at his nose. “Y ou think maybe ... um ...” He
shifted languages but was 4ill careful in his choice of words. “What we're looking for, you know ...
maybe it' s right here. Funny if that’ s right, don’t you think?’

“| think that’s something we don't talk about, you hear?’

“| expect you're right.”

“Funny or not, | expect you're right too, Linfy.”

He picked up his fork, tapped a bouncy rhythm on the edge of the plate, then started reducing the
mound of food on it.

Shadith sat in the middle of the wide bed and began going over her things, checking to see what the
Ajin's men had brought aong, harvesing a smal collection of med burrs from various parts of the
daothing wadded into the bags. She sat them aside, continued with her inventory and came across her
hoard of coins. “Hunh, honest kidnappers.” All her possessions were here, even an old polish rag she'd
meant to throw away. She looked at the dothing with distaste. All of them, underthings and
everything, handled by those creeps and invaded by a horde of bugs, worms eat his liver. Wonder
who does the laundry around here. | can wash a few things in the fresher basin, but | want this
whole mess cleaned before | wear any of it. She wrinkled her nose a the amdl pile of burrs. Sheaky,
yeah, and don’'t he think he's clever. I'm supposed to find you and fee oh so confident. Happy to
oblige. She scooped the bugs up and flushed them down the toilet, then went back to the bed and
unsnapped the harp case. Someone had wiped the dugt off the outsde, but more than enough had
managed to ooze indde. With a grunt of disgust, she lifted the harp out and set it down carefully, then did
to the edge of the bed, flipped the case over and shook it out on the rug. She set the case down. Have
to go over it later with a damp cloth. She dug into the pile of dothing, found that decrepit polish reg
and began to wipe the harp, working very carefully so she wouldn't scratch it. When she was finished
with the frame, she wiped the gtrings, then plucked each of them to get the last grains of dust off. And
found another bug tucked up high on the indde of the frame where she waan't likdly to see it. She went to
the gtting room to fetch a fork, detoured to check on Linfyar. He had squirrdled deep into the pile of slk



pillows on the divan and was adeep, snoring alittle, dmogt like a loud purring. She amiled at him, shook
her head and went back into the bedroom.

Harp on her Iap, she probed for the flat little patch and findly managed to scrape it loose. It looked a
bit battered, but she suspected it was lill in fair working order; they built those things to take a lot of
knocks. She hdd it close to one of the strings and made that gtring shriek at it. Hunh, you bastard, hope
that wrings your ears for you. She took the bug into the fresher and flushed it after the others.

The Ajin came back the middle of the next morning. Shadith sat on the floor gazing at the imege on
the screen, hands moving idy across the srings, making a portrait in sound of her restlessness. She
looked around as she heard the door open, scowled and turned back to the screen, putting an acid jangle
into what she was playing.

He laughed, strode over to her, plucked the harp from her hands, tossed it onto the divan, pulled her
to her feet.

For a moment Shadith could not speak. She was so furious her throat closed up on her, so furious
she could only stand there shaking. She stared a him blankly; when she could move, she marched to the
divan, picked up the harp, ran her hand over the frame, then the drings. She squatted, set it on the floor
and came dowly back up, turning to face im as she rose. “Don't ever ever do thet again,” she sad flaly.
“Touch it again and I'll kill you.”

“Wetch your mouth, girl.” She stared a him, said nothing.

“Swest little girls don’t go around killing people. Didn't your parents teach you that?’

She kept garing, gill furious, though she'd camed enough to start thinking again. The little girl
act—she could go on with it, but was it worth it? She looked into that handsome amiling face and
decided it wasn't. Might as well test just how much he thinks he needs me; let him start walking
over me and he'll keep on tramping. “They taught me a lot of things” she said, her voice ill flat and
as cold as she could make it. “They taught meit’s both stupid and discourteous to handle other people's
belongings without permisson,” She rushed on, drowning his attempt to speak. “They taught me tha
kidnappers are thugs and men who ded girls are perverts or pimps and a pimp is lower then a pervert.
They taught me that real men treat other men and women, and children, with the respect they expect for
themsdlves and those who act otherwise are only chegp imitations”

He took a step toward her, hand raised, then checked himsdf. As dearly asif she read the words on
a tape issuing from his head, she knew what he was thinking: Look, never mind what she says, she's
only a slly little girl who doesn’'t know what she's talking about; anyway, there’s no one to hear
it. His eyes narrowed. She read the codicil in his face: But be damn sure she's not going to say such
things in public. “Come, child,” he said, “not so much heat. I'm sorry about the harp. Let me be honest
and confessit, | didn’'t understand how important it was to you.” He patted her shoulder, quite unaware
of the effort she made not to knock his hand away. “Sit down, please. | promised you an explanation
today, and I've come to give it. Ah. Good.” He amiled at her as she dipped from under his hand and
seated hersdf on the divan. “We aren't kidnappers, child. Or pimps. We fight for Avosing's future, child,
we fight to drive the tyrant from our world. We need you, child, we need your gifts. | want to show you
some of the things the Pgunggs are doing to us. They aren't pretty, and if this were the world | dream of,
you wouldn't have to see these things, but | want you to understand us. You saw for yoursdf what the
Pgunggs wanted to do to you in Keama Dusta, you know how the hiepler threatened you. We saved
you from some of the horrors I'm going to show you.” His voice was low and getly persuasive, a
seductive murmur caressing her ears, but she took no pleasure from it, was too aware of the deep didike
hefdt for her. Shit on this talent, she thought. | can’t even enjoy my illusons anymore. No fun to be
courted by someone you know despises you. He sat beside her, careful not to touch her, providing a
low-voiced narration for the succession of images he cued into the screen.

The forest scene vanished.

Shaky, grainy pictures took its place, images captured by hidden cameras under difficult conditions.

“This is where you would have performed.” The church casino, great and noble room, low-relief
sculptures ten times life Sze, the pantheon of Pgungg gods, overlooking the games of chance; intent



worshipers bending over boards or watching lights flicker, playing their games in reverent anxiety;
hooded and robed croupiers, white-robed sarving maids, hum of recited prayers riang above the
assorted clicks and clacks and daps and rudtles of the games. “And this” Whoever carried the camera
followed an attendant through the players and past the private rooms and out the back of the church.
After winding through a dizzying series of turns and twists he stepped into a cozier milieu where child
whores of both sexes dressed in filmy short robes displayed themsdves to men with a shared patina of
wedth and power. A few of the children were her apparent age, but most were younger, even a number
bardy walking. “Saves, dl of them, sold by their parents.”

Ancther scene. A house burning, dark-clad enforcers sanding about, two of them holding the arms
of awegping man, others keegping the man’swife and children herded together.

“He never went to church, had severd warnings, a bad season, wilt in his gancha grain, disease in his
stock, got into debt; next year, prices were low, couldn't pay his creditors; church seized the land and
goods,; he's the one st the fire, wouldn't let them have his house. See what happened to his sons and
daughters.” Scene change. A dave auction, the children going one by one to the highest bidder.

New scene. Twigted, savaged bodies bardy recognizable as something that might once have been
humen. “Some are men who joined our fight; they were captured by enforcers. Some are men
denounced to the church for heresy.”

A miner who'd been caught hoarding amber, his body jerking as massve jolts of dectricity hit him.

More images documenting the cruelty of man to man.

Meant to evoke horror and disgugt in her. Meant to convince her to serve the Ajin and his cause. If
she'd told him he was not so different from the men he wanted to replace, he would have been angry,
perhaps alittle hurt, but he wouldn't have understood what she was saying. Because of his background,
Head and Taggert and even the Pgjunggs had seen him as a cynicd manipulator only after power, but he
was more then that. She remembered Head saying the thieves are heretics, not unbelievers. He believed
in what he was doing, and like mogt true believers he was willing to use any means no matter how
repulgve to achieve hisgod.

He grasped her shoulders, turned her to face him. “You see how the Pgunggs corrupt and oppress
us. We have to change that, child, and to do that we have to convince dl the Avosngers that change is
possble” Bending closer, he went into a short harangue about mordity, the sacredness of home and
tradition, sketching out a world where men and women knew their place and stayed in it, where there
was no disruptive change, where life went on in cadm comfortable channds. All very lovely, she thought,
if you happen to be a man. Perolat wouldn’t like it much, and Dihann, well ... She lowered her eyes
and swallowed a giggle at the thought of Dihann’s reaction to being told she ought to subordinate hersdlf
to any man no matter how forceful and dynamic he was. She ligened and kept her eyes down, resigned
to playing the role he kept inggting on. It's not for that long, shetold hersdf, just until | find Grey and
get him loose. It made her fed like vomiting, but she told hersdlf she' d done worse things before this and
aurvived them, she'd survive this.

The Ajin led them back to the outer building, into a glare-free white-tiled space, filled with banks of
computers and viewscreens rdaying images from satellites even her lander’s sendtive detectors hadn’t
noticed. Kell, worms eat your liver, by god, you really want Aleytys, you're paying high for the
chance of catching her. Men working with stone-faced dedication a consoles, looking up to nod a
quick greeting at the Ajin as he moved past them, Shadith at his hedls, Linfyar traling behind.

They passed through into a darker quieter hdl and findly turned into a Sde room equipped as an
infirmary, more gleaming white tile, white-enameled machines and other indruments, many of them
new-made antiques in her eyes; like a lot of Avosng, a confusng mixture of late indudrid and
contemporary technologies. It was a large room with uncertain echoes, the bounding sounds making her
itchy. It was alot worse for Linfyar; he nudged closer to her, trembling. She dropped her aam around his
shoulder, hugged him. “Rall ‘em up, Linfy, and hang on to me” She looked from the Ajin to the amdl
dumpy man he was taking to, made a amdl hissng sound, cut it off as it started to echo. “Hey,” she
ydled. “1 don't likeit here. I'm leaving.”



The little man turned spectacled eyes to her, the harsh light glinting off the lenses making him look
more machine than flesh. He stepped to the bank of black rubbery switches, clicked one over, and the
echoes hushed so suddenly she dmost sumbled as if she'd been pushing againgt some force removed
without warning. He came around the examination table and stood in front of her, peering a her through
those thick glasses, the pae ydlow of his eyes intermittently visble, the thin dmogt white lashes. “This
child?’

“Apparently.”

“Mmm.” He stumped around her, his hands folded over histight little paunch, high for a man, so high
he looked pregnant. “ Collar her?’

“No. Nothing showing.”

“Hm.” He took hold of her shoulder, started prodding at her back.

Shetried jerking away, but he held her too tightly, hisfingers digging into her muscle. With a grunt of
effort, she caught hold of hislittle finger, twisted it, then twisted away as he yelped with pain. “Keep your
hands to yoursdf, fool.”

“You...you ... you..” Heraised afid.

“Try it,” sheflung a him.

The Ajin got agrip on her hair and jerked her back, snapped to the other two men standing quietly in
the background, “Take care of him.”

After the mdee was sorted out, the man's finger restored to its joint, the Ajin swung her around,
pushed her againg the bank of switches. “I'm getting very tired of your insolence, girl.”

She glared a him, dl resolutions forgotten. “Biiig man, oh I'm so scared. Ak me” she ydled a him,
turned it into a chant. “Ask me ask me ask me. If you want something, ask me, don’'t maul me about, ask
me. I'm not stupid, or deaf—don’t treat melike | am. Easy little words, ask me” She grew a bit camer.
“You didn't like it when those creeps were fooling with the kid whores—how come you're tregting me
like awhore? Like you can do anything you want with me and | shouldn’t complain? Huh?’

He stared at her, pulled his hand away from her har and rubbed it absently down his sde. She'd hit
something in him, she could fed that, but she wasn't quite sure what it was, and she was more than a little
gartled and ashamed of her reactions. Lee'd told her a number of times she was letting this body make
her forget what the years had taught her; for the first time Shadith was ready to concede she might be
right. She’'d gone through this sort of scene more than once with her mother in those difficult days around
her firg puberty, and here it was again. Oh god, do | really have to go through all that misery again?
She pulled her mind back to her present predicament and waited for what he' d say.

“You are achild and female” he said. His voice was cold and flat, devoid of emation. “You will do
as you are told and create no more disturbances or you will be punished. You will behave as a proper
young girl should behave; you will speak when you are spoken to and remain slent at other times. You
will be modest and quiet in your manner. And you will understand that you are less than dust when
compared to the great dream you are privileged to play a part in. Do you understand me?’

Come on, Shadow, take a lesson from Linfy. She sneaked a glance at the boy crouched out of the
way under the examining table, slent and incongpicuous as a amdl furry ghog. It took a minute, but she
swalowed her loathing and said, meekly, “I hear.”

They poked at her and prodded at her and sampled every fluid they could think of (the yelow-eyed
doctor watching her with angry spite, his left hand bandaged, the little finger in a brace), recorded brain
emissons while she was slent and while she was running off scales and a song or two, they fed her drugs
and watched the results, put her under various sorts of stress. For her own pride's sake she made the
results as meaningless as she could, her mind and body control sufficient to let her duplicate results when
necessary, but it was a gtrain trying to keep the readings logicd and remember what she’'d done before.
A drain, yes, but aso heding to her self-respect. For the most part they ignored Linfyar; these were
technicians, not red researchers, and she was glad of it for his sake, snce they had little of the explorer’s
driving curiosty and were willing enough to leave hm done as long as they had her to play with.

Those tests lasted dl that long day and most of the next morning, then they announced that they were



finished for the moment; it was time to evauate their accumulated data. She went back to her rooms and
let hersdf be locked in. Linfyar was adegp agan on the divan. She scowled down at him, wondering if
she should be worried about the amount of time he was spending in deep, not certain her itchiness was
anxiety about him or jugt jedousy that he found such a satisfactory way to pass the endless days. She
was about ready to shriek from boredom. She'd dready read through her handful of books twice, she
didn't fed like degping, and she certainly was't up to fooling around with music, not in the mood. She
went into the fresher and made faces a hersdf in the mirror until she got tired of looking at hersef, then
stripped and stood in the shower |etting water as hot as she could stand it beat down on her body, first
her front, then her back. After a while she shut the water off, wrapped the robe around her and ambled
into the bedroom. She threw hersdf onto the bed and lay with her head on her arms, bregthing in the dry
dusty smdl of the velvet bedspread. Body. Body. Body. Oh god, it's so easy to forget when you don’'t
have one what happens in the body. Easier to dream when you're a knot of nothing in a bit of
sorcerous headgear gathering dust somewhere. She went back to her earliet memories and began
reiving them, struggling to recdl the smalest and most inggnificant details, drifting gradudly into a heavy,
nightmare-ridden deep.

The doctor laced his hands over his paunch and blinked his weak yedlow eyes a her while his
acolytes attached sensors about her head and body, careful not to interfere with her ease of movemernt,
meking her rock and sway, reach and fold. Other slent white-clad men were setting up microphones
about the chair. She watched dl this without protest; even if she sang a red croon, nothing much was
going to happen in this gerile room with its scrubbed ar and litera-minded technicians. No pollen. No
Linfyar to broaden the range of the sound. But she wasn't going to take any chances, she was going to
give them something that sounded smilar to her ancient songs, but it would be enough off, enough of the
harmonics and overtones misang, that even with the pollen it wouldn't work the way they wanted.
You're not going to replace me with a flake player. When one of the men sgnded they were finished,
she looked around, straightened her back and resettled the harp. “Nothing’s going to happen, you know.
I’ve been about more than you think, and thisis the only world where | sng dreams. Mugt be the pollen.”
She drew her hand across the strings, making a soft drift of sound. “This ar.” She shrugged. “And the
acoudtics here are foul.”

“Play.” The light glinted off the doctor’'s glasses and showed the Slver stopples in his ears as he
adjusted them to shut off yet more of the sound in the room.

Frowning, she plucked a series of angle notes from the harp, then what she could do patterned itself
in her mind and she did into the dmost-croon and sang it through. There was no trance effect even
among the acolytes, with the echo killer on, the song dropped dead into the serile ar. She dilled the last
sounds and sat with her arms curled about the harp, saying nothing, waiting for the Ajin to show up,
wondering just what he'd say to her. If he said anything to her. He'd been conspicuoudy absent the last
sverd days.

The doctor opened out his ear stopples and darted busly from did to drum, muttering with his
assgtants, chattering into a flake recorder, ignoring Shadith, who was quite happy to be left done, though
she' d have been happier with something to occupy her mind and keep her from wondering how much
she'd given away that she'd rather keep to hersdf. She knew wdl enough how much information a
skilled researcher could tease out of a pile of gpparently unpromisng data; her fird owner had been an
itinerant trouble-shooter with a genius for spotting weak links. He had little use for women in any sense of
that word, but a passionate love of dl forms of musc. He bought her for her smdl deft fingers and
because he'd heard her playing atin whigle she'd sneaked into her cdl. She traveled with him, getting
from him everything he could teach her, winning from him a reluctant affection and a generous admiration
for her tenacity and the speed with which she learned. She grieved when he died, killed in a quarrd with
alover, not just because now she'd be sold again, but because she was deeply fond of hm and for the
second timein her life she was loang dl she had of family.

The Ajin camein and stood frowning & her. “Why?’

She dropped her eyes to her hands. 1 played what I' ve played before.”



He took a step to one side. Behind him was his skinny aide, Manjestau. “Wdl?" he said.

“Sounds like it.” Manjestau came closer, looked at the harp, looked around a the room. “Probably
right. Probably needs the pollen.” He looked at her again. “And the fresk.” The Ajin walked over to her,
amiled down &t her, his eyes twinkling, his good humor gpparently returned. “It looks like we should have
listened to you, child”

She moved alitile, siffened as he started to frown. “My nameis Shadith,” she said quietly.

“Wdl, Shadith, | ill need to be convinced you can do what the reports say. Hmm. Tomorrow, |
think. Outside somewhere.”

She plucked a a gtring, waited until the note died. “We need to tak ded, Skin Ajin. | don’t play this
thing out of the goodness of my heart. It'smy professon. My kills are for sale, | don’t give them away.”

“Right now | wouldn't take them as a gift. Persuade me”

“All right. Tomorrow. A free sample. After that, pay me”

“If you're worth it, we Il work something out. Right now there’ s something | want you to see.”

“Sdl | bring the harp?’

“No need.”

“Allow metimeto put it in the case, please.” He indlined his head.

She began dripping away the sensors. With muttered imprecations one of the assstants hurried to
her, collected the ones she'd removed and dapped her hands away as she reached for another. She sat
quietly letting him ped them off with dow care, waiching the Ajin move about the room, stopping a
moment to speak to the doctor, looking a the readouts, killing time, she was sure of it, until she was
ready, looking grave dl the while as if he knew what he was seeing. Apparently he'd forgotten the laws
he'd lad on her the lagt time they’d met—at least he seemed willing to dlow her a certain degree of
independence as long as she didn't push too hard. All right. She knew now she wasn't Linfyar; body
asde, she was't that young or that flexible; she knew too much about what she'd turn into if she let her
self-respect corrode too badly. The assgtant went away, cuddling his sensors to his bosom as if they
were favored children. She dipped out of the chair, snapped the harp into its case and left it leaning
agang achar leg.

He took her to the end of the corridor and into the mountain again, only a short way this rime, and
stopped before a heavy sted door. He pamed it open, then stood aside until she walked in, fallowing
her, dosing the door behind them.

It was a high domed room with tool marks ill on the wals. Naked stone, exposed wiring, complex
flake boards that looked asif they’ d been painted by an ancient ink master, a rough but powerful scrawl,
compulson worked so intimatdy into the pattern thet it drew her eyes and would not turn them loose.
She made an effort and turned to face him. “What's that?" Even with her back to the thing it was burned
S0 deeply into her memory she saw the webbing of darks and lights shadow-cast across his face and
form. It made her dizzy and uncertain.

He wasn't looking & her, he was gazing at the thing with a proprietorid satisfaction thet told her he
hadn't the dightest idea what he was seeing.

She glanced at it again, forced hersdf to look away. It was disurbingly like the diadem—not its
innocuous outside, but the way she'd seen it from indde. Anyway, the closest any congtruct of this age
had come to that ancient trap. Kell. Worms eat his liver, why does he have to be such a... god knows
... when he can make things like this? “WdI?’ she said.

“Have you heard of the Hunters of Wolff?’

“Who haan't?’

“My enemies sent them after me” he said, a blend of triumph and reish in his voice. “They didn't
know | have a patron greeter than any Hunter, a man who supports our cause without counting the cost
intime or goods. A Vryhh master designer made this, young Shadith, set it here as a trgp for my enemies.
If I had to pay him for histime and work, it would have cost me the total income of this world for a year.
He gaveit fredy.”

“That’s his choice. You left me none. Me, | want to be paid.”



He ignored that. “A trap for my enemies, young Shadith. Look at it.”

“No. Makes medizzy.”

He laughed, pleased by what he thought of as her weakness, just one more proof, if he needed it, of
the power of hismind. “Never mind, then, look at this instead.” He put his hand on a bluish ova sensor,
and aviewscreen lit up at the back of the chamber. “There they are, the great and indomitable Hunters of
Wolff.” Two men hung in grayness, turning, writhing, horror and pain graven into their faces. “There they
hang, young Shadith, my enemies. Hunters. In a nothing where they are neither dead nor dive, but fully
aware of what has happened to them. Where they ligen to whispers from ther most secret fears. And it
goes on and on, child, it never stops. That's where anyone who betrays me will find himsdf. Or hersdf.
Do you understand?’

Shadith nodded, dill saring at Grey. Alive. She shuddered, but horror wasn't a luxury she could
afford right now. “Umm ... is that permanent or could you bring them back? Say someone wanted to
ransom them. Or you maybe wanted to put them on trid to embarrass the Pgunggs, once you take over
here”

“An interesing thought, child. You have a devious mind. I'll have to remember tha.” He
contemplated the two forms, amiling with quiet satisfaction. “I could. Yes, | could. And I'm the only one
who could. You might think on that during the long nights, young Shadith. Right now, | fed better with
them in there where | know they won't try spailing my plans.” His hand on her shoulder, he turned her to
the door. “And there' s plenty of room for more in there, that’s another thing to think about.” He touched
the door open, followed her out, took her back to her rooms.

Insde, he swung around one of the chairs from the table, sat with his arms crossed dong the back,
fadng the divan. He waved amuscular arm. “ Sit, child. Do you il want to bargain with me?’

She settled hersdf among the pillows. “1 won't do you much good in that place, Ajin. And let me be
candid. | will be even less use if you try fording me. I'm stubborn. You're not a fool; don't act one.
Congder me a mercenary and ply me with gold. Or the loca equivadent. | don't give a mouthful of spit
about your noble cause, but | do appreciate hard coin. Nice cool rounds that rest heavy in the hand.
That's a cause | can put my heart into. Side a few my way and you'll see fervor like you wouldn't
believe”

“Y ou're young to be so cynicd.”

“Not so young as | look; dl species don’'t mature a the same rate.”

“Is there anything you believe in?’

“A full belly and awarm secure bed. That today will end and tomorrow come whether | live to see it
or not. | prefer being dive to being dead, being rich to being poor. That's about it.”

“You know what | want you to do?’

“| got a pretty good idea”

“Canyou?’

“All right. Honest again. | think so.”

“l won't haggle. Conditiond on the success of your performance tomorrow, five kilos sweetamber,
passage offworld, your word not to return with the understanding that if you break it you join my petsin
that pocket of nowhere.”

“The price isright. Name the terms of service”

“Hve Avodanger years. You sng where, when and what | tdl you.”

“Threg”

“| told you, no heggling. Takeit or leaveit.”

“If | leaveit?

“Dol need to say it?

“No. One smdl change, if | may. It's for your benefit as wdl as mine Where and when is your
business. What ismine Tdl me the effect you want and let me decide how I’'m going to get it.”

“That makes sense. You understand, I'll have observersin the audience.”

“I never expected anything different.”

“Ded?



“Ded.” She amiled a him, knowing full wel that even if she did serve him fathfully and fervently for
the next saverd years, dl she'd get out of it was a berth beside Grey. Honor was between men; bresking
apromise to a woman was as heinous a 9n as fating in public. He got to his feet. “Tomorrow, second
hour after the noon med,” he said. “That suit you?’

“Suits mefine”

He nodded and left. After the door did closed behind him, she sat for some time without
moving,—eyes shut, hands pressed hard on her thighs, using breathing exercises to cdm her mind and
sort out the whirl of joy and fear and hate and rage roaring through her. Findly she Sghed and let hersdlf
fdl back among the cushions. Taggert, where the hell are you? Grey's alive, he'sreally alive, but oh
god, I’'ve got to get him out of there. Ticutt, poor old Ticutt, what a hdl that must be for you.
What am | going to do? Never thought I'd miss witchface's scolds, ah, Harskari, | wish you were
here, I'll never tell you, | suppose, oh god, | wish you were here.

They were waiting for her, restless and close to hodtile, routed from card games and deep, taken
away from their screens and scanners, ther leave time, mercenaries that were the Ajin's persona guard,
the core of his amy, and the better part of the technicians that lived and worked in the camouflaged
buildings. Taken from whatever pleasure they were immersed in and forced into the treacherous outer air
to ligen to some flat-chested hdfling ang a them.

The Ajin looked at them and smiled. “If you can get them, you're better than good, young Shadith.
Look a them—won't even gt together.” He frowned. “Mercenaries. Tough men. Good fighters. But
they'Il dways retreat just that fraction sooner than men fighting for something they believe in. They're
here for coin, and coin isno good to a dead man.”

“My kind of people,” she murmured.

He was not amused. “Make them love Avosng,” he said. “Make them cheer me. Make them ready
to follow meinto fire”

“It won't last.”

“You can do it?’

“l can but try.”

“Remember what you're working for. Remember the five kilos sweetamber.”

“l hear you.” She shifted the harp, got ready to play, then lifted her head. “Don’t forget | told you.
The effect wears off fagt.”

“Play.”

“Linfy, you ready?’

“Yah, Shadow.”

She nudged him with her toe. “This one has to be good.”

“Gotcha”

She sneaked a lagt glance at the Ajin and saw tha he believed in her enough to have filters in his
nodrils and digorting plugsin his ears. Cheer him, she thought, damned if | do, damned if | don’'t. She
discarded what she'd planned and riffled through her stock of song patterns. All right, sing a song of
fierceness and glory, weave it around the Ajin, that should do what he wants.

She began to play on the harp, the sound thin and swallowed by the wind, then ripening into richness
as Linfyar caught the mood and added hiswhigtle. She could fed the men ressting her, dill resenting her,
determined to punish her with their indifference. She smiled to hersdlf and began the croon, the ancient
words ringing out with dl the power she could put into them. And her sgters were findly there for her,
spinning the dream out of their ghogtly substance as they made her voice theirs. She sang firg yearning for
home, not the red home but the dream home men made for themselves when they were far from that
homein every way that counted, in years, miles, amuitiplicity of ans and sorrows. She watched the hard
faces soften, shdlow eyes mig over with tears, not surprised by this the mercenaries she'd known had
been eadily sentimental when it cost them nothing. She teased them from that sentimentdity into dreams of
gory and honor, dl the things they wanted to be or thought they were, fierce bold men of matchless kill,
loyd to their brothers and to a stern code no outsider could understand. A dream even the most cynica



and treacherous among them cherished deep in some comer of his shriveled soul, though he knew inmind
and gut that it had very little to do with the red order of things At firsd she'd been bothered by her
complicity in this manipulation of men for purposes other than pleasure, but by the time she finished the
croon and dilled the sound of the harp, she fdt better about what she was doing. At least, with this
bunch. They lived quite comfortably with the chasm between the ideds they professed and the things they
did to outsiders and each other.

The Ajin legped onto the rock beside her and began a rousng speech; after a few words he had
them on their feet cheering. She stopped ligening and frowned at her hands. One thing to play on these
men, but what about the Avosingers? One time wouldn't make that much difference—what if he made
her do it over and over again? | want out of this now. | can't ... But she had to. Until she could figure a
way to break Grey and Ticuit loose, she was stuck here, she had to compromise, had to do things that
were hard to live with. The Ajin squatted beside her, whispered, “Sing them quiet and reinforce what
we ve done.”

We, she thought and fdt her sscomach curl into a knot. She settled the harp and began a rousing song
Swardheld had taught her, one he' d picked up in his wandering since he’d acquired Quayl€e's body; she
hed them clapping with the beat and shouting out the chorus, then she cut it off and sang a gentle,
sentimenta song of home, ending where she began, ignoring the cdls for more when she finished., stting
dumped and weary over her harp as the Ajin sent them back to what they were doing before he'd
ordered them out here.

When they were gone, he came back to Shadith. “No more ‘conditiond’—you’'ve shown me
something | wouldn't have believed. Would that work with any crowd, one with women and children in
it? More of amix?’

She draightened, forced hersdlf out of her gloom. “Once | get the fed of the crowd, | think so.”

“Then you can't just push button A and get result A.”

“No. People change. If you brought that bunch out again, I'd have to sng something different.
Sightly different. 1t's nuances that make the effect work. Or fal.”

He gazed a her skepticdly. He didn't want to believe her, but he was out of his depth with musc
and didn’'t know how to question what she was tdling him. She kept her face cam, amiling allittle, tried to
project passvity and lack of interest in what he was thinking, though she read dl too clearly that he was a
little afraid of her now and his didike and distrust of dl women was working on that fear. I'd never last
the whole five years even if | meant to stay. When his fear gets too strong, | go into the trap with
Grey. Something to think about—how long have | got? How long before my value is outweighed
by the danger | represent?

He nodded, hdd out his hand. “Right. Come. There's one more thing we have to do, then you can
get some rest. You look tired.”

“I am.” She let im pull her onto her feet, then followed him back into the building, Linfyar traling
slent and forgotten behind them.

In the infirmary again. He stopped her beside the examining table, stood looking thoughtfully down at
her.

“Messwith my head and | can’t do that anymore.”

He nodded. “I bdieve you. Nuances.”

“Wdl?

“You worry me. | haven't got a handle on you.”

“The sweetamber. | stay bought.”

“Easy enough to say that here. Out there you might change your mind.” He shook his head. I don't
leave loose ends, Shadith. That's why I’'m dive now and not bones in a crypt.” He made no apparent
sgnd, but atangler wrapped around her. She heard Linfyar squed with outrage and fear, forgot her own
fear as she screamed curses at the Ajin and fought to tear free from the srangling bonds. A ging on her
shoulder. Darkness knotted about her; she heard alast whimper from Linfyar, then nathing ....



She woke lying on her somach on the table, the Ajin looming over her. He stepped back as she spat
a him, so filled by rage she wasn't thinking, only reacting. Looking past her a someone on the other sde
of the table. “Turn her loose”

“She's knotted up, ready to attack.”

Helaughed. “That child? Am | so weak? Turn her loose”

She fdt the straps loosen over her back and legs, then fdl away. The interva had given her time to
remember where she was and why she was there. She sat up, winced as she fdt a sharp twinge between
her shoulder blades. A tdl thin man came round the table and held out her tunic. She pulled it on with
angry jerks, smoothed it down, then dipped off the table. “What did you do to me?’

“Come over here”

She followed him across the room to atilted screen a meter above her head. He touched a sensor
and she saw hersdf stretched on her somach on the table. She saw the thin man make an incison in her
back and insert aamdl ova object among the bared muscles, sew it in place with a few knots. He pulled
the flap of skin over it and sewed that down, dathered on some greasy liquid, covered it with a gauze
pad held in place with adhesive tape, an antique procedure that appalled her. The Ajin tapped the screen
dark.

“Miniature thermit grenade,” he said, “tied to this” He hdd up a blob of back plastic threaded on a
chan, let it danglein front of her a minute, then dropped the chain over his head. “You're safe as long as
you day less than a kilometer from me. And aslong as I’'m dive. If I'm killed while that’s dill in you, too
bad. | won't be worrying about anything or anyone after I'm dead.”

She pressed her lips together, hugged her arms across her chest.

He amiled lazly at her, caAmly content with what he’d accomplished. “It’ Il come out as essy asit went
inwhen your time s up.”

“Oh, thanks” she murmured. “How kind.”

His amile escaated into a chuckle. He was very pleased with himsdf. “Come dong, Snger. You've
had a hard day. Timeto rest.”

She started after him, then remembered Linfyar. She stopped, looked around. “Where's Linfy?’

“What?" He stopped in the door, turned his head, impatience limned in face and body.

“The boy. My companion. He was here. Where ishe?’

“Oh. The freak. He started acting up, so | had him hauled out. HE's back in your rooms.” He didn't
wait for an answer but strolled out, knowing she’d follow.

She closed her hands into figts, looked around at the carefully blank faces of the surgeon and his
assgtants. Then she followed him. There was nothing ese she could do.

Linfyar charged her and wrapped his arms about her in a desperate hug, nearly squeezing her in half.
She freed hersdf, laughing, surprised and touched by the fervor of his gregting, glad the Ajin had
delivered her to the door and left without coming ingde, though not without locking her in.

After he stisfied himsdf she was intact, Linfyar backed off, dill vibrating with a harrowing mix of
emotions. “What'd he do, Shadow? What'd he do?’

“Creep was meking sure | have to stick close to him.” She hesitated, uncertain about what to say;
he' d better know, for it colored everything she’d do from now on. She sighed and told him what the Ajin
hed done to her.

He went very quiet. Then he screamed, a harsh tearing ydl whose only sense was in its sound, and
started racing about the room in a frenzy, banging himsdf againg the walls, the floor, anything that got in
his way, dhrieking obscenities and threats. She findly managed to catch and hold him, shocked by the
grength of hisdight body and the fury chuminginiit; it was as if dl the things he'd let be done to him, dl
the tricks and little betrayals he' d used to stay dive, dl the humiliations he' d suffered had come to a head
at that moment, dl that poison came spurting out of him. After a short struggle, he collapsed againgt her,
muffling soft walls againgt her breasts, shaking dl over, so hot he dmost burned her arms as she hdd him
tight to her, rocked him gently, until the shaking and the whimpering stopped. She held him awhile longer,
held him until he pushed againgt her, wanting free.



When she saw his face she was sartled in a way she hadn't expected. No tears. No Sgns left of his
distress. Easy enough equation—no eyes meant no tearducts. Obvious. But she'd never thought of it,
accepting him with as little understanding, dmogt, as the Ajin. She wrinkled her nose, watching him as he
dug among the pillows on the divan and settled himsdlf, hysteria passing like a summer storm, leaving little
behind but a touch of weariness. He yawned, stretched, wriggled about, then demanded more details
about the insart. “Let mefed it,” he said. “I want to fed it.”

Shadith stripped off her tunic and let im fed the bandage, but stopped him quickly when he wanted
to ped off the gauze and dig out the bomb. “You'll blow us both up, imp. Besides, it hurts. | don’t want
you messing with it.”

He darted around behind her and began feding the bandage again. “I can do it, | know | can.”

She scrambled away from him, caught up her tunic and pulled it over her head. “Hai-ya, imp, cam
down, will you? | mean it—you try anything like that, and ka-boom, kid.”

“But | want to help, Shadow.”

“You are hdping, Linfy.”

“But | mean ...” He broke off as she laid her hand gently on his mouth.

She took the hand away. “I know, Linfy. It's hard gtting around waiting like this with nothing to do
but fret.”

“Wha do you want meto do, Shadow?’

“Pay them no mind and Sng when it's time” She switched languages, sang the next words as if they
were a snatch of song: “I've got aplan, | think it can work, you know what | told you, he/ s dive and he's
here. But it's gonna take time, my friend, and it's gonna take thinking and it's gonna take remembering
we can't tak at dl.” She added afew more sounds, meaningless noises, and stopped Snging.

Grinning, ears twitching, hands beeting time on the pillows, Linfyar sang back to her: “Oh yes, well
do it, we'll fool them like slly fish, oh yes, wéell do it, | understand now.”

She held out her hand, smiled when he took it, said in common Avosinger, “Besides, we're getting
good pay. Think about it, Linfy—five kilos of sweetamber and our passage to wherever we choose. Not
bad, eh? Better than we usudly get. So what's allittle glitch in the working conditions? Like the man said,
it'll come out as easy asit went in.”

“Oh yeah,” Linfyar said; he did off the divan, yawned and groaned as he worked his samdl body. He
stuck his tongue out a her, danced away. “Not like that other time when we got stranded and if we
didn't stow away on that haf-wit's haf-dead ship we'd be there ill.” He giggled and dived past the
velvet curtain into the bedroom.

Brows raised, she stared at the swaying curtain. Wonder where he picked that up? Nine going on
ninety, so help me. She yawned. Ai-iy, I’'m beat. Linfy's right. Might as well deep—there's nothing
eseto do.

He was dready adeep when she reached the bed, curled up in a amdl furry tangle of legs and arms.
She nudged him over, stretched out beside him, lying on her somach, her head on her ams. The
anesthetic was wearing off and the middle of her back fdt like a sore tooth; as the thought drifted through
her mind, she giggled softly, drowsly. Odd place for a tooth. The giggle made her back muscles move
and dtirred the wound, so she stopped that and lay very Hill. A few bresths more and she was drifting
into a dozing dream state.

*Wadl, ancient child, you' ve landed yoursdf in a mess.*

*Old Po’, what you know?*

That you've got a bomb in your back. What are you going to do about that?*

*Get rid of it when I'm ready to.*

*How?*

*Why don't | leave that up to you? One of those spies you were taking about.*

*When?*

*Not for awhile yet. Don’t want to make our conquering hero fed insecure*

*You saw your friends*

*Y ou knew about that obscenity?*



*How could | not?

*Y ou know about Kell?*

“How could | not? (fed of amusement) * Besides, you told me about the Hunters and the VVryhh the
last time we spoke.*

*My memory’s a bit hazy, but | don't recdl your saying anything about any of this then.*

*Y ou went to deep on me*

*Plenty of time before. Wdll, it's done, no use wearing a rut in my head. Why don't you tak to me
other times? When I'm awake.*

*Good question, oddling.*

*Which means you aren’t going to answer it.*

*You got it*

*What I'm getting is rotten jokes.*

*Hard to do good ones in someone dsg's language.*

*What are you?

*What >

*Should | say who?*

*|t would be courteous of you to assume awho rather than a what.*

*Y ou're the one invading a stranger’ s head. Not me*

*Not because you didn't try.*

*One eensy time.*

*Mmm. Do you trusgt the Ajin to keep hisword and take the bomb out?

*Course not. What | expect hell do, if he doesn't put me in that glop with Grey, hell take me
someplace, Angachi maybe, and shove me out when the flier’s over two three kilometers off the sand so
he can see me gplatter when the bomb goes boom. Like he said, he's a careful man.*

*Ah, you softsders, you busy little murderers. You'll be the death of me, ah wel, you will. Unless,
unless you're part of me. Help me, ancient child, hdp me live, hdp Perolat and Tjepa, Awas and dl the
rest, stop this Skin Ajin before he brings the bombs on us, the fire from the skies. Did you know, only a
dozen others can tak with me like this—the rest hear me as sSren song, a dream they long to find. Are
there more like you out there, on those worlds beyond my reach?

(deepy chuckle) *Not hardly, Old Po’, but yes, alat of folks with giftslike mine*

*You give me hope, ancient child, hope someday | can tak with dl of my soft sdes. If | have the
time Give me the time, little oddling.*

*Time for what? Are you any better than the Ajin, driving these folk for your needs not theirs, playing
with them, breeding them like pets, sucking them into you?

*The Ajin wants stas's, my oddling; what good would that do me? The Ajin wants daves worshiping
him; what good would daves do me? Worship, what foolishness. | want friends to tak to, ancient child,
my oddity. Is Perolat a dave? Dihann? Awas? Any of them? Not likdy. What | want istime to bloom the
latent powers budded in them. Make them more themselves, not less*

(9gh) *Don’'t I s0 hard, Old Po’. Me, I've got no choice. But | sure wouldn't turn down a bit of
help now and then.*

(vedt ri€f) *1 like you, ancient child. Before you leave perhaps you can find time to come vist me
and we can talk without the pressure of time and need.*

*1"d like that. And, hey, cdl me Shadow. Oddity and ancient child, huh, I'm getting very tired of
those.*

(warm amusement) *Go to deep, little Shadow; I'll find you a surgeon, just cdl Old Po’ when you're

ready.*

Tikumul.

Grasdands dretching away on three sides, alow bank of clouds beyond the low coast range, white
fleece againgt the blue of a vast sky soaring above a fla featureess land, a ky that filled the eyes and |eft
little space for the endless shimmer of the grass.



The k' shun in the center of the village

Dudg everywhere, no clovermaoss to keep it down.

Families, angle men, shifting restlesdy abouit, taking in smal groups, killing time until the Ajin arrived.
Children running about, shouting, chasing each other. Trucks ringing the k’'shun, women setting out
earthenware bowls on braced tailgates, chewy ydlow gancha grain, meety stews, fowl bits fried in batter,
crisp gtir-fried vegetables, geaming pitchers of spicy belas. Under the trucks, tubs of ice with kegs of
beer, de, and hard cider.

The women working at the trucks took time off now and then to gossp with friends they hadn’t seen
face to face for months, only on the com circuits, friends they wouldn’t see again for more months.

A hay wagon in the middle of the k’ shun. Someone had hung a painted tarp about the Sdes and st a
truss of straw at one end. It waited.

The grasdanders waited with the same olid patience.

The grasswinds blew golden whorls of pallen into the Sky and let it fdl again, covering everything and
everyone with amiding of ydlow that the sun turned to glittering gilt.

The Ajin arrived an hour late, greeted with shouts and laughter and much excitement. As he passed
through the crowd to the wagon, mothers and fathers lifted their younger children to their shoulders so
they could see the man who dared to rebel againg the government. Shadith walked behind him with
Linfyar trotting haf a step ahead of her; she fdt battered by the exuberance around her and wondered
how much they were committed to him and how much he was Smply entertainment, an excuse for this
get-together. They took the minor risk of coming to hear him—would they take the mgor risk of fighting
under his leadership? She began to understand more dearly the reason he'd spent so much time and
effort on her. She was there to find the fervor in them and hest it up, to wake the anger in them and turn it
to the Ajin's benefit. That thought was a sour taste in her mouth. She watched Linfyar scramble up onto
the wagon bed, followed him, stepping from hub to tire to fla. | can't do it ... ah, no, why bother
trying to fool myself? I’'m here. I’'m going to do what he tells me and hope | can finesse a little
self-respect out of this mess. A little forlornly she listened as the Ajin began speaking.

He was different out here, his weakness gilded over like the farmers faces. He was a powerful
speaker with an indinctive grasp of things that reached deep and moved his ligeners. He spoke to them
of home and children, of hard work, of savoring the fruits from that work. He spoke quietly at firgt, but
built to passion, and for that moment at least he bdlieved fervently in everything he said. Truth was raw in
every word, and the grasdanders fdt it; she fdt them responding. It was amog funny—the dickest thief
on Pgiungg praisng the virtues of hard work and meaning what he said with every fiber in his body. Like
the mercenaries, he knew what he knew, but exempted himsdf from his grictures. She hunched her
shoulders, hugged hersdf and fdt miserable.

He roused that crowd until they were cheering, whidling, sSamping, then quieted them, introduced
Shadith and brought her forward. She settled hersdf on the straw and began playing the harp, darting
quietly, as the Ajin had. There was a spark of recognition somewhere in the crowd; one or more had
been in Dusta and heard her ang. Linfyar settled a her feet and eased his whidle into the flow of the
music. She began singing, usng a pattern poem she d written during the week the Ajin gave her to let the
indson hed, a song like the other croonsin the ancient Shdld tongue. She was nervous, this was the firg
time she'd departed from memorized patterns, and she didn’'t know if it would work. For her soul’s
sake, she was trying in a subtle way to undercut what he was doing to these people.

Laughing with her, sharing her daring, her ssters danced among the golden whorls of pollen. The new
song brought them even more intensdy dive. She let hersdf rdax and threw hersdf into the pattern,
anging love of land and home, love for everything tha ran on that land and flew in the air above it, love
for their families and their neighbors, Snging love of freedom and need for self-respect, renforcing
everything in them that made them sturdy, stubbornly independent, walking a tightrope as she struggled to
sidy hersdf and confuse the Ajin about what she was doing. Y et when she finished the pattern poem
and saw the rapt faces, she was afraid of what she had done; she had tried to insulate them againgt him,
but there was nothing precise about the patterns, not before and not now when she hadn’t sufficent data
to judge the responses. She settled back and watched the Ajin take them in his hands and work them



back into a frenzy with hatred of the Colonid Authority and the fumbling ignorant homeworlders who
tried to run Avosnger lives then he switched keys and painted a warm golden picture of life after
independence, finishing with a low-key cdl to folow him when the time was right. His flier swooped
down, hovered a handbreadth above the wagon bed until the Ajin and the rest of his party were indde,
then it darted away.

Hdf an hour later church enforcers descended on the village, scuttled futildy about, irriteting the folk
there and winning more converts to the Ajin’s cause than his speech and Shadith’s croon.

In the days that followed, they zigzagged across the grasdands and the coastal savannas, touching
down a town after smdl town. Seteramb. Smbelas. Debaua-ben. Perkunta. Winds weep. Sulaa
Tobermin. Hatti-hti. Dubdlas. Dabatang. Even Rhul and Rd just across the bay’s mouth from Dudgta
Stirring up the locals, skipping out ahead of angry and frustrated enforcers, sometimes with hours to
spare, Sometimes in a desperate scramble into the treetops where the enforcers feared to follow. Severd
timesthey returned to base, where the Ajin saw reports of the rigng anger in the villages, the hardening
opposition to the Colonid Authority. For the firg time he was keeping hold of more then a tiny core of
supporters. He began working harder, going farther and faster, pushing Shadith and Linfyar close to
exhaudtion, riding a stronger and stronger high. And by some peculiar twist of his psyche, he began
seaing Shadith as atdisman, his good-luck charm. “You're my luck,” he told her and stroked her head,
missng the flare of anger in her eyes. “Soon, yes soon, the time comes soon.”

She was afraid he was right and wondered how she could reconcile hersdlf to her part in it. Toward
the end of the third nineday, she'd had enough of exhaugtion and sdf-loathing. She waved her hands in
his face, showing him her battered fingertips. “No more” she said. “Liden to me, I'm croaking worse
then an arthritic frog.”

He amiled at her, patted her hands. “Magic little hands. Would a nineday do you, Fortune' s Child?’

“It would hep.”

“It syours” He chuckled. “I’ve work waiting for me that will more than fill the time. And it would be
aswdl to let the church cdm down. Don't want them ydling for hep from home.”

Shadith wandered unchecked through the base, spesking to no one, only waving and passng on
when atechnician or a mercenary cdled her name. She was Ajin's luck; none of them would dare touch
her or stop her from going where she wanted. She stayed away from the Ajin as much as she could,
though he liked to have her near so he could touch her. Nothing sexud in it, there was that amdl blessing,
but she hated those cardless pats and strokes. I'll have a dozen ulcers before I'm through, she
thought, but kept afirm hold on her temper and said nothing. A thumbstone, that’s what | am, a bunch
of worry-beads, a wela's foot to rub for luck. Bad enough, but, ah, if only he'd keep his fuckin
mouth shut. He talks to me much more like I'm a half-witted infant, I'm going to ... oh god, |
don’t know. Damn. Damn. Damn. Grey's S0 close and there’'s no way | can think of to get to him.

She thought up plan after plan, but nothing had a hope of working. Time pressed in on her. She had
only these nine days to do something; after that he’ d have her on campaign with him, then fighting his idiot
war, and no way she' d have enough free time to think of some way to break this saemate. Three out of
the nine gone dready, and her head fdt like solid bone. Ear to ear. Linfyar kept out of her way. Sept
most of thetime. That irritated her, though she tried not to take her irritation out on him; it was't his fault
she had a hilliard ball for a head. Then there was the ultimate frustration. She could see hdf a hundred
lines of attack—if she had ill been ingde the diadem and had the use of Aleytys's body and her tdents.
For a dozen years she'd helped Lee develop and hone those tdents, and had had the use of them when
her knowledge and training were needed. No more. Never again. | boasted about my wits and my
long training in survival. Hunh. Maybe the Ajin's right to treat me like a feeble-minded twit.
Fourteen thousand years experience. Sill, most of that was spent gathering dust in that stinking
RMoahl vault.

The Ajin could get Grey and Ticutt out.

No onedse.

| don’'t know what the trap is. He won't talk about that. (She'd tried getting him to show it to
her, playing the pretty child for him, but he'd only laughed at her and told her not to bother her little head



about such things; that day he was very close to dying, but she bit her tongue and let imwak away.) It's
ingtinct. It has to be. HE's not that smart. And I’m not that stupid. I’'m not. And I'd fedl it if he was
suspicious. He' s not. But he just dides away.

How can | make him bring them back? | can’t. No lever. Torture? Doubt if | could do it
enough to make him talk. And he wouldn’t give in to a child no matter how much he hurt. To a
girl child. Taggert. Worms eat your pea brain, where are you? Drugs? Maybe Old Po' could help
with that. What do | want? Something that would make him babble, get past his defenses. Damn,
I’'m no biotech, even if 1 got enough blood and cells to run tests on. High up in the shadow
government on Pajungg, hunh, he's probably protected every way possible from folks trying to
make him talk. Sill, it's a thought. And the only one that has any chance of working.

By the time the fourth day neared its end she was ready to explode from frustration. He wouldn't let
her out of his Sght, even made her deep in his quarters. “Tomorrow’'s an important day,” he sad and
passed a caressing hand over her wild tangle of brown-gold curls, then touched her nose and pulled an
ear. “| want my luck close to me”

She paced the room he put her in (“I'm locking you in” he said, “it's for your protection, child of
fortune, there are traps and darms dl about this place, | don't want you hurting yoursdlf”); for one hour
then another she charged about that room trying to work off the jags of anger and fear and frudtration that
wouldn't let her rdlax enough to deep. The more she tried the angrier she got; the Po' Annutj couldn’t
tak to her when her mind was tense, she had to be tired, and it was best when she was hdf adeep. But
she couldn't deep. When her body was exhausted, she lay down on the bed and spent more hours
daing a the caling she couldn't see in the thick darkness that came when she turned the lights out.
Fndly she crawled under the covers and tried blanking out her mind. She concentrated fiercdly on it, so
fiercdy that before she knew it, she was fathoms deep in deep.

A hand touched her shoulder, shook her gently. She came svimming back to awareness, lay blinking
up at the beautiful empty face of the woman bending over her. One of the Ajin's concubines, her brain
was too duffed a the moment to remember the woman's name. Didn't matter. What mattered was
getting in touch with Old Po’. When she saw Shadith was awake, the woman bowed dightly, then |eft.

Shadith pushed up, feding as tired as she had when she lay down lagt night. She scrubbed a hand
across her face, rubbed a her eyes. A breskfast tray on the bedtable. The amdl of eggs and toast
nauseated her. She got up and ssumbled to the fresher, splashed cold water on her face, then spent some
minutes staring numbly a her reflection in the mirror. Dark blotches under her eyes, teeth like moldy
tombstones. She inspected her tongue. Finest thing in fur coats. At least with a hangover she'd have had
some fun to remember, but this ... With a groan filled with weariness and more than a little sdlf-pity, she
pushed away from the basn and sumbled into the shower. With hot water beating on her back and
seam deaning out her head she began to fed like just maybe she wanted to live

She rubbed hersdf dry and wandered back into the bedroom. Her tunic and trousers were gone, in
their place one of the soft white robes the Ajin kept trying to make her wear. Which she kept tossing o,
wearing her own clothes instead. Wanted to make sure of me today, she thought. Prickheaded idiot, |
bet that’s why he kept me here. Making sure I’d have nothing else to wear this once. She pulled on
the robe, went and looked at hersdlf in the door mirror. 1sn’t that too too sweet. She hesitated, thought
about making a fuss and ingging once again on her own clothes, but she smply didn't have the energy.
She went back to the bedtable, took the covers off the food and stood saring at it, then she Sghed again,
pulled up alow stool and began edting her breskfast.

“Three men are coming to try sdling me their goods. | want you to tdl me which of them | should
trust. And which might be spies hired by the Pgunggs or junk dedlers who sdl rotten wares.”

“What makes you think I’d know?" She asked that with a cold knot tightening in her ssomach.

“You've got a good ear for sham and fakery—you saw through mine soon enough.”

“Wel, why do you think I’d tdl you if | spotted something wrong? I’'m not exactly fond of you, you
know that.”

“Ah, but you're my luck, you can't hep yoursdf. Besides’—he amiled that lazy complacent amile



that dways made her want to bite him—"you have a strong interest in kegping me dive”

“Sol do.”

“Wel then, keep your eyes and ears busy, Fortune's Child.” he wrapped one of her curls about a
finger, then did it off again, a gesture that could have been intimate and affectionate but wasn't; she was
the thumbstone again, the tdisman whose touch brought luck. She pulled away and settled hersdf on the
hassock by his desk.

He laughed and tapped a sensor. “Send Harmon in.” Harmon was allittle wizened man, afew strands
of no-colored hair combed across a freckled dome. He fingered his deeve cuffs after he settled himsdf in
the dient chair. Plagtic diversin his cuffs with compressed-air bulbs to spit them out. Some fairly potent
poison on them, no doubt. That went with the cold mdice pouring out of him. He wouldn’t go anywhere
completely unarmed; he had to have his poison ging. He dipped a flake from a dit in his cuff, tossed it
onto the desk. “A summary of what | can offer that is immediatdy available. Numbers and qudlity of dl
items are indicated, dong with the posshilities of resupply in case of need. More exotic weapons are
avalable on specid order. They will, of course, take longer to procure.”

Gunrunners, Shedith thought. My god, he's ready to go. She watched as the Ajin dipped the flake
into a player and projected it agang the wall. A catalogue of hand weapons, energy and projectile.
Tacticd nuclear weapons and ddivery systems. Conventiond explosives. More ddivery sysems. An
assortment of poisons, disease vectors, gases, mechanicd traps, mines, implants for personne control,
illustration of the use of a human bomb, tangler fidds, plagticuffs, a wearying lis of amilar items with an
exhaudtive description of uses and capabilities. A find section with costs and ddlivery times.

The Ajin withdrew the flake and set it on the desk in front of him. “Most impressive. I'll et you have
my decision by tomorrow noon. If that’s agreesble?’

Harmon got to hisfeet. “No later, if you please. You'll understand | do not like to linger away from
my ship.” With a short jerky bow he l&ft.

The Ajin picked up the flake, ran hisforefinger around the outside, a dreamy look on his face. He set
it down again, turned to Shedith. “Wel?’

“What can | tdl you that you didn't see for yoursdf?” She moved her shoulders impatiently. “A
weasel. Running just a bit scared. Probably won't last much longer in this game. I'd say his goods would
be as advertised, though not prime qudity of their kind, and you might have trouble with resupply.
Agand that, you can probably get more from him for a lower price than you could from a more secure
deder. Depends on what you want.”

He laughed and ruffled her hair. “Ajin’'sluck,” he said, touched the sensor again. “Send in Sapato.”

Sapato was a genid golden man, a deep smooth tan, laugh lines radiating from the corners of soft
chocolate-brown eyes. Easy laughter, the maotions of gregarious fdlowship, but everything he said or did
was jus alittle off. After he'd chatted with the Ajin for a short while, she decided she didn't need to be
an empath to be careful of this one. With a amile just a trifle too confident he tossed his flake onto the
desk and sat back asthe Ajin inserted it in the player.

Shadith watched it for a few beats, then went back to sudying the man; there was something about
him, she couldn’t quite put her finger on it ... until she glanced from him to the Ajin and back. She nodded
to hersdlf. Didn’'t matter what she said, this one had logt his sdle. The two men were too much dike to
tolerate each other. A lot of repressed hodtility behind those easy amiles. Sapato was a less successtul
vearson of the Ajin, something he picked up as a aublimind message tha left hm angry and nervous,
though he worked hard to keep it from showing. And the Ajin saw the man he might have been if
circumstances had been only dightly different; like the runner he wasn't conscious of that. She watched
them both, nodded to hersdf. In away Sapato was dso a forecast of what the future held for the Ajin if
hisrevolution failed and he survived it. She glanced at the screen, listened as a taped voice described the
use of the weapon pictured, a multishat rifle with exploding pellets, then presented demongrations of the
riflé s speed and accuracy and stopping power on everything from a charging man to an angry changrain
hombeast. Sapato’s was a far more thorough and effective presentation than Harmon's, showing the
wegpons in action as wdl as describing thar specs. Gunrunners had the most dangerous professon in
known space; indant degth if any government caught them. No trid, not even a farcicd one. Worse if



they were caught indde Company territory. Profits were enormous, of course, but the fidd was a amdl
one, its members congantly changing as luck ran out for old ones and newcomers took ther places. It
was a tribute to the rarity and worth of sweetamber that the Ajin had attracted three of them and
managed to get them bidding againg each other. She glanced a the screen, shuddered. A reenactment of
an actud battle, the fighters and eventud corpses provided by contract-labor bosses, according to the
narration. I'd like to turn Lee loose on those, she thought, then suppressed a Sgh. Jugt like the runners,
take one boss out and a dozen more would pop up fighting to replace him,

The Ajin dipped the flake out and set it on the desk. “Mogt impressive” he said. “I'll let you have my
decison by tomorrow noon. If that's agreeable?’

Sapato got to his feet, waved a hand in an ary dismissng gesture. “Take what time you need. You
won't find better than that.” He sauntered out.

The Ajin scowled at the flake, pushed it away from him with the tip of hisfinger. “Wdl?’

“Full of himsdf, isn't he?’

“Very”

“I'd say he runs a tight business, you'd get prime goods for your coin, resupply’s probably fast and
accurate. It'll cost you top price and maybe more. And héll have enemies. That could complicate
everything, might even have repercussons back here. A dangerous man, a little unstable, a very bad
enamy. Definitdy what he says he is—that’ s no Pgungg spy or tricky swindler.”

“Rignt.” He touched the sensor. “Send in Colgar.”

Taggert! She caught back a gasp, concentrated on bregthing steadily, her eyes on the floor. So
that’s where he's been. Setting up background. It'll be deep and solid. She chanced another look
that made her wonder how she'd recognized him so swiftly. The thick head of white hair was gone, his
skull polished to a high gleam. He looked hard and gray and mean, a Satue cast from metacrete. Nothing
left of the smiling man who liked children and could st for hours with his own, making up fantagtic tales to
amuse them. This man was dangerous as an ancient blade quenched in the blood of thousands.
Dangerous to her too, though he didn’'t know it. HE' d have to act fagt, teking the Ajin out a the firg
opportunity. Histime here was drictly limited. Darm! If only | knew where and what that trap was, |
could warn him about it. Maybe he'll be lucky. Hunh. His good luck is my bad. If he killed the Ajin
or hauled him off to Dudta, that meant a very messy and dtogether premature end to her tenure in this
body, an gppdling waste of hedthy flesh. While she was resigned to dying eventudly as this body wore
out, she wanted to put that eventudity off as long as possible, meaning to celebrate alivdy old age. What
abind. She glanced a the projection. First cousin to Sapato’s, same dick presentation, same blood and
gore. Gah, Taggert, how could you. Don't be silly. Shadow, he's doing his job. Time you did yours.

The flake finished its run; the Ajin dipped it from the player and st it beside the other two. “Mogt
impressve. I'll let you have my decison by noon tomorrow. If that’s agreeable?’

Colgar/Taggert got to his feet, gave the Ajin a grudging nod and walked out with the lithe, noisdess
ddk of ahunting cat.

The Ajin leaned back in his chair, amiling. “Wél, Fortune's Child, what do you think of that one?’

“If you cut & him, he'd dull the knife. Got the charisma of a rock, probably as efficient as they come,
good merchandise, top price, no bargaining, take his offer or leave it and goodbye to you. Not a man to
like or didike, use him like a machine, won't trick you, won't give you a speck of dust you don't pay for.
Wha dse heis, god knows, | don't.” She waited to see how he'd react, feding reasonably secure; he'd
shown no sgns before that he was particularly adept a reading behind her amiles

He played with the flakes, pushing them about. “Which one, Child of Fortune, which one shdl | buy
from?’

She was suddenly confronted by temptation dmost too powerful to resst. Tel him to stay away
from Taggert, send him away immediately, save my life. No, | can’t. Might be a death sentence for
him. God! She gazed up at Ajin. Worms eat your miserable soul. Aloud, she said, “I can't tdl you that.”
She sucked in along breath, let it explode out. “1 won't.”

He bent over and stroked her head. “Little luck ...” She jerked away, got to her feet with some
difficulty, curang under her bregth a the narrow robe that hobbled her movements. “Look,” she sad



when she was steady again, beyond the reach of his hand, “I'm a singer, that's what | know. | don't
know ghit about that Suff.” She waved her hand at the desk and the flakes.

He giffened. “You will not use that kind of language, child.” It was an order, his heavy teasng
banished as he moved around the desk and came to loom over him. “Do you hear me?’

She shivered, forced hersdf to lower her eyes. “I hear you.”

He cupped his hand under her chin, lifted her head. He was smiling again, the stern father banished.
“Little luck, you have to be perfect, don’t you see?” He drew the back of his hand dong the sde of her
face, then stroked the tip of hisforefinger dong her mouth. “You have a great destiny, dreamsnger.” He
took hold of her shoulders, turned her around, guided her to the door. “Go back to your quarters,
Fortune's Child, and think about what | said.”

She pamed her door open and went ingde. Linfyar was curled up on the divan, degping again. She
sghed, ripped off the white robe and threw it on the floor, strode through the bedroom into the fresher.
With barely controlled violence, she twisted on the water, yelped as she scalded her am and hadlily
adjusted the temperature. She stepped in, folded her arms on the tiles, rested her forehead on them and
let the water beat on her back. My god. She banged her head againg her arms. My god. What a mess.
That creep. That curreep. You have to be perfect. My god. Little luck. I'm going to throw up if he
doesn’'t stop that. You have a destiny. Yeeuch. She shivered dl over, shut the water off and started
sogping her body, scrubbing at hersdf vigoroudy until she began to fed clean again. She rinsed the soap
off, stood letting the water best down on her some more until the heat mdlted the tenson in her muscles
and left her feding limp. She rubbed hersdf dry, wrapped the toweing robe about her, went into the
bedroom and threw hersdf on the bed; the hard night findly catching up with her, she drifted into a doze.

*Well, Shadow, interesting devel opments*

*Hdlo, Old Po’. Tried to get through to you lagt night.*

*Beat yoursdf, didn’t you?

*| know. Too wdl, | know. Ligen, what | need from you, it's even more urgent now, | need
something that'll knock out the Ajin's defenses, make him babble, or maybe make him suggedible
enough that helll do what | tdl him even though he knows it's dangerous for him. Can you do that? |
mean, do you have some sort of juice that will do that?

*No, Shadow. I'm sorry, but ... no*

*Shit. All that funny dust and ther€' s nothing like what 1 want?

* Shadow, remember, the Avosingers have been here only a few hundred years. There's been no
systematic sudy of the plants here; the foresters have sumbled on a few things, the grasdanders, but it's
been trid and error and modtly error.* .

*Butyou ...*

*Me? | have capacity but dmogt no experience. Shadow, | didn't even know what writing was
before you soft Sdes came. Have you any idea how srange and marvelous and exdting | find that
controlled and directed curiogity of your kind? I'm sorry (sad and rueful salf-mockery), come back in a
few hundred years and I'll supply you with whatever you need. Now ... (sense of massve shoulders
shrugging)*

*Hunh. That about snksmy only plan. Taggert's here*

*Your friend.*

*One of them.*

*Hell act againg the Ajin.*

*Right.*

*Then you'd better get that thing out of your back.*

*| had thought of that. Y es*

*Begt not wait any longer than you have to. Y ou’ ve been fidgety as a nervous flea the past few days.
No one would take much notice if you went wandering around the lake.*

“Haven't before. Ummm. Might be a new problem. Ajin's got plans for me they might indude
notions of keeping me pure. So to speak.*

* And he knows you're virgin.*



*Huh?*

*He had the surgeon examine you after he tucked that grenade in your back.*

*Creepy bastard. Eckh. If | bit him, I'd probably poison mysdf. *

*No doubt. HE's quite pleased at how you keep yoursdf apart from the other men here. One of the
reasons you' ve had so much freedom thistime. Y ou don’'t have to worry about him for awnhile yet.*

*That's comforting. All right. | can probably get loose and stay loose for awhile What then?

*There s a sourberry vine by a stand of jemara trees on the south side of the lake, near where it
comes to a point. You brought in a spray of its flowers two days ago.*

*Yes. | know the one you mean. Howers didn't last.*

*|sn't a house plant. Ingde the grove you'll find a amdl glade, clovermoss growing thick there. By
thetime you get there it should be mogtly sunny, very pleasant. Quite private. Parrak will be waiting for
you.*

*Parrak 2

*He tended you before.*

*Oh. Him. Good enough. Hell do the cutting?

*Yes. You can trust him—he trained as a doctor before he came to me*

*Nice to know. Ah, what a load off, getting that thing out of me. But it means | go after the Ajin
tonight, (shudder passing dong her body) Y ou never said—have you any idea how that trap works?*

*None, I'm afraid. Shadow, be careful. I’ ve gotten quite fond of you and I’d hate to see you hurt.*

*That's two of us. Umm. If everything fdls apart and Taggert and me, we have to run, swat anything
that comes after us, will you?*

*With dl I've got. You'd better start waking now, Shadow.*

*Yes. Seeyou later, Old Po’ .*

*Later ...*

She came out the door, sauntered casudly past the squatting guard and made her way to the water’s
edge; she dimbed over aflow of rocks, circled another tumble of detritus, stopped as she heard voices.
Manjestau and the Ajin. She dropped onto a boulder and sat ligening.

“... had to cut off the input; those vibrators scrambled everything so badly the receptors were heating
up, going to burn out if 1 left them in circuit much longer. Luck knows what they’ re getting up to in here.”

“l need them, Manjau, can’t rub them wrong until the bargain’s made. Look, it's only till tomorrow,
then they’ll be gone. Once they're settled in for the night, put guards on the fliers and on the door to the
guesthouse. Only one way in or out, and no windows; that should keep them honest.”

“Tdto'sin from Rhul, he says the Authority has put a squad of enforcers in the Rumjat, says the
pollen scares them into saying haf drunk and they’re garting to mess with the women, but you'd better
tak with him yoursdlf, it might be worth taking a chance ....” Manjestau’s voice began to fade as the two
men walked off, heading back to the main building.

Shadith kicked at the boulder and grinned at the bright blue water smooth and glassy as a mirror on
thiswarm quiet afternoon. Clouds were beginning to gather overhead, but as yet they blocked very little
of the hot glare of the sun. What a giggle. The only place in this whole damn base where | can talk
without the Ajin’s voyeurs watching me is the room of the man who's come to kill or kidnap him.
W, Old Po'. hope you're enjoying that little irony as much as | am. She did off the rock and
began rambling toward southpoint.

Perrak spread awhite cloth on the clovermaoss and began setting out his insruments. “Get that tunic
off and gtretch out on the moss.” He bathed his hands in a liquid from a rubbery gourd, spread some on
her back and fdt about with quick light touches of his fingertips. “Going to give you a locd,” he said.
“The thing's not in deep—I can fed the lump under the skin. You must degp on your omach these
days”

“Umm.”

“Thiswon't hurt.” She fdt asmal ding, then for the firg time in days lost her awareness of the lump



inher back. She dmogt went to deep as he worked, tenson she hadn’t been aware of draining from her.
Death coming out of her body, control of her life coming into her own hands once again. Never again,
she thought, never again will | let someone do something like this to me. Never. Never. Nev ...
Perrak interrupted the flow of thought. “It's out. I'm going to put some gitches in your back. Don't
worry about having them out later. There's a plant in the forest that provides a tough fiber I've used
before in things like this. It'll gradudly be absorbed into the body without marking it” A low chuckle.
“I'm sure you remember the salve | used on you before. I"'ve got atin of it for you. Have your furry friend
put more on each morning.” He picked up a rectangle of flesh-colored plastic and pressed it down on her
back. “Don’'t take a shower for a day or two. Thisis going to hurt some when the locd wears off; the
svewill help alittle, but it won't kill dl the pain, you'll just have to live with it until you hed. If you can
avoid it, don't go jumping about much the next few days—don’'t want to tear the gtitches loose. The
wound's in a nice place, though. Not too many pulls there unless you try weight-lifting. Where's your
tunic? Ah. Here. Put it on. Appreciate it if you amble about more before you go in, give me time to get
this suff packed and hid and take mysdf somewhere ese. Mind?’

She smoothed the runic down, laughed as he helped her to her feet. “Say hdlo to Old Po’. It's a
grand day for awalk, isn't it? Did | thank you, no, wel | do. Beieve me, | do.”

He looked at the bloody grenade regting in a shdlow dish. “Like to make him eat it

“A lovdy thought. See you.” She waved and went into the shadow under the trees, feding
light-headed and rubber-kneed and atogether delighted with the day.

Around midnight.

Shadith woke from a heavy deep, sat up, winced as the movement pulled & the stitches Perrak had
put in her back. She moved her shoulders. No big problem. She knew the cut was there, but it wouldn't
dow her down if she had to run or fight. She frowned at Linfyar, limply adeep besde her. Better not get
separated. If we have to run, | want no hostages left behind. She shook him awake, whispered in his
hometongue, “Get up and get dressed, Linfy, we' re gaing vigting.”

She glanced a the night-forest image on the screen, sniffed with contempt and did off the bed; she
was taking a chance that whoever was supposed to be weatching them had gotten so bored he didn't
bother anymore. Wasn't much of a chance; except under the Ajin's eye, discipline in the base was a
joke. Besides, dl the time she'd been here, she'd done nothing in these rooms but eat and deep, read
and fool about with her harp. She dressed quickly in the black swesater, vest and trousers Aleytys had
found for her, checked the pockets in the vest. Lockpicks, a couple of hollowed-out coins that fit
together and made a rapid-play probe for eectronic locks, along plagtic blade with an edge that could
cut a thought in haf, a harpstring with wooden grips a each end. She found the tin of sdve that Perrak
hed given her, dipped it in the pocket with the garrote, dropped to her knees and pulled her backpack
from under the bed. Its diffening ribs were thin but strong metd tubes about as big around as her little
finger. One was nothing but a tube with one end findy threaded; two others came apart into
compressed-air cylinders that screwed onto the tube to make a smple but efficient airgun; the fourth held
adozen amd| darts, cryddlized sovathat dissolved into the target’ s flesh and put him to deep. It worked
dowly, took ten to fifteen minutes to put the target under, but it left no trace in the blood and the dow
action meant that the victims of the darts usudly didn't connect the tiny sing they made with what
happened later. She did the tubes into the vest pockets constructed to hold them, got to her feet and
looked around. Unless her luck turned redly sour, this was the lagt time she'd see this room. She
regretted having to leave the harp behind, but a harp was alot easier to replace than afriend or her life

The guard at the entrance to the main building was taking a leek againg the wal and saring dreamily
a nothing. They dipped into the dark, overcast night without disturbing him and worked their way Slently
among the rockfdls to the isolated guesthouse.

The guard at the guesthouse was more dert; if the runners got out and made mischief, it was his skin
and he knew it. He walked back and forth in front of the door with a dedication that made her grimace.
She moved her head close to Linfyar's ear, breathed, “Wait here; should be about time for a guard
change” She pushed on his shoulder, went down with him. “Keep flat till | get back. Might be a while”



She assembled the airgun, dipped in one of the darts, then crawled carefully forward until she had a clear
view of the guard. With the patience of a cat, she watched him pace back and forth, back and forth, dull
steady trudging. Got the brains of a dug, tell him to do it, he does it till you tell him go away. Ahfor
a nice imaginaive man, someone with intdligence enough to get bored, someone convinced of the
Supidity of dl this. Time dragged by on feet as leaden asthe guard’s. Back and forth, back and forth.

Footsteps, quick and crisp, coming dong the path. The sentry lifted hisrifle, waited.

“ ‘S me, Bigo, Jambi the goat, got to crawl out of a warm bed and warmer arms to watch a rock
grow.”

Bigo grunted and went sumping off.

Jambi shifted restlesdy about. After aminute he shrugged, yawned, started swinging his arms.

The argun made the faintest chuff. A second later Jambi winced, dapped at his neck; she was close
enough to hear him curse the lake midges. She amiled and settled hersdf to wait some more.

A soft brushing sound. Shedith lifted her heed.

The guard lay crumpled in a hegp in front of the door. She scowled a him. First you bang me on
the head, fool, now you haven't the sense to get out of my way. She eased another dart into the gun,
went back for Linfyar.

The corridor indde the guesthouse was dmly lit and deathly quiet. She stopped at the firg door,
reached in and ft a the deeper ingde. Harmon. Next door. Taggert. Awake and dert. She tapped the
announcer.

A growly voice thick with deep answered her. “Who isit and what you want?’

She grinned into the shadows. “An old acquaintance come to talk.”

The door did open. Taggert bowed her in. “You show up in the strangest places, young Shadow.”
He looked past her, shut the door behind Linfyar. “You and your friend.”

“Don’'t we dl. Got some things to tdl you.”

“Thought you might.” He settled in one of the chairs, waved a the divan.

“Grey and Ticutt are dive. I’ ve seen them.”

“Ah”

“It's tricky. They’re hanging in some kind of bubble universe, no way to get to them unless we get
sucked in too.” She gmiled at the look on his face. “Don’'t need to go that far. Ajin can get them back.
He told me. Just needs persuading.” She grimaced. “By a man. | could take the skin off hm a gtrip a a
time and he wouldn't say boo.”

“Any ideawhat the trap is?’

“Hewouldn't tdl me, the dippery fool. Here's a giggle, Tag—I’'m his tdisman, his lucky charm. He
rubs my head and expects the world to drop in hislgp.”

“Fromwhat | hear, itis”

“He sriding high, dl right. Tag, can you move tonight? Look, I'm pretty sure he's going to buy from
you; he was after me to pick his supplier, but | wouldn't then. | can let im push me into doing it in the
morming if you want, give you away back in. So you don't have to jump tonight, but, Tag, | have to tdl
you, you'll not get a better chance.”

He got to his feet, went into the bedroom, came out with a dim metd case. “Take a look.” He
touched his thumb to the lock, turned back the top. “Figured | might have to ask some hard questions.”

She touched the woven metd cap, wiped her hand down her sde. “A psychprobe. They're redly
getting the sze down. | suppose it operates from locd power. Hunh. | thought Wei-Chu and Co kept
those close to home.”

“One of the advantages of being a runner, Shadow. You get access to dl sorts of interesting things”
He amiled. “And no need to explain them to anyone. Sdesman’s samples”

“Devious. Hmmm. One of the Chus used something like that on Aleytys once. A lat bigger, though.
She blew it to blue smoke and cinders”

“Ajin'snot Aleytys”

“Not even close. Tonight then?’



“No use gtting around watching the wals erode.” He set atablet and a Sylus on the table. “Give me
some idea how this place is set up.”

She pulled a chair to the table, bent over the tablet. “Landing pad here. They stick the fliersin under
the trees. Camouflaged sheds there and there. Manjestau, number two boy, he's put guards on the
sheds, but | know about where they'll be—we shouldn’'t have any trouble with them. Here. Here. And
here. Won't be changing again until dawn. Here's where we are. Guard here. Got him with the argun
and asova dart. He' s out for at least four hours. | snugged him againg the wal with hisrifle on his knees.
He Il be more concerned with covering his ass when he wakes than he will be with what he's supposed
to be guarding. Main building here, you were there thismorning, no, | suppose it was yesterday morning.
Guard here. Have to take him out. If he's not dready curled up degping. Here's the command center.
Got some kreopine and detonators in those samples of yours? The more confuson we can leave behind
us ... right, I'm teaching a slvercoat to amdl blood. That's the barracks, but we don't have to worry
about that, it's shut off from the offices, has a separate entrance. There are the technicians quarters. The
brothd. Down the other end, here, that's where the mountain starts, so many wormholesiin it, it'd look
like goat cheeseif you cut it open. | don’'t know where hdf of them lead; | expect the Ajin doesn't either.
Thisiswhere he put me. Around this twist and up a little higher, that's where he has his cozy little hole.
No guards anywhere around there. He likes his privacy. During the day he brings in one of his women to
clean the place and cook for him ... umm.” She tore the page off, pushed it dong the table to him, began
on the second. “Kitchen here, sudy here. I'm the only one he's ever taken in there, not even Manjestaul.
He tdls me his plans, strokes my head like I’'m some fuckin dog—hah! Forget that; | get a little hodile
when | think about how ... Anyway, he likes to boast of trapping two Woalff Hunters, | don't know how
many times he' s told me he'd do the same to anyone who crossed him, and how he' s like brothers with a
Vryhh master designer who built dl this for im and comes when he waggles a finger. Where was 17?
Right. Thisis the room where his woman deeps if he keeps her overnight. Locks her in when he leaves
her, | expect. Did it to me when | stayed there. Stting room. And that’s his bedroom. Nobody but him
goesinthere. Ever. That's where this gets sticky. The portal to the pocket universe has got to be in there.
Nowhere eseit could be. One way or another, I've got in just about everywhere. No Sgn of any funny
business. Umm. | forgot. Here' s where he goes when he wants to see Grey and Ticutt or show them off
as sorry warnings to anyone who might want to jump him. Ordinary sort of lock on the door. | got in
without any fuss”

“Risky.”

She put the stylus down, rubbed at the back of her neck. “Not redly, Tag. Technicians were used to
me snooping about, Ajin thought | was just being femae, so that was covered. A chance | might get
sucked in, but | figured it wasn't likdy. Seems to me ether he keeps the porta’s trigger on him, say it's
gmd| enough, or like | said, it's set up in his bedroom.” She leaned over and tapped the sketch in front of
him. “The machinery that works the thing, that’s here.” She straightened. “1 thought about lifting kreopine
or something like it from the arsend ... um ... forgot about that, that's around on the other Sde of the
lake. Anyway, | thought about blowing up that bit of engineering, but there was too much chance that
would strand Grey and Ticutt where they were. Which doesn't look like a very good place to spend
eternity. Or whatever.” She tapped her fingers on the table. “Our problem tonight is getting at the Ajin. |
don't fed happy about going into that bedroom.” She shivered, scratched at the back of her hand, the
dde of her neck. “Makes my skin itch.”

She sat frowning a the spidery sketches with the scrawled words dotted over them; after aminute he
smoothed a big hand over his polished head, pushed his chair back and went into the bedroom. She
heard him moving about in there, heard some scrapes and squeds, a thump or two, then he pushed past
the drape carrying two heavy cases. He set them on the table, thumbed the locks open and lifted the lids.
“Come take alook.”

What ardief it was just to be hersdf without the complications of sex and rigid gender roles. With a
rush of pleasure and gratitude, she went to stand beside him, looking down at the negtly racked weapons
inthe cases, rifles of severd sorts, handguns, a dozen dark smdl grenades. Undergtanding findly just how
cramping the Ajin's mindsat had been. Except for a few times when he was paticulaly obtuse and



offengve she'd gotten so used to being annoyed it was like having a low-grade fever. As with a fever,
she made alowances and lived at alower rate, forgetting what being hedthy fdt like. Until Taggert blew
in and blew away her blinders, reminding her what it was to be treated as a reasoning and responsible
adult.

Taggert unclipped a fat-butted laser pistal. “Waste of time, dl this. Didn't even make me open the
cases” He twigted the gun apart. A shdl. With fiber packing. He stripped the packing away, set the
items on the table beside the case. “Tanglers. Shock grenades. Seep gas” He popped one of the rifles,
cleaned off two thick rods about the length of his forearm. “Extensble claws. Hunch to bring them paid
off. I like that bedroom about as much as you.” He lifted one of the rods, tapped the end. It expanded in
hdf a breath until it was stretching across the room. Another tap and curved daws spread from the end.
He clicked them againgt the door, twisted the end. The pole collapsed as rapidly as it'd expanded.
“What do you think? Stand in the doorway, don't set foot in that room, toss in one of the deep-gas
canigters, pull the covers off m with a claw, make sure of him with a tangler, use a couple of the claws
to haul him out of there. Doesn’'t matter if we damage him a bit—Pgunggs won't mind. Me ether, as
long as he can 4ill talk.” His pae blue eyes narrowed to dits, his long, off-center nose twitched, he
grinned at her.

“| think you' re absolutely wonderful, oh man.” Giggling, she dropped into a deep curtsy. “1 worship
a your srine”

“Snip.”

“Hush, you.” She looked at the case. “What ese you got in there?’

With a rumbling chuckle, big hands moving swiftly and surely, he assembled a multiphasc probe and
lockpick, assorted darm sensors and overrides. The Compleat Burglar Kit guaranteed to get the
possessor into most places he had no business being.

Taggert glanced at the readout cupped in his pam, thrust out his other hand. Shadith stopped Linfyar,
shifted her grip on the psychprobe’s case, watched Taggert dig out one of the overrides. He set the squat
cylinder in the center of the tunnd, eased back and stood waiting, his eyes on the readout.

Linfyar curled up his ears and pressed himsdf againg Shadith.

Taggert began pacing back and forth, watching the light bead hop about on the face of the readout.
After a tense few minutes, he walked back to Shadith. “Too much,” he muttered. “Ajin's got that hole
covered like an arkoutch expecting a cold winter.

“Wha's the problem?’

“Hdd isn't wide enough.”

“Two?’

“Can't. They'd cancel. Maybe we' d better.”

“Cance? No.” She went slent, frowning a the cylinder, trying to remember dl she knew about that
sort of override. Pulsed subsonics. Supposed to overwhem the darm, confuse it, keep it too occupied
with what was hgppening to its own dircuits to notice the sound patterns it was supposed to ligen for.
Obsolete darm system, too easily countered. Couldn’'t be Kdl's work. Must be something the Ajin had
bought for himsdf. Got cheated too. Or maybe not. “All this stcone?’

“Could be”

“Mmm. Linfy.”

He gtirred againg her.

“I know it hurts your ears, but do you think you can lisen to that thing, then make the same kind of
pulses, only louder? Well, louder to you—we don’t hear them.”

His mouth shifted through many shapes, his ears unfurled allittle. He moved few steps away from her
and stood poised like a deer on the verge of flight. He stood like that, ears full out, body quivering, one
moment, two. Then he flashed a grin a her. He nodded, opened his mouth. His throat began to quiver
like abird inful song.

Taggert glanced at the bead, lifted his brows, then nodded to Shadith and started waking down the
tunnd.



Shadith followed dowly, supporting Linfyar with one arm, dutching the probe case with the other,
dowly dowly dong the dark tunnd diving into the mountain’s rock, moig with seepage, thick with cold
mudy smels, dowly dowly, every scrape a thunder in her ears, dowly dowly, Linfyar draining, shaking,
draining himsdlf into the pulsng subsonics, dowly dowly, Taggert staking ahead of them, his eyes on the
light bead, laying another override, Linfyar ruggling to hold the match, fitting himsdlf into the pulses as
auntly as hefit hiswhiglesinto her croons.

The door to the Ajin's room. Ponderous. Laminated plasmeta. Complex internd lock. Shadith
stretched out her mind-rider senses, fdt for the Ajin, found him, a ghosily touch, just enough to recognize
him. Asfar as she could tdl (he was at the limit of her perceptions), he was degping, sunk in the dough
between dream states. Taggert kndlt by the lock, examined its externd parts without touching them, then
eased the eectronic lockpick over it. He sat on his heds and waited.

The pick flashed through families of settings.

Linfyar’s fingers dug into Shadith’s arm, and he sagged heavily againg her, but he kept the pulses
surging out of his reedy throat.

The door started diding open.

Taggert snatched off his pick and stepped ingde, dert, ready to counter anything set to jump him,
though Shadith had told him the Ajin didn’t trust any of his men enough to leave them loose in those
rooms, preferring to guard himsdf with more incorruptible mechanicas.

Shadith haf-lifted Linfyar into the room as the door began diding shut. When she let go, he coughed
and dropped in a hegp; she sat the probe case down, knelt beside him, rested his head and shoulders
agand her thigh. “You dl right?’

He massaged his throat, managed a weak grin, amplified it with a nod that made a soft brushing
sound on the black cloth of her trousers. He didn't try to speak. She could fed his fierce pride. They
wouldn’t be here without him, and he knew it.

Shadith tapped his nose. “Y egh, you're doing fine, eh, imp?’

He nodded again, pushed away from her, usng her shoulder as a prop to help him get back on his
feet. With a little shake of his body he brushed away fatigue and stood with ears twitching, waiting for
what happened next with the exuberant anticipation he maintained in spite of dl hardship.

She laughed softly, got to her feet. “Wait hereif you want, Linfy. This shouldn’t take long now.”

He produced a faint scornful hiss and moved to join Taggert, who'd been prowling about the room
watching the bead dance in his readout. When Shadith came over to him he murmured, “Dampers in the
wadl. No hand weapons will work in here” He smiled at her, his pae blue eyes shining with a gentle
amusement. “Jugt aswel we didn't bring any. He dways leave the lights on?’

“Not in the bedrooms, but out here?’ She shrugged. “1 suppose. The one night | spent here, | didn’t
go exploring.”

“Right. Which way to the bedroom?’ Shadith started past him, but he caught her shoulder, stopped
her. “Together. In case of surprises”

With Taggert keeping a close eye on the readout and Linfyar coming close behind, Shedith led them
to the door into the Ajin's bedroom. No darms, more dampersin the wals, some weapons, but they lay
quiet; whatever the three of them were doing, it wasn't enough to trip ther triggers. Behind his locked
door the Ajin dept the deep of the just man he knew himsdf to be, serendly trudting in the gadgets he'd
inddled to ensure his security, undisturbed by what was hgppening around him. Shadith found she was
looking forward to seeing his consternation when he discovered he'd been trapped by the girl child he
thought he had cowed; she savored every moment of his quiet deep. When Taggert kndt before the
lock, she stepped asde laughing to hersdf; if he was the Ajin, he wouldn't trust her with such ddicate
work, but because he was Tag, she knew he was only indulging himsdlf in one of his favorite activities,
teasing alock open, not thinking of her at dl. At least the Ajin’s paranoia isn't rubbing off on me.

He stood, touched the laich and waited until the door was completely open, then moved the readout
dong the posts and lintd, being careful not to move into the doorspace. No reaction. He dipped the
readout into his pocket, turned to Shadith, raised his brows. She shook her head vigoroudy, moved to
gtand beside him looking into the bedroom.



It was dark but the darkness was not complete. Glow gtrips stuck low on the wals provided a bluish
light that was aufficent to show shapes without detall. The Ajin lay on his back, his ams flung out, his
chest bare, blankets pushed into a crumpled rall across his waist. He was profoundly adeep. Taggert
handed her one of the extensble claws, took out a deep-gas caniser and the tangler, transferred the
tangler to his left hand, lobbed the canister onto the bed, tendng as it passed through the doorway.
Nothing happened. The canister plopped down beside the Ajin's shoulder and popped open. Taggert
dapped Shadith’s shoulder lightly, grinned at her. She squeezed his hand, then listened to the Ajin's mind,
fdt the rhythms change from deep into unconsciousness. Taggert held up the tangler. She nodded.
Holding her breath but not as tense as she’ d been before he' d thrown the canister, she pointed the rod at
the Ajin, touched the trigger. The rod shivered againgt her hand; the end shot out and out urtil the knob
was bouncing lightly up and down above the deeper’s somach. She twisted the base. The claws sprang
out, opening like the segments of an orange. Working with extreme care, she lowered them until they
were nearly touching the blanket; she eased the needle points into the blanket, twisted the claws shut and
drew the blanket off the bed, moving dowly because she didn't want to touch his flesh, she didn’'t know
why, but she listened to the impulses and kept the pole clear of him. She opened the claw, dropped the
blanket on the floor, retracted the pole.

“Wha's that around his neck?’ Taggert’s voice was low, but he'd given up whispering.

“Noathing to do with the trap. At least | think it isn't. It's supposed to be a control; he planted a
thermit grenade in my back that he said would explode if | went farther than a kilometer from him. Or he
died. No problem. Friend of mine cut the grenade out yesterday.”

“Nicetiming.”

“Meant to be.”

“l don’t see anything else on him. Not even aring. He was wearing one yesterday.”

“On the table by the bed, | think—at leadt, there’ s something smdl there”

“Cardess, if that'sit.”

“Maybe”

“Better get on with the fishing.” He transferred the tangler to hisright hand, narrowed his eyes, swung
his arm a few times to get the fed, then tossed the tangler onto the Ajin’'s chest. The gticky tranducent
threads whipped out and bound themselves around his arms, his neck, winding down around his pevis
and legs. Taggert Sghed and took out another extensible claw. “You get awrig, I'll go for an ankle, then
wered hmin.”

Shadith nodded. The feding came again stronger than before. Don't touch. She ignored it, extended
the pole and positioned the claw over the Ajin'swrist. A dick of Taggert's tongue told her he was ready.
She lowered her claw as he lowered his, edged the prongs under and over the wrig, then twisted them
tight, the needle points anking into the Ajin’s flesh.

“Rignt.” The word was an explosion in her ear. “Pull!”

Together she and Taggert began hauling the unconscious man dong the bed.

There was an odd humming in her ears. The faint blue light seemed to waver. One moment she could
fed the butt of the pole pressed againg her hand, then there was nothing. Nothing there. No light ether.
She shouted and could not hear her voice. A horrible sucking feding. Then she was drifting in grayness,
nothing but grayness, no amdls, nothing to touch, no sounds not even the sounds of her own body,
nothing ...

Cobarzh On Askalor

Vrithian
WITNESS [5]



A CLERK IN THE CUSTOMSHOUSE IN COBARZH (A COLONY OF
CABOZH)

My name is Peixen. | work in the customs office. | have a very important position with five men
under my direction. Yes, itisavery interesing pogition, there are dways things happening about me, my
hand is on the nerves of government, | am like a doctor protecting the body of the state, keeping out of it
those things that will make the bodly ill. Oh thank you, | have dways thought | could be a writer if | had
the time, a poet even. You should hear the dories that come through my office Why, just a day
ago—ah-ah, no, my friend, that is a secret, you can't entice it from me; | am loyd to the Governor and
too sharp for you. Oh, that's dl right. Why yes, I'll have another. A quechax this time, since you're
buying. What's the strangest thing I’ ve seen? Well, let me think. Yes, | can tdl this one. There was this
turezxh from somewhere way back in the forest, didn’t even know what shoes were, hadn’'t had a bath
gnce he was hatched, yes, a native, one of the orpetzh that infest this place, with a head thicker than his
dink. Get them dl the time, just make trouble, no more than beasts that can wak about like men, that's
what they are, don’'t see why the government doesn't treat them like beasts, serilize the maes and set the
femdes and the others to doing something ussful, no, no, that's not a criticdam of the government,
catanly not, who am | to tdl the exadted what to do, they must have their reasons, no no, never say |
criticize. Oh yes, thank you, | will have another. A warm gpology for sure. Another quechax, crizhao,
and don't take so long about it thistime or I'll complain to your employer. Where was |? Oh, yes, thank
you. This turezxh. He wanted to go to Fospor, at least that was what we got out of him. He had this big
wicker basket and he didn't want to open it. In the end we had to cdl the guard to hold him. Turned out
inthe basket was the biggest snake you ever saw. Big around as a man' s thigh, and heavy! Y ou wouldn't
believe how heavy that obresh was, dl wrapped up in coils until it filled the whole basket. Well, | ask him
why is he taking that thing to Fospor and he says a cousin of his has a circus there and wants the snake to
make the Fospri gape. That sounds reasonable enough, doesn't it? But | didn't like dl the fuss he made
about opening the basket. | said to mysdf he's hiding something. So | made him take the creature out of
the basket and dtretch it on the floor. Y ou would have laughed to see how nervous my underclerks were,
backing away, looking over the counter with just their eyes showing. Even the guards backed off. I'm
aure they fdt foalish a bit later, because the snake was deepy as a raw recruit back from his fird leave.
Thank you. | think the comparison is very apt. There was nothing in the basket but some leaves and
grasses, | had them emptied onto the floor and went through them with a stick, you never can tdl wha
vermin these dirty turezxh will bring with them. Nothing there. Even the captain of the guards wanted to
let the mushhead go with historpid beast, but | smeled something wrong. Yes, I've got a good nose for
that sort of thing. There was a lump about hdfway dong the obresh’s body. | ask the turezxh about the
lump, he says it was a porzao he fed the snake o it would stay quiet. And that seems reasonable,
doesn't it? Wouldn't you believe that? No, you're right. | didn't. My nose was tdling me there was
something there, something more. The guard captain wouldn't touch the obrezh, but | take his sword and
dice open the snake and there's this porzao ingde dl right, and insde the porzao there's a sack with
fifteen emerddsinit, big enough to choke a man. Wdll, the turezxh he tried to run off when he saw that,
but the guards jumped him. | did it to serve my country, it was Smply my duty, you know, but to show
you what splendid types they are who rule us, they awarded me a bonus and an extra day off when they
didn’t have to do any such thing. The turezxh? The governor was more merciful than | would have been,
just cut his thieving hands off and let him go find a living how he could. Just goes to show | was right a
while back, should clean them dl out of the jungle, get rid of them, worthless beasts. Some softheads say
those beasts, nothings like that, they got rights, some of those traitorsin the ‘veraity, Stting there with their
books and sdaries paid by the government, paid out of taxes falk like you and me pay, traitors got no
gratitude, no fed for red life, looking down their Supid noses a an honest working man who could be a
poet or writer if he wanted to, anytime he wanted to, if he could take the time from his work, and it's
important work too, keeping out the filth that would corrupt sosh ... sozheety ... you know. Better poet
even S0 than them, aman, you bet, not a gutlesh o’ woman ... Got to go? Sh ... sorry ‘bout thet ... good
company’sh ... hard tofin' ... Tempestao ble ... bleshyou ‘ny’r f mly.



Vrithian
action on the periphery [4]

Dum Ymori. One hour from the dome. Silent, deserted, a mourning wind blowing dead leaves into
broken dead houses. Looted houses. Muri sad it, wolves on two legs prowling. Amaiki tried to grieve
for the lodt life of the Dum as she guided the skimded past the empty houses, but dl she could fed now
was her own fear. The lagt time she reached to touch her mate-med, she'd sensed anger and frudration
and darm overlaying their welcome-warmth; then she thought that blend was amed at Hyaroll, now she
reized how blind she'd been; this was what they’d been living with, this desolation and danger. That
they' d waited as long as they had was a measure of ther love for her. She fdt shamed by how lightly
she'd held that love, by the anger she'd fdt when they went off without her. Stting comfortable and well
fed—and safe—in Hyardll’s dome, she hadn’t the least notion what was hgppening outside, what the
little less than two years she’' d been away had done to the uplands and the people living there.

She left Ymori behind and moved off the produce road into the fidds, but there were too many
fences, they dowed her badly and she was afrad of getting lost. She dug into the toolkit and found the
graft tool, adjusted the cutting beam uniil it reached out a body length from her, then she took the ded
back to the road, the tool ready for useif anything came after her.

The rest of the day she rode diffly dert dong the gradud sweep of the road, drding wide about two
more deserted villages, seeing no living thing except a few raptors gliding high overhead. Death and
desolation. How could he let it happen? It must have been coming for years, dl this couldn’t happen
overnight. Could it? She could remember water getting short, the planted acreage shrinking gradudly,
year by year, but the families were gill comfortable, everyone had enough to eat and hope that next year
would be better. The rains came, though they were shorter and lighter each year. Life had diminished a
little when the lot chose her to be one of the fifteen servers, but with a bit of care there was enough to go
around for everyone, sometimes more than enough.

The day darkened swiftly once the sun went down; because of her late start she'd planned to trave
dl night, but after she'd gone off the road twice and nearly wrecked the ded, she crept dong urtil she
came to an abandoned farm. Afraid to deep in the house, since that seemed the most obvious point of
attack, she found an empty shed (it smeled like a tedo cote, though her flaghlight showed her walls and
floor swept carefully clean; not a wisp of straw or a tangle of fleece left behind) whose wadls were tight
enough to keep any light from getting out and betraying her presence. She ate a cold med, heated water
for tea on the portastove, sat in the doorway Spping a the tea, watching a waxing Araxos Swim across
the faint glow of the skymigt. The difficulty, she thought, doesn’t lie in the amount of light, but in how
it is focused. | hadn’'t noticed before how much | depend on shadows to judge distances. She
wrapped her hands about the cup, the warmth diding down her arms to join the warmth in her bdly. In
the distance one edinga howled a the moon, then others joined the chorus. She shivered and gulped at
the tea, emptying the cup, desperately glad she needn’'t force hersdf farther into that haf-dark with its
deceptive shadows. She fdt her done-nessin her bones and wanted to howl like the edinga; she'd never
been so donein her life, not ever; even in the dome there was a naish to curl againgt when the ache of
gpartness bit too deep. No naish here. If | stay like this any longer, | certainly will start howling.
She pushed onto her feet, feding every ache in every weary muscle of her body. | wonder if Hyaroll
will bother looking for me ... who's to remind him ... not the odd folk. She patted the earth with her
foot, areverent caress. Earth mother bless them and what they are trying. She pulled the door shut;
there was no catch on the ingde, but she pushed the ded across the opening and scattered metd tools
dong it so she'd have their rattle to warn her if something or someone tried to get ingde. In the light of
the flash she snapped her deep-pad out of its rall, wound a quilt around her and lay down dutching the
graft tool. With weary patience she disciplined her whirling thoughts, and once the quilt warmed the chill

out of her aching body, she dropped into a heavy deep.



She woke shortly after dawn. The morning air was cold and dry, though the sun was beginning to
warm the chill away. Something brushed againgt the boards near her head, there were other furtive rustles
and dithers, she lay giff and frightened until she identified the noises: tikin, ti-besh, mikimiki and others,
gmdl furry nibblers pattering about the business of finding food. As she rolled out of the quilt she saw a
flash of pale green, ajiji darting under the skimded, tall thrashing, skinny hairless legs working franticaly.
A moment later it backed out with a thimble-szed t'ki pup in its mouth. Holding the pup down with its
dim, six-fingered forepaws, ignoring Amaiki with the casua indifference she remembered with affection
from the jgin in her childhood home, it proceeded to swdlow the pup, then grunted itdf in a
comfortable sprawl on the end of the deep-pad, a film descending over its golden eyes as it began
digegting its breakfast. Chuckling, her londiness temporarily assuaged, she tugged an end of the quilt from
under the jiji, laughed doud at its squeding protest; she rolled and strapped the quilt, packed the
scattered tools away, turned the cock on one of the water cans to draw water for her morning tea. Jgin
hed lived on Conoch’hi farms from the time Hyaroll stopped the dans wandering, moving unhindered
through the houses and barns, the cotes and sheds, shgping nestsin haystacks and cornbins, eating insect
eggs and larvae, chasing snakes away, kegping down the population of various sorts of nibblers. Amaiki
hummed contentedly as she checked the monitors on the batteries. Left the dome midafternoon, quit
traveling two hours after sundown. She was surprised to see how little of the power she'd used, pleased
too. Sill humming, she moved the ded aside and pulled the door open. Bright cloudless sky. | might as
well stay here awhile, she told hersdf and fdt an immediate rdief. The thought of plunging into thet
unknown ahead turned her somach sour; she liked things to stay the way she knew them; strangeness
intimidated her. It was pleasant to have a viable excuse for dinging to familiar things and places. She
eased the ded outside and unfolded the collector films

After breakfast, she checked the monitors, Sghed when she saw the charging dmost complete. There
was dill ahint of chill in the air, so she tied on her cloak, then went wandering about the stead. A barn
built of wood and fieldstone, severd corras, a stripped kitchen garden where even the weedgrass was
dry and dead. She lifted the wel cap, dropped a pebble down; it rattled agang the sides of the hole and
stopped with adull thud. Not even mud left. The house was locked up, but the shutters had been pulled
off and the windows were smashed; what she could see of the indde was a mess. The wolves had been
here, cleaned out anything worth taking, spoiled the rest. In the whole long span of the Conoch'hi life
weave, the only thing that came close to this sort of destruction was the hints and fragments of stories
before the coming of the undying, stories about raids by shevorate gaaphorze, hary tribes living around
Lake Serzhair. Maybe, after these thousands of years of peace and safety, they were raiding again. No
gink of gaaphorze about, but this place had been empty for a long time, and scent didn’t linger in ar as
dry as this. Might have been Conoch’hi gone wild. It happened. She didn't like to think about that.
Everything she knew was bresking apart.

She went back to the shed, her enjoyment of the morning gone. Instead of the comforting familiarity
she'd fdt before, there was nightmare, an edge of ugliness to everything about her. She eased an
annoyed jiji off the deep-pad, rolled it into a tight cylinder and tied it to the ded; she folded up the
collector and guided it back into its dot, checked the packs and cubbies, the water cans, made sure the
taps were covered. From the look of things the water would have to last her until she reached the river.
She took a last ook around, saw the marks of her sandds in the dust. The wind was beginning to rise,
coming out of the southwest with that low keening-howl she knew too wel, the zimrd that leached the
soul and maddened the brain; that hot persistent wind would blow away those tracks before night fell,
she knew that, but leaving them behind, there for anyone to see who came in time, was like leaving bits of
hersdf lying about. She found a long-semmed weed and went about the stead brushing away old
footmarks and new; when she reached the ded she stepped up on it, brushed out the last mark, broke
the weed into smdl bits and cast them away. She pulled her cloak around her, laced the front together,
drew the hood up and snapped the dust vel in place, then started the ded and left the fam without
looking back.

All that long day she saw no one, though she passed more abandoned steads, more empty villages.
Overhead a few raptors rode the zimrd, but any tedo or other large animds Ieft in the uplands were



hiding from the wind and the sun. After dl the millennia the Conoch’hi had lived here and turned the soil
and |eft thair bones to make it richer, the uplands were going back to wilderness, dusty, dry and secret.
She passed orchards where dead |eaves rattled before the zimrd and dead limbs cresked a dirge for the
dying of the land. She passed vineyards where dead vines were a caligraphy of despair. The uplands had
come to life on the rains Hyarall brought to them, stayed dive because he continued to bring them, year
on year, steady as theticking of a clock, year on year without fail, the centuries piling up, one, two, three,
ten, fifty, one hundred centuries of winter rains coming without fall; what wonder no one thought to study
the natural seasons of the land or build reservoirs againg the time when the rains might fall to come. Who
could remember what the natura seasons were? Not even the life weave went back that far. We planted
what we wanted and forced the land to shape itself to our needs. What had been would always be.
As long as the undying lived in the dome there would be peace and plenty. Sometimes we railed
againgt the hardness of his hand when he took our sons, our daughters and most of all our
naidisa, but no one dreamed of doing without him. We were pampered pets, Hyaroll’s jgin,
charming in our way and useful, and like the jgjin on that farm, we are left to make our own lives
when he nears the end of his. At least the jgjin have instinct to guide them. What do we have? The
land takes back its original face. So fast it takes it back. And we fly away from it as fast, hunting
for another master to make all right again. It was a bitter lesson she read tha day in the writing of
dead vines and the rattle of dead leaves.

Two hours before sundown she came across another abandoned steading. She stopped the ded and
checked the monitors. Down by two-thirds. She looked around. Clouds low on the horizon ahead, just a
few raveings but more than she' d seen snce she left the dome. The grass was sun-dried and parched but
not dead yet, and the orchard dretching away behind the house had a faint flush of green to it; the tree
limbs bent with alively soring before the push of the zimrd; more than guess or elapsed time, these things
told her she was nearing the edge of the high plateau. Graft tool ready in her hand, senses as dert as she
could force them, she sent the ded humming down the driveway toward the house.

She fdt the emptiness of the place before she came to a stop. Heavy shutters were closed over the
windows in front, three rows of them; the house was adeep, it wouldn't wake till the line families came
back. She started the ded around to the back, easing it dong a a creep. No dgn of a bresk-in; the
wolves never left such neatness behind them. That made her nervous, they hadn’'t come here yet—was
tonight the night they hit? There were saverd barns and a slo. Wl built and wdl maintained. The
Conoch'hi who hdld this land worked hard and were proud of their home and loved ther land. She
looked about and mourned with them the need to leave what generations of their line had built. It hurt
because she was cone and sigter to dl Conoch’hi and because it reminded her dl too sharply of the home
her med and line had left to wind and sun and filthy wolves who'd break and mess what they could not
use. She looked about, wondering what shelter would be best. Not the house. Slo? No; if they rode
kedoa—which seemed likely, not many deds or trucks left up here—they’d be looking for any bits of
gran left. Sheds? No. They'd try every door looking for whet they could find. A shed was too confining,
and even if she could latch it somehow from the ingde, the fact thet it was closed againg them would
make them dl the more eager to get ingde. She took the ded over to the largest of the barns, it had
double doors on the upper story, a heavy beam jutting out from the roofpeak and a hayfork swinging
from a pulley screwed into that beam. She stepped off the ded, heditated, then unfolded the film. Be
safest to go to ground immediately, but the batteries needed charging, and for that the ded had to be out
inthe sunlight. She looked around. Trees and a pair of amdl neat sheds between the barn and the house;
it wasn't exactly hidden, but someone would have to get within a few meters of it before he saw it. She
pushed up the hook on the smdlest of the barn’s doors and went insde, leaving the door open so she'd
have light enough to see what the indde was like.

More light came in through arholes high up the sdes of the loft. The side where she waked was
paved with heavy stone flags, worn down by centuries of tedo hooves. Milking barn? Probably not; more
likdy shelter during winter sorms. The air had a dry musty smdl, old hay and worms in the wood; dust
motes danced in the light beams streaming down from high above. She pushed apart one of the
ganchions, stepped into the old stone manger, stepped over the lip onto ancient flooring that creaked and



groaned under her sandal soles. The center of the barn was a huge empty space with a thin scatter of
rotting straw spread out over the floorboards. As she'd hoped, the loft floor came about two thirds of the
way to the front of the barn, then stopped. She could jump the ded into the loft and leave no Sgn anyone
was about. If the loft floor was strong enough to hold the weight. She walked under it and scowled up
into the dim twilight; the floorbeams looked strong enough to hold a flier. She came back from under the
floor, went quickly up the ladder and swung out onto the planks. Stamping and hopping about, suddenly
more chearful because of the sheer dlliness of what she was doing, she started dancing with the
sunbeams, kicking up swirls of strawdust, until she dipped and landed on her coccyx with a thud that
jarred her brain. “Motherlogt planks are hard enough,” she said. Groaning and rubbing at her tailbone,
she got to her feet and managed to reach the barn floor without fdling, though the tumble she' d taken had
shaken her more then she liked to admit. “What now? Take a look around, | suppose, then fix some
supper. It's a cold med for you tonight, Ammi-sam, no hot tea to chase away the sorrows of the soul.”

She stopped by the ded and checked the monitors. The line had crept up alittle, how much was hard
to tdl, but there was dill a long way to go before the batteries were topped off. She did a few
loosening-up exercises, but they didn’t hep much; she was bone-sore and getting sorer by the minute.
Supid. Supid. Supid. Motherlife, I'd love to soak in a hot tub for hours and hours and hours.
Maybe | can fiddle some sort of hot compress with the portastove. Maybe all thisis useless pother,
no looter coming, no danger closing in on me. Can't take the chance, Ammi-sim, you know that.
The least they'd do would be take away the ded. With it you're reasonably sure to make Shim
Shupat, without it who knows ...

There was an elaborate garden behind the house; generations of love had gone into its shaping. A
gmdl stream had run through it, faling down a miniature mountain vista to murmur in meandering cam
through a series of pools where waterflowers had grown. Fed from the wdl, water had been pumped
into a mossy wooden tank; a smdl wer could be opened to let a congtant stream run down the tiny
exquiste vida to the stream and the pools and findly around to the troughs where the tedo herds had
drunk. No water now, of course; the waterflowers were gone, other flowerbeds had been dug up and
replaced by mossy rocks in a desperate attempt to hold on to some semblance of garden; most of the
shrubbery had been cut back or removed, a few ancient trees remained, their leaves a withered green,
amdl and dying. They hdd out as long as they could. How much they must have loved this place. She
was suddenly happy she hadn’'t seen her home again. | have good memories, she thought, better
memories than any of my line can have; | am blessed. Her own life-strip was packed away in the
ded, but she knotted the thought into her mind for working later into the weave.

In that gray light that comes when most of dawn’s colors have faded, she woke from a chaotic,
terrifying nightmare, filled with jagged flashes of fire and dark, with blood and mangled flesh, with
screams and crashes, with shouts and curses, opened her eyes into that cold grayness, unsure whether
she was awake or 4ill dreaming, listened to sounds that seemed to belong to that nightmare: high, hooting
sgueds from kedoa, shouted curses and whinnying laughter, thudding scuffles of solit hooves, shriek and
squed of tortured wood, dull thumps, crash of bresking glass. As the sounds darified and she oriented
hersdf, she began to understand what she was hearing. The looters had come.

She drew her legs up, pulled the quilt more tightly about her. Sour flud flooded her mouth; she
swalowed severd times, drew her tongue across dry lips as she sat ligening to the sounds the wolf pack
made as they swarmed over the stead. Even worse than the fear that pardyzed her was the sck
undergtanding that these ravaging beasts were Conoch'’ hi, unmelded mana. Motherlost females like me.
Oh-ah, how? How? What happened to them that they could do such things? The big doors rolled
open suddenly; she shuddered and clutched at the graft tool, sat without moving, dmog without
bresthing.

“Mother-cursed leeches, they licked the place dean.” A hoarse wild voice tha brought her
rudimentary crest erect and flooded her with an equdly wild hate that appaled her when she redized
what was happening. As fast as the land, she thought, we go back to what we were. Ah-weh, ah
mother of usall, help me.

“What about the loft, Napann? Want meto take alook?” A lighter, easier voice, not so troubling, but



the words brought Amaiki onto her knees, the graft tool lifted and ready.

“No, anything worthwhile was in the house. This place is too open—Ilook & it, not even fresh straw
left.” Footsteps going away. “ Some good Suff in the cellar, we'll feast today ...” The voice faded with the
steps, though the mana kept on talking.

Amaki sank back on her heds. After a minute she pulled the quilt up around her, clutched it tight to
her, but the shivering that shook her, jammed her teeth together, blurred her sght, it wouldn't go away.
Thear warmed about her, grew brighter as the sun rose higher, but the chill ill lingered in her bones. A
ample thing. Just follow her meld to the coast. Getting out of the dome would be the hard part, the rest ...
with a little caution and the proper preparation, how hard could it be? Wild mana ... how soon before
they begin rading for naidisa and tokon? Everything she knew and cherished was fdling apart around
her, even what she knew of hersdf. Rotting, she thought, dead and rotting. Mother-of-all, what will
happen to us? She sat without moving for a timeless time—until her ssomach growled and reminded her
to eat. Throughout that interminable day she heard the wolf pack moving about. They tore a shed down
and =t it on fire to roast something. The Sckly stench of half-burned meet drifted into the barn; she
would not think about whet it might be. As the sun sank lower and lower, she began to wonder if they
meant to settlein for severd days. She couldn’t survive thet; dready her bladder had proved a problem.
She'd pushed a pile of straw ends into one of the back corners of the loft and voided on it, but her urine
was thick from two days of keeping her water intake to a minimum. The amdl of it was strong and
lingering; anyone with haf a nose coming into the barn would know someone was there. If they ever
settled down and went to deep ... no no no, they’d have sentries out, they’d chase her down, the ded
wasn't fast enough to outrun even arunty kedoa. Go away, she thought, go away, this is too close to
the lowland, it's not safe to deep here, go go go. She loathed being afraid, being filthy and ginking;
her sense of her own worth shredded away as the hours passed until she despised hersdlf as much as she
did those beasts outsde, but mogt of dl she was terrified by that fierce animd part of hersdf that was
drawn to them. It was not only fear she fdt that time the mana Napann spoke. Go away, leave me
alone, let me get on unhindered, go.

The interminable day finaly ended. She voided her bladder once more and was sck with the stench
of hersdf and terrified someone would come into the barn and smdl it. The wolf pack rioted about some
more, making noises that sounded as if they were cdebrating the moonrise, then grew quiet as the night
deepened. In the long slence that followed, Amaki wrestled with hersdlf, finding in that slence and the
night's shadowed darkness the strength to face her needs and fears, her new and unwecome knowledge
of hersdlf. Thisiswhat | am, she thought into the darkness, these possibilities are truly within me; in
the years of my life so far | have not had to find out so much about myself as | have discovered
this single day. Tonight (and probably only tonight) I have a choice of paths. | can forget what |
have seen within me and confine myself to that Amaiki who was gentle and loving, with—all right,
admit it—a sometimes acid tongue, and a true gift for shaping and growing the green world. | can
be that woman but not limited to her; | can put out other possibilities as a plant puts out sports,
living with the good in me and using the bad to energize me. | can join this pack, run free and wild
beneath the moons, answering to no one but my pack sisters, doughing all those responsibilities
that tug and twist at me and will not let me alone.

Part of the choice was easy. The Amaiki of two days ago was dead; it would be like living in arotting
corpseif she tried going back to that one and denying what had happened. But the choice between the
other two was far more difficult. Now—especially now—the call of the pack was terrible and powerful;
even in the dillness she could hear their shouts and careless laughter, and fed the communion they
shared.

In the end—she laughed at hersalf when she redlized just what had made her choice for her, had to
duff the corner of the quilt in her mouth to muffle that ddivering laughter—she put the pack aside aso.
No noble gesture, no reaching toward the rationa, avilized saf, no urge to duty convinced her. It was the
dink of her body and her yearning for a hot soapy bath. She detested being dirty; her mothers used to
tease her about her compulson to neatness, saying even her diapers had been modes of decorum. No
long hot baths if she went running under the moons, no crigp fresh tabards every day, no cool dean



sheets to dide between each night. As things were right now, it might be days, even as long as a year,
before she had dl those things again, but she would one day, that she promised hersdf. She'd never ever
have them if she joined the pack. Toward dawn, a peace with hersdf again, she amiled into the thick
darkness and thought of Reran’s sardonic laughter when she told them dl of this night, of Muri’s voca
bewilderment, Betaki’s understanding smiles, Kimpri’s snorts and Se-Passhi pressed warm and pliant
agand her. Her breath came more quickly and raggedly; how could she ever entertain the thought of
never seaing them again? It was dl this mess around her, she was light-headed from not eating or drinking
enough, that had to explain it, but she was honest enough now to admit to hersdf thet there was a part of
her that wanted everything the pack offered, that resented the others of the med even though she loved
them al and was bound to them with ties she would not and could not break.

In the gray light of early morning the wolf pack rode away from the farm without discovering Amaiki
or even suspecting she was there. She stayed hidden a full hour after the last sounds faded, then jumped
the ded down and st it in the sun so the batteries could finish charging. She got out a dean tabard, then
used some of her too rgpidly dminishing water supply to scrub her body clean. She dimbed to the top
pole of the nearest corra fence and sat there Idting the sun scour away the lagt feding of contamination
asit dried her body.

By the time she'd fixed a hearty breakfast and downed it with severd cups of herb tea, she was
feding better than she had in days, not only prepared, but rdishing the chdlenge of deding with the
greedy, thievish and dtogether detestable lowlanders between her and Shim Shupat.

Two days laer, with no more shocks to her system, but her opinion of lowlanders thoroughly
confirmed, she hummed into the port city, sold the skimded to a deder as furtive as he was misarly, and
went looking for the hdll of the line-mothers and news of her kin.

Cobarzh On Askalor

Vrithian
WITNESS [6]
SHAMAN ON THE STREET (ROSARO/COBARZH)

My nameis Heomchi Kangavie, but folk here cdl me Aveyish. Ah yes, that's locd street talk, means
“old man” and is suitable enough; as you see | am antique, not to say rotting in place. My father's name
was Kugapol ush-je Omudda-popakush, which is a mouthful in any language and means, more or less, he
who sees around corners no one ese knows is there. A mouthful, yes. When the Ujihadda—a
sdimsaram word for the hurry-hurry folk—came down the river in their ships with roars in them like that
inthe bdly of ahungry akko-yo, he moved out of the mawlihip, that is to say out of his house and away
from wife and other, and sat beneath the Uyaggung tree. To mogt of the sdimsaram he said nothing, but
to me he sad: Before you are a man, Heomchi, the Kwichi-ja will go away from the forest, the
Kwichi-ja will go away from the sdimsaram. And after he said that, he said nothing at dl. He sat for a
day, anight, a day, and sometime in the second night he died. It is so. | swear it. He saw what | would
be, what the forest would be, and would have nothing to do with any of that. He couldn’t stop it coming
30 he stopped himsdif.

Me? Oh, awhile | was a student in a church school, then the daughters sent me across the sea to the
hurry-hurry men’s homeplace. Awhile | was a sudent in the university at Inchacobesh outside the capitd.
Awhile | was a teacher. Awhile | was an author and a lion in the parlors, and the Cabozhi damazelas
used to stroke my scales and marve that a beast could tak like a man and so entertainingly too. But |
hed no kwi. | was like a tree flood-ripped from the soil that fed me. | went one way wrong, another way



wrong, and turn and turn and it was dl gone and | was a fat old fool dangling from the fringes of the
hurry-hurry world.

So with one thing and another, here | am.

Itisto laugh, my friend, it is the world' s joke. The hurry men scomped the kwi out of the forest, and
turned their back on the devagtation they made, and kwi came to dance in the streets with the poor folk,
hurry-hurry poor and slimsaram poor and other sorts of poor. The Ujihadda chased it from the forest
and it ran here to live beneath their noses.

That's one thing.

The Ujihadda came with their storm-god boasting his dominion, | bow my empty head to hm and go
out of the forest. Now | St here and see the undying flying about their mountain, the undying who make
gmd| the storm-god who makes nathing of hurry-hurry waitings and dl their hurry this way, hurry that. |
see the Ujihadda crawl to lick the toes of the undying and remember a forest boy not-quite-crawling to
lick hurry-hurry toes and | see the Kwichi-ja dance in the street come rain-blow or bluest sky.

The undying? They wak like gods among the peoples of dl lands. They even look like people, but
they never change, never age; when they come gralling among us they put on light like a body suit and
who touches them dies. They never bother to warn, what do they care? They care for nothing, we
entertain them by our needs and our driving, then they go away again. They prick the bubble of
hurry-hurry pride. You see? You see? And kwi livesin the street and laughs

Vrithian
action on theprimary line

Shareem dept restlesdy on her palet in the flier, woke with an aching head, soreness in her hips and
shoulders where her weight had pushed them againg the thinly padded floor, a suffy nose from the dust.
Muzzy and irritable, annoyed with Aleytys and Kdl, she groaned up onto her knees, massaged her
temples, patted a yawn, then crawled out of the flier feding grubby and medancholy and whally
diggruntled with the fate that had brought her to this pass. She draightened and looked around.
“Whatever you did, we' re dill in one piece.” She stretched, ran her hands through her hair, rubbed bare
feet on the cool wiry grass. “Leg” she cdled out. “Hoop hoop hoop, hey Lee, breakfast time. Up, my
airl, your mama s hungry.”

The mewls of the sea birds, the disant mutter of the sea, the drip of water in the fountains, that was
dl she heard. The house was slent, the gardens quiet, nothing moving, shadows stark in the early sun.
Patches of frogt lingered in the long shadows, and there was the amdl of frost to come in the air, a hint
that the short summer was nearing its end. Shareem pulled her toe across the powdery white, feding the
chill of it bite into her flesh, watching the black line her toe drew lengthen and fade as the frost patch
faded. Abruptly she fdt thrust back into time, into the primitive time where nothing changed with any
permanence, where everything recurred again and again. In the seasons of her life it was Kdl’s time
agan, atime of flight and terror, but—or so she told hersdlf and tried to believe it—the old theme was
turned on its back, this time Kdl would be the driven one. She stared at the Slent house, suddenly
frightened. “Lee” she cdled, urgency in her voice. *“Led!””’

No answer. Shareem fought panic. Dead? Fled? What ... She forced hersdlf to wak dowly toward
the house. Sow and calm, she thought, dow and calm, dow and calm, but she was breathing hard and
amaos running by the time she reached the door. She tore it open, dammed it back againg the stone, but
ghe didn't care, she didn't care if the noise triggered the menace, she didn't care about anything but
Aleytys. In the middle of the great hdl she scrambled to a stop and screamed her daughter’s name.

No answer but the echoes.

Shetried to control her terror, tried to think. Told hersdf: Remember, you can precipitate the thing
you want to avoid, you can kill Aleytys, kill yourself, reduce house and hold to dag, let Kell win.
She hugged her arms across her breasts and tried to cam hersdlf, dragging up the ways she'd learned to
shunt aside uncomfortable thoughts and shaming memories. “lkanom,” she cdled, her voice 4ill ragged



but settling into contral. *1kanom.”

The android came from the back of the house, moving into the hal with that liquid grace thet dl of
Synkatta' s designs possessed. “You desire, anassa?’

She cleared her throat. “Where is Aleytys?’

Ikanom went quiet, consulting the kephalos, at firgt ligening camly, then tuming its head so the planes
of its face made a pattern of puzzlement, then it faced Shareem once more. “It is difficult to say, anassa
Within the dome, yes, somewhere, but precisely whereisnot at dl clear.”

Shareem swallowed, fought to control her fear. “Is she dive?’

Ikanom went dill. Shareem’s throat closed up. Its face made a pattern of puzzlement again.
“Kephdosis confused, anassa”

Shareem waited, unable to speak.

“Aleytys archiraisliving but dormant.”

Shareem swdlowed again, diffened back and knees. “It is certan?

“Itis certain, anassa.”

“Then find her, Ikanom, bring her to me. It's important. 1t's more important than anything kephal os
hes ever done. Find her. Bring her to me” She looked around. “Here. | think here. When | see her I'll
know better whet to do.”

“Kephdos searches, anassa. Would you care to eat while you wat?’

She stared at the shifting planes of the android’s face. How can | eat? She pressed her hand againgt
her middle. | should. | don’'t know, yes I'd better. “Yes” she said. “Bring me ... bring me an omelet,
toast ... um ... some shdlajuice ... um ... a pot of cha Over there” A gmdl table and two chairs, in a
deep acove whose windows opened onto one of the gardens.

“In twenty minutes, anassa. If that suits you?’

“It suits”

Ikanom left. She walked with dow careful steps across the elaborate parquetry of the hdl floor and
st in one of the chairs, her back to the hdl so she needn’t see how empty it was, her shakes changing
into numbness, fear and anger blunting into passvity. If Aleytys faled last night, this afternoon’s missle
could trigger the tumor at the house' s heart. Or tomorrow’s. Or a thousand other things. She didn’t care.
Couldn’t care. All she wanted was for this torment to be over, one way or another. If Kdl walked in the
next moment with a knife to cut her throat, she'd lift her chin to make histask easer.

Time dragged, each second an eernity. A few eternities later one of the house serviteurs rolled up
and began setting out her medl.

She stared at the food. At firg her somach rebelled, but she forced hersdf to nibble a a piece of
toast and Sp at the fruit juice. In afew minutes her revulson vanished, and her hunger returned so fiercdy
ghe had to discipline hersdf into egting more dowly.

Cradled by the quiet of the great hdl, the hot med scaring away the worst of her anxieties, she began
to recover her composure and back away from that lethargy that was a kind of suicide. She sat a little
longer a the table, watching the day brighten outside, expecting to hear a any moment that the kephalos
hed located Aleytys. After haf an hour had dipped away, she got to her feet and began wandering
through the house, room to room, kicking dong the flow spaces, into closets and storage niches, prying
into chests, not admitting to hersdf she was searching for her daughter’s comatose body, just looking.
She poked her nose into every crazy corner of that crazy house and found nothing. I'll get close enough
to her, I'll feel her, | know | will, she told hersdlf; whether that was true or not, she fdt nothing.

Midafternoon. She was in the bookroom passing a window when she saw the flare of light that meant
another missle had been destroyed. She glanced a her ringchron. Right on time. Eyes closed, she
ligened. Nothing happened. Either it wasn't supposed to or Aleytys had pulled the thing's teeth. She
dropped into the chair by the desk and sat with her head propped on her hands, thinking. One place left.
And | can't get in there. Househeart. Tumor on the heart. Yes.

Charged with sudden irrationd certainty, she pushed way from the desk and ran from the room.
Along the flow-way, down and down, through the cdlars, across the vast manufactury with its shrouded
machines and stores of raw materids, past the undeployed maze, down down until she bounced off the



reslient membrane that protected the househeart. She pressed hersdf againd it; she could see the edge
of the control chair—empty—a portion of the floor and console, nothing there. For the firg time she fdt
that Aleytys was truly somewhere nearby; maybe it was imaginaion, maybe it was her need convincing
her to fed what she so desperately wanted to fed, but she knew Aleytys was there. She had to be there.
Nowhere e'se she could be.

Shareem pushed harder againg the membrane. “Kephaos,” she cried, “have you looked within
yoursdlf? Sheis here. | know sheis”

No response. In away that was comforting; as long as Aleytys was dive, kephalos's programming
hed and it would permit no one ese into the house heart, would speak directly to no one but Aleytys.
Cdmed by the continuing sllence, Shareem backed away from the membrane and began the long dimb
up to the living spaces. Shareem was pacing restlesdy about the great hal when Ikanom brought Aleytys
up from the cdlars. She heard the sound of the door diding, swung around, caught her breath when she
saw what the android held cradled in his arms. She hurried to meet him, touched her daughter’s dammy
skin, made a soft distressed sound when she saw her daughter’s drawn face. “Infirmary,” she said, then
rushed ahead of him dong the flow spaces to the bubble room.

Ikanom laid Aleytys on the broad couch of the autodoc and stepped back, stood by the door
watching as Shareem stripped the stained, filthy dothing off Aleytys, stared in shock at the skeletd bodly,
clicked her tongue a the raw groove in her daughter’s left wrigt. “You look like the tal end of a
seven-year faming” she said doud. Whatever had happened during the night, it had cost Aleytys more
then a third of her body weight. Her har was coming out in handfuls, her skin was roughened and
reddened, large patches of dead skin peded up and fdl away a the lightest touch. Her pulse was strong
but frighteningly dow; the readouts said she was sunk in a deep so profound it approached coma. Over
her shoulder, Shareem said, “lkanom, a sponge and warm water.”

While the android was gone, Shareem looked more closdy at the readouts. Extreme faigue and
garvation. No serious cdl damage. What there was, Aleytys was reparing as she dept. The autodoc
was monitoring this and didn't seem indined to interfere. It recommended frequent amdl meds of thick
broth and hot sweetened fruit juices. Hold Aleytys up and let the swallowing reflex take the food down,
don't try to wake her. Keep her dean and comfortable. Nothing else was necessary. She'd wake when
she was ready. The autodoc was dmogt purring as it contemplated its mistress. In spite of her distress,
Shareem was amused by the proprietoria pride the machine took in Aleytys. Autodocs were like that.
Even Kdl’s. She shivered, jumped as Ikanom spoke softly behind her. “The water, anassa” She took
the basin and sponge and began washing the dead skin and dirt from her daughter’s skin.

The days that followed were the happiest in dl her long life. In this strange way she had her baby
back, a very large baby to be sure, but that didn't matter. She washed and fed the degping woman,
cuddled her, sang to her, told her stories she didn't hear, gave rein to the deep and possessive joy she
took in her daughter. When Aleytys woke, their relationship would return to what it was before, a dowly
developing friendship and undemanding affection, but for now she had her baby back, and she reveled in
it.

The missles kept coming, day after day, Sx seven e@ght nine. Same time, right on schedule. And right
on schedule kepha os destroyed them. Aleytys stirred and dmaost woke each time, but Shareem took her
daughter’s hand and held it tight, Snging softly to her, cdming her back into that revivifying deep.

On the deventh day there was no missile, so Aleytys must have done whatever was needed. After
feeding Aleytys her fifth cup of broth for the day, she cdled Ikanom to the infirmary. “There was no
missle today,” she said.

“No, anasa.”

“There is a bomb or something smilar ingde kephalos. Aleytys has defused it. | know this because
there was no missle today; | know adso that Kel understands Aleytys thwarted his plan. Kephalos
should be wary these next days before Aleytys wakes.”

“A bomb?’ Ikanom sounded startled. “Kepha os knows of no bomb within.”

“So | assumed. So Aleytys assumed. There must be something there, something dangerous, or



Aleytys wouldn’'t be in such bad shape. Kephalos might police its innards, usng the space where Aleytys
was found as a garting point. Most of dl kephalos should use dl the tricks bequeathed by Hyaroll and
Synkatta to guard againgt another penetration of its defenses. Kdl would destroy us dl to reach her. Are
there questions?’

Ikanom shifted its head dightly; the sculpted facets of its abstract face seemed to amile at her.
“Kephaos will be watchful,” it said, “and kephalos will search within. This is a very disurbing thing. It
mug not happen again.”

Amused, but careful to keep that from showing, taking pleasure in its grace, Shareem watched
Ikanom walk out. | say it again, Synkatta must have been a fascinating man. Hyaroll could tell me
about him; they were friends. She frowned. From what Aleytys had said after he Ieft them, he wouldn't
be around much anymore. Aloof as he' d been the past severd centuries, she'd ill misshimif he went. It
was vagudly comforting to know Hyaroll was there if she needed him. He wouldn't like her bothering
him, would most likdy make her life a misery while she was with him, but he would take her in and
protect her. At least, until now. She fdt a touch of panic a the thought, then she shook off her maaise.
His growls must be a temporary aberration; he had them now and then when he got fed up with people
and shut himsdf in his dome refusing to talk to anyone for a decade or so. He got over those, he'd get
over this. Aleytys mumbled something in her deep. Shareem bent over her, then dimbed onto the couch
and sat holding her daughter’s head on her thigh while she wiped away the sweat beading the degping
face, then passed her pdm over the stubble of regrowing hair; drawing the back of her hand in a gentle
caress down the side of her daughter’s face, she began a soft crooning lullaby.

Through the long quiet days Aleytys regained the flesh she'd logt; her skin regained its dark cream
color; her new hair was as slky and red as before, an inch long aready, long enough to fdl in loose curls
after Shareem shampooed and dried it and ran a comb through it. She worried off and on about the
length of the deep, but the autodoc continued to tick contentedly dong and tdl her not to fuss when she
expressed her miggivings, so she relaxed into the dreamy pleasures of tending her daughter.

Kdl cdled saverd times, but she refused to tak to him, ingtructed Ikanom to say nothing except that
neither Aleytys nor Shareem wished to speak to him. There were other cals, but Shareem took none of
them ether—except the one from Loguisse. Even to Loguisse she sad only that Aleytys was busy
working with kephalos, getting her defenses in order. Loguisse nodded, then warned Shareem that they
hed better ded with Kel soon, since he was making considerable progress among the Stayers, turning
them againg Aleytys, and his converts were trying to pressure the Tetrad to revoke her acceptance. It
was dl extremely annoying.

On the twelfth day of her deep, about midmorning, Aleytys stirred, opened her eyes.

Shareem fdt a pang of loss, arush of joy, sghed and patted her daughter’ s hand. “Welcome back.”
Aleytys sat up, put her hand to her head, fdt the short feathery curls. “What ...”

“When lIkanom found you, you were awraith, hair coming out, skin doughing off. What happened?’
Aleytys looked down at hersdf, frowned at her wrists when she saw how thin they were. “How
long?’

“Twelve days.”

Aleytys svung her legs around, did them off the autodoc’ s couch.

Hadtily Shareem put her hand on her daughter’s arm. “ Careful.”

Aleytys looked gtartled, then smiled. “I hear. Twelve days. Huh. Missles dill coming?’

“Stopped with the tenth. Kdl’s been cdling, some of the other Stayers. | haven't taked to them.
Except Loguisse. She says things are getting difficult out there, pressure on her and the others to revoke.
So far the Tetrad seems to be holding. Harder Kel pushes, the stubborner they get.”

“Good.” She jabbed a thumb into a thigh muscle. “Mush. Twelve days on my back. Time | was
getting into shape. Give me a hand, will you?’ She wriggled toward the edge of the couch.

“You sure you should do this?” Shareem dghed as her daughter's hand closed about hers.
“Shouldn’t you rest some more?’



“Regted a dozen days dready.” Aleytys stood swaying. “Madar! I’'m wesker than a just-born fod.”

“Lee, you were dmogt dead.”

Aleytys laughed, a grim sound with little humor in it. “With me, Reem, almost doesn't count.” She
closed her eyes and stood without moving for a moment, then seemed to shake hersdf as if she were
shaking off the weakness that troubled Shareem; opening her eyes and Ietting go of Shareem’s hand, she
dtarted for the door. Over her shoulder she said, “Tdl me everything that's been happening while | dept.
Loguiseis right—it'stime | thought up some way to hit back at him.”

Shareem followed quietly, wanting to cry a little. Her time was up, and it would never come agan.
She moved more quickly to catch up with Aleytys, then waked beside her, tdling her what had passed
gance Ikanom brought her up from the heartroom.

The next day Kell cdled again.

After Ikanom told her, Aleytys turned to Shareem. “How do | locate him?’

“Set kephalos after him. And ... um ... unless he's changed things more than | thought, if he's in his
dome, | should be able to tdl from what's around him. Won't take much.”

“Worth talking to him, | suppose.” She swung around to face Ikanom. “Try to find out where he is,
but keep it from himif you can. Trandfer the cdl here, but give us a few minutes fird.” She settled in the
chair, watched the android leave, then amiled at Shareem. “Maybe you' d better stand where he can't see
you—he might be a bit looser.”

“Hell know I'm here”

“Could be yes, could be no. Let’sgiveit atry.”

Shareem nodded, stepped to one sde where she could see the screen but be out of the pickup’'s
range.

Kdl's face appeared on the screen, cam, amiling a little, the easy, confident, secretly assessing look
of a sdesman about to go into hisspid. “A new way of doing your hair.”

“It's cool. What do you want?’

“To congratulate you.”

Aleytys chuckled. “And make sure | survived your little joke.”

“I knew that when the lagt missile blew.”

“You were too dow, cousn.”

“Not cousin, Mud, | won't have you cdl me cousn.” he log a fraction of his cdm, then forced the
gnile back to hisface.

Ignoring the interruption, she went on with what she was saying. “You were enjoying yoursdf too
much, coudn, gloating over my end. You gave Reem time to remember how her mother died.” She
shook her head. “But | won't count on more stupid self-indulgence like thet; | expect better of you,
coudin. Or isthat another mistake?”

“Y ou made the worst mistake of your life, Mud, when you came here”

“Oh no, cousin, my worst mistake was threatening you like a human being. | redly should have killed
you then like the viper you are.”

“Get out of here. Leave Vrithian. There's no place for you here, mongrel. You don't belong here”

“You get more boring each time | see you. Are you findly finished?’

The screen went doruptly dark, but not before both of them saw the fury in his face. Aleytys smvung
the chair around. “Wdl?’

“He sin hisdome.”

“For the moment, anyway.” Aleytys frowned. “Something's bothering me. Why did he make that
cdl?

“l don’t know. Not just to rant a you. To make sure you're dive?’

“Hmmm. The little | know of him, everything you've told me about him says he never ams where
he's going to strike. HE's so Aschla-cursed devious | don't see why he doesn’t bite himsdf and die of
the poison.” She tapped her fingers on the chair am. “I wonder if this whole damn world isn't riddled
with traps he's set for me. Hunh. You said he cdled up two days after the last missle?’



“That'swhat Ikanom said.”

“And you warned kephados before that to be very careful not to trust him?’

“Uh-huh.”

“Thenit's a trigger. Problem is, for what?’ She got to her feet, began pacing restlesdy about the
room. “What? What? What?' She ran her hand through her short curls until they were standing in twisted
Spikes about her head. “I was being so damn sassy, Reem, crowing a him like afool. It was amisiake to
tak to him. | hope ...” She stopped by the door. “I don't fed comfortable in here, Reem. Come outside
with me?’

Aleytys waked restlesdy through the gardens scowling a nothing, forgetting Shareem, who moved
quietly beside her, saying nothing, content to wait urtil her daughter was ready to speak. Aleytys scowled
a the meticuloudy tended shrubbery. *Harskari,* she subvocdized, *what in Aschla s nine fancy hdlsis
that man up to?*

*Nothing Hyardll could detect.*

*May histeeth rot and histongue swel and strangle him, 1 will not believe he's got a whole gring of
bombs planted in here.*

*No. Not an attack thistime. Information. Something that will let him plan a confrontation on his own
terms.*

*Ah. A tap into kephaos*

*Latent, like the bomb. Triggered from outside. A configuration of forces that wouldn't exist until it
was triggered.*

*Harskari, Hyarall checked the place*

*He missed the bomb.*

*Yes, but ...*

*He s ossfying, Lee; I'm surprised he can Hill make coherent sentences.*

*| don’'t know ....*

*You don't want to. Ligen to me, dau ... Lee it doesn't have to be tha way. For some
reason—and don’'t ask me what it is—Hyaroll’s running down; he wants to die and he's going to do it,
but it does’t have to be that way. Look at Loguisse—| don’'t say you'll be like that either, but a least
she's sharp and very much dive. Kept her contacts with the outside, has an interest that keeps her brain
exercised and excited. You could do worse.*

Aleytys sad nothing for severa steps, dtartled by the smdl bresk in that impassioned speech.
Harskari was jedlous of Shareem. That sudden redization was so painful she shied away from thinking
about it. *How much does Kell hear? Maybe I’ ve said too much aready.*

*Depends on how much of kephaos he's gained access to. If you continue to make a fuss about
your worries and make some redly wild speculations, he' d probably discount your suspicions for awhile,
You told him it was Shareem who suspected the bomb and warned you about it. If | had to guess, I'd
sy you have a day or two to play the fool. And | wouldn't count anywhere insde the dome safe from
observation.*

*Stinking voyeur.*

*Bothers you that much, look for the tap and pull it.*

*| could do that.* Aleytys scowled a aflowerbed, seeing nothing of it. *I'd rather set some kind of
trgp for im ... ummm ... or go after him. Look. If he didn't know I'd l&ft the dome ... remember, you
took me through the dome at the Mesochthon without having it opened for us* She grinned, suddenly,
fiercdy. * Aslong as he doesn’t know I'm out and roving, and he doesn’t know we can pop right through
his Strongest defenses ... ay-Madar, Harskari, do you know what he's done with this tap? He's located
himsdf for us, tied himsdf to his dome. Not a chance he's going to be far away from the other end of the
tap. | sad it, ay-yiii, | sad it, slly viper's gotten so devious he bit himsdf.* She laughed aoud, danced
around in acirde dapping her hands, caught the startled look on her mother’s face and settled down to a
more sedate wak. “I’ve had me an idea” she said doud. “Let me think about it for a bit, then I'll tdl
you.” *Harskari,* she subvocdized, *we've got to do something with Shareem. | can't leave her here,



she' stoo vulnerable. And | certainly can’t take her with us*

*Loguisse. Would she help?*

*Splendid idea. Marvelous idea. Loguise. of course. Even Hyardll trests her with respect. Shareem
will be safe with her. Got to have a good reason to send her, though. Mmm, if | could be sure Kdl
waan't ligening, I’ d tl her about the tap and ask her if Loguisse might know how to root it out. That's a
convinang reason for Shareem to go there, ign't it?*

*Quite convincing. It could even be true. Does it matter if Kdl knows you know?*

*Good question. As a matter of fact ... um ... might even be a good idea to let him know. Convince
hm I’'m focusng dill on defense rather than attack. We could st by the slly fountain and talk in low
voices. I'm sure he's perfectly capable of filtering out that bit of interference, but it would look asif I'm
trying to keep the plan a secret.*

*Sounds good to me* A brief slence. *If you're going to do it, do it now.* The amber eyes closed
and thefed of the ancient sorceress vanished.

It's going to be lonely, Aleytys thought. When the last soul’s gone. When the diadem’s gone. Ah,
now, what's that going to mean to me, when the diadem’'s gone? She redized suddenly that she
could lose more than her last indweller when she shook the diadem off. Trap though it was, it was dso an
ingrument of power, a focus for her own taents. Would they grow more diffuse, less accessible, when
the focus was gone? How much of what she could do did she owe to the diadem, how much was her
birthright? I'll find out soon. | owe Harskari her body. She missed Swardheld and Shadith very much,
but she didn’t grudge them their bodies, their separate lives Harskari deserved as much or more from
her. She thought of Shadith and smiled, but her amile faded as she remembered where Shadith was now
and what she was trying to do. Suddenly irritated by dl this devious convoluted maneuvering, she made a
gmdl angry hissng sound.

“What isit, Lee?” Shareem’s hand on her am drew her back to the unsatisfactory here and now.

“Jug throwing a smdl snit, Reem, because of dl the foolishness Kdl is putting us through.” She
looked around. In her blind wanderings she'd brought them back to the smooth broad lavn spreading
out in front of the house. She pointed at the fountain of absurdities. “Let’s St down over there; I've got
some things | want to tdl you.”

“Yes, the water makes a pleasant noise. What isit, Lee?’

“I think I"ve figured out whet that phone cal meant. | think Kdl’s tapping into my kephalos.”

“He couldn’'t, Lee. Hyarall ...”

“Guaranteed the place clean. | know. But he missed a bomb bigger than he is and | think he missed
this because the way Kdl st it up, it didn't exig until he triggered it. A key word or maybe just
completing the cdl.”

“Sounds like something he'd do.”

“I've had an idea. Does Kdl know more about kephalos than Loguisse?’

“No one does.” Shareem Sghed. “Not me, that’s sure”

“l can't leave here—he’'d be on my back the minute | passed the dome. Comlink, well, hell be
ligening to every word, and | don’t think Loguisse would play, you heard what she told Hyaroll. You've
got to go for me, Reem. It's dangerous, but he's not so obsessive about you. HEl know you're leaving,
but not why, and I'll have kephaos keep an eye on you as far asit can. Will you do it?’

“You won't do anything rash while I’'m gone?’

“How can 1?7 I've got to keep close to kephaos and hope that snake doesn’t figure out away to take
control and lower the dome.”

“He couldn’t ... | don’'t know ... it doesn’'t stop, damn him, why ... dl right, Lee, I'll go tak to
Loguisse. And right now, if you don’t mind.” She got to her feet with a quick nervous push, started away,
came back, touched her daughter’s face. “Be careful, will you?” Without waiting for an answer, she
swvung around and ran for theflier.

Aleytys watched the flier leave, cold with a londiness that surprised her. The dome seemed empty
with Shareem gone. She hadn’'t expected it, but she'd found a friend. Not a mother. A friend. She'd



expected to fed hate and rage when she saw her mother, but from the moment they met she smply liked
Shareem. She enjoyed her mother’ s company. Shareem brought out the frivolous side of her, helped her
dough the gloom-and-doom fedings that only made bad times worse.

She wandered restlesdy through the gardens after kephaos reported that Shareem had reached the
limit of its sensors unmolested. She was unable to sttle to the planning she needed to do, even when
prodded by ajedous Harskari. The old one didn't like seeing hersdf replaced in Aleytys's affections by
her blood mother. That wasn't exactly true, but Aleytys knew Harskari had some cause for her
bitterness. She redized after a while that she'd stopped cdling Harskari “Mother” while Shareem was
about. Though she seldom cdled Shareem “Mother,” though Shareem couldn’t hear or be hurt by the
conversations indde Aleytys's head, though the old one had been her nurturer for longer and in ways
Shareem would never be, in spite of dl these things she could not cal Harskari “Mother” any longer. And
Harskari had noted the change; the old one noticed everything about her. She was hurt by the change
and dl that it meant. Aleytys was sorry for that; she owed Harskari too much, she was deeply fond of
that stern old spirit and distressed now as she saw the growing disintegration of the strength that had
sugtained Harskari through the countless ages since her firg so incondusive death. Harskari needed a
body, needed it soon.

Aleytys cursed Kdl for thwarting any attempt to take care of that need now that she was aware how
imperdive it was, cursed hersdf for her complacency and blindness. Energized by that flare of anger, she
stopped her amless wandering and moved swiftly around the house to the landing disk. “Kephalos, bring
up Synkatta' sflier.”

The disk sank into the ground. While she was waiting she tilted her head and frowned a the dome.
*Harskari, when you're working that stasis trick, | can keep moving though everything else dows down
or stops. What about a flier? Will its propul sors work ingde that fidd?’

Slitted amber eyes, Harskari’s frowning face sketched around them. *We had better try it on the
ground firg; | have no experience with that.*

The flier came amoothly up, its shrouds stripped away by Ikanom's surrogate hands, there was a
blue-black sheen to its deek sdes, a grace and fluidity of line that was close cousin to the grace and
fluidity of the androids. *Lovdy, isn't it? Should be a dream to fly.*

Harskari wasn't willing to be distracted by aesthetics. *If you can fly it. You can't ask kephalos to
ingruct you inits capabilities*

*No, obvioudy not. | suppose we'd better get busy finding out what 1 can do with it and what
happens when you turn the diadem loose on it.*

The flier was as respondve as a wel-schooled horse, stopping, turning, dropping, darting,
manewvering through the treetops. There were no attack missles, Aleytys could dmog fed Synkatta
shuddering a the thought. There was a strong defensive screen and a laser that seemed more suited to
didng stone samples to sudy in the [aboratory than to defending the flier. Harskari held the stasis about it
and they found it could make a cregping progress, enough to take it through the dome without derting
kephaos. They tried tuning it to the diadem; the propulsors didn’t work at al, but Aleytys found she
could move the flier a short distance by willing it forward. When they phased back into the origind
redity, she sat with eyes closed, shaking with exhaustion, amost unable to move body or brain. Roused
by acerbic prodding from Harskari, she reached for her power river and drew in energy to replace wha
ghe had expended. After a careful look at hersdlf, she was content to find she hadn't logt Sgnificant flesh
thistime. As she stepped off the landing disk onto the grass, she said, “A very pretty ship, yes. | wonder
what Hyarall did with the starship.”

*Kepha os might know. If you care to ask.*

*| think 1 might be expected to ask. Aschla curse dl thisfiddling around; as soon as | leave the dome
kephaos is going to know something funny is happening.*

*Leave the key drip here.*

*Ah.* She chuckled as she started for the house. * Tucked in my bed with a blanket dummy. Makes
me wonder what you were like when you were a kid.*



*None of your business. | was avery proper child.*

*Hmm. That's open to some interegting interpretations.*

*Hahh! go play your game with kephal 0s.*

*Serioudy, when do you think we should leave?

*|t would be a good idea to reach him about an hour or so before the locd dawn; his dawn is about
thirteen hours ahead of ours. What's the local time? Fourth hour after noon, plus a handful of minutes.
Travding time, giving ourselves some play for emergencies, five hours ... I'd say we should leave here no
later than the firgt hour after noon.*

*Tomorrow? Aschld s ginking hdlls, Harskari, you mean | have to wait a whole damn day ?*

*Up to you. We could leave earlier, get there earlier. Or leave now get there around firg or second
hour after dawn. For more precise timing you' d have to check with kephalos.*

*And wouldn't that be a great idea. Hunh.* She leaned againg the door, frowning up at the fant
shimmer of the dome. *I’'m hungry. Let’s make it tomorrow noon—that’d give us an hour to play with. |
think we Il need to get past the outer rim of his defenses without tripping larms*

*Good.* The amber eyes closed.

Aleytyslaughed and pushed open the door. “lkanom,” she cdled, “I'm hungry.”

The rest of the day crept dong as she sought for ways to make the time pass. She had a long
rambling chat with kephalos about Synkattals starship and found that Hyaroll had indeed taken it
somewhere, but kephalos had no idea where that was, moved on to ways of srengthening the dome
where everything she came up with either had dready been done or was unworkable; went from that to
taking about ways of pinning Kdl down so she could do some attacking of her own rather than spending
dl her time and energy defending hersdlf. “Think you can do that? It doesn’t have to be precise, just give
methe generd area.’”’ That ought to stir his juices, she thought.

She left kephal os humming contentedly to itsdlf; she could fed a strong glow of pleasure fromit as it
sank metgphoricd teeth into the first hard problem it had had in years. Remembering her impressons as
she drifted through it when she was searching for the bomb, she decided that the kephaoi could end up
being the true immortals of Vrithian. Long after the last Vryhh succumbed to the crushing weight of the
ages, kephadoi in empty domes would be taking to each other and forming a society that could last as
long as the world itsdf. She thought about that awhile, speculating on the nature of that society, until her
meanderings became so absurd she laughed at hersdf and went looking for a book to read among the
many shelved in Synkatta s library.

About an hour after midnight she closed the book, a novd by a writer exiled from Shiburr. The Vrya
were a darkly threstening thread through the narration, though they were seldom mentioned directly. The
netive Shiburri went about ther lives in the shadow of the domes, dways conscious of the undying, a
consciousness that seemed to intengfy dl emotions, dl struggles, dl relationships. The characters in the
nove could not escape from that awareness, though some tried to deny it; others shrivded into futility; a
few retreated so far they denied the world as well as the Vrya; some laced themsdves to the Vrya, Idting
the undying use them in return for power over ther own kind; the strongest concentrated resolutdly on
getting the mogt out of their day-to-day lives, tregting the Vyra like a sorm or earthquake or any other
force of nature they couldn’t control but had to cope with. The man character was one of these ladt. It
was a depressing novel, a catdogue of the disasters a good man could suffer, and it ended without hope,
Shiburr unchanged and without possibility of changing. She pushed the book off the bed and turned on
her back, lay staring into the darkness. After some minutes of chaotic thinking that led only to knotsin her
somach, she began the caming exercises Vgd had taught her an eternity ago, cleared her mind and
bludgeoned hersdf into a heavy deep.

Aleytys ... leytys ... eytys ... tys ... tys ... Aleytys ... tys ... tys ... tys. She woke with Ikanom’s dender
hand sheking her, its voice echoing hallowly in her head. The nightmare-ridden deep ill dogging her
thoughts, she pushed its hand away and sat up, scrubbed a her eyes, then emptied the cup of chait



handed her. “Whét timeisit?’

Ikanom took the cup and refilled it. “ Almost the ninth hour of the day, Archira. Five hourstill noon.”

Aleytys Spped & the cha, feding some of the haziness warming out of her head. “Ninth hour? Why'd
you wake me before thetime | set?’

“Shareem anassa waits outside the dome, Archira”

“Wha? Let her ... no ... ahh.” She rubbed at her temple. “No, let metak to her fird. Take this” She
handed him the cup and tossed the covers aside, threw on one of the houserobes and padded across the
room to the comscreen. “Reem?

Shareem’s facefilled the screen. She looked weary and strained; her eyes had gone dull. “Loguisse
came through,” she said. Her voice was as lifdess as her eyes. “Lee, don't leave me out here ....”

“You look tired.”

“l haven't dept ....”

“Jug aminute” She blanked the screen. “lkanom, is there anyone in the flier with her?’

“No other brain patterns register, Archira”

“Good enough. Let her through and fix us some breskfast, you decide what. WEIl eat in the
bookroom, um, yes, afire, please, and get a bath ready for her.”

She touched the image back on. “Come on in, breskfast’ s waiting, a bath and bed.”

Shareem said nothing, just nodded and cut the contact.

Aleytys shook her head, pulled the robe tighter about her and tied the belt. What miserable luck.
Why couldn’t she stay with Loguisse one more day? She ran down the flow-way and into the hdl.
Good thing she's o tired, she'll be deeping when we go, | suppose it won't matter leaving her
alone, Kdl will be too busy ... ay, Madar, | wanted her with Loguisse just in case ... hah, better not
think of that, | just have to win, that’s all. She pulled the door open and stepped out. The flier was
quiet on the landing disk. Shareem hadn’'t come out yet. Aleytys ran a few steps, then waked more
dowly, frowning. The lock iris began folding open. *Harskari,* she said, *I think I’ve done something
redly supid thistime*

Harskari’ s eyes open, the diadem begins snging.

Shareem appears in the lock, a massve dark shape behind her; she moves like an automaton.
Aleytys remembers what her mother said an eternity ago: “If he gets close to me, I'll do just about
anything he tels me no matter how | hate it” And | sent you out to him, she thinks, | was being so
clever ... The thoughts pass across her mind in a blinding ingtant, then she is screaming and running a the
flier in a nightmare of dow motion, Shareem has come awake, suddenly, terribly, as the dark form’'s am
lifts she folds hersdf around it, fire explodes through her. No. No. No. The words scream in Aleytys's
head, her mouth is open but no sound comes out, she runs and runs through the eerie outphase world as
the fire burning through her mother’ s body passes through her without touching her. She runs up the flame
asif it were a rope and drives her aamsinto that massive black form. It is like trying to fed about in cold
bottom-of-the-barrel molasses, he has protected himsdf againg her gift, the batteries are welded into
thar dots, if her tractor fields would work in this outphase world, she Hill would not have the strength to
break the welds, the connecting wires are etched into the substance of the armor, paint on high-density
metd like that used for the outer wals of starships, her hands scrabble about in him, there is nothing she
can get hold of, she garts to panic, remembers the shattered body of her mother, cannot let him win,
cannot, never, no, she finds the tiny drivers that power the joints, Harskari hdf-phases her hands, she
snatches anything she can, breaks it, pullsit out, destroys those drivers, shoulders, elbows, wrigts, down,
hips, knees, ankles, oh Kell oh Kell oh cousin, | can do this to you because you forced me to learn
it, up agan, destroy the weapons, pull their packs, you weren't so careful here. Harskari there beside
her, white hair whipping about her dark worried face, Lee, she cdls, Lee, enough, tend Shareem, Lee,
get away from him, I'm taking you back, Lee do you hear me. Harskari’s voice findly is more than a
mosguito whine in her ears, she findly comprehends what those words mean, she backs away, out the
lock onto the landing disk and fdls on her knees when the world moves at normd time about her.

Shareem’s body completesitsfdl, splatting down beside her. The weight of her flesh is back on her
bones, s0 heavy she dmost cannot bear it. The sink of her mother’s flesh is in her mouth and nose, she



reaches for the power, fumbles and cannot find it, this has happened before, cam, cam, be cam, reach
dowly and carefully, you're just tired, let the water come in, let it pool deeper and deeper in you, thisis
taking seconds, that’s dll, it’s not wasting time, you can do nothing without the black water .... She moves
on her knees to her mother’ s body, reaches out. Shareem seems to see her, or fed her, the resdue of life
in her flinches avay from the hands that want to hed her, flinches, then flows away and there is nothing
Aleytys can do to stop it. She wants to die, she refused to let me make her live. She is dead. My
mother is dead.

Harskari was shouting at her. Something. For what seemed an eternity she couldn’t take in what the
old one was saying, then she did and was appdled. “No! You can't expect meto ... No! it's grotesque, |
won't ... | can't ... you can't be serious. No. Never. | won't do it.”

*Why?*

“Thisismy mother, it isn't Stray meet.”

*Isit?*

“What?' Aleytys looked down at the cooling body; dready it had the empty flattened look the dead
acquire. “No,” she said, “no, not any longer, never again.” She began crying. For the second time her
mother had abandoned her, and thistime was far worse than before, this time she knew her.

*| want that body, Aleytys. You swore you'd give me the body | chose. Keep your word, it isn't
that much I'm asking ....* On and on Harskari kept yammering at her; for some ghoulish reason she had
to have Shareem’s discarded flesh. On and on until Aleytys fdt like screaming, until she knew if she
didn't do this she'd never again have a moment’s peace. And there waan't time for her to grow
accustomed to the idea, dready the brain was decaying and there was massve damage to the chest
cavity that would have to be repaired. Either she acted in the next few breaths or it would be too late.
Let it be done, she thought, let me be.

She bent over her mother and laid her hands on the chilling body. Ignoring everything about her, she
poured into it that power she'd been born to use, brought the body to a pseudo-life that hated the
decay. Harskari gathered hersdf into a compact bdl, wadding up the web of forces that was dl the life
she had. Aleytys caught hold of it and flung it into the empty envelope as she had done on Ibex with
Shadith; no one to steady her this time, she had to do it aone, weary and unhappy. When what was
empty was filled, wha was on hold an ingant before began to change. Stirred by the touch of Aleytys
and the lgpping flow of Harskari’s minute fields, bones began to knit, seared flesh doughed away to be
replaced by new hedthy flesh, organs began to rebuild themsdves, the ggping wound closed swiftly,
heded from the ingde out, new skin spread across the muscle, alabaster-white like the rest of her, other
cuts and bruises and burns hedled, hidden by the remnant of the robe Shareem had worn. Harskari was
dmly aware of these, though Aleytys wasn't, she was focused on rebuilding the damaged brain, a long
and tedious task with no alowances for error. Minutes drifted by, an hour passed. The brain was more
complex than the one Shadith had inherited, the damage was more comprehensive. There were places
where there was <0 little Ieft intact Aleytys had to use her own brain as a template, paiching the new in
with the old, working with hope and a prayer the new sections would meld with the old. When there was
no more damage that she could find, she flooded the body with her power water, kicking it over from
degth into life, then she sat back on her heds and waited, ready to help if Harskari ran into difficulties
The blaze of the old on€'s spirit grew stronger as she did more deeply into the body. She blinked the
eyes, moved the mouth, sucked in a long breath and let it trickle out. She lifted a hand, wriggled the
fingers let it fal back onto the grass, bent the knees, straightened them out, twisted both feet from side to
sde. The mouth curled into asmdl amile. She braced the hands againg the grass and pushed hersdlf up,
draightened her back, squared her shoulders, lifted her head. The amdl amile broadened into a grin.
“You've done it again, daughter.” The voice was a little mushy and held to a deeper register than
Shareem was accustomed to using, but there were enough Smilarities to make Aleytys wince.

“Don't,” she sad.

“What? Oh. Sorry, Habit, | suppose.” With every word Harskari’s control improved. She began a
series of pulling, twisting, Stretching exercises.

Aleytys watched for a breath or two, then was aware of a weight drding her head. She reached up,



touched it, traced her finger about the delicate cool wires of aflower petd. The diadem, gone inert when
the last of its captive souls escaped. She lifted it off, hdd it in front of her, draped over her hands,
flexible fragile, lovdy; acirclet of jewe-hearted lilies spun from gold wire. She touched one of the jewds
and fdt somewhere deep within her a sngle shimmering note. Jewe flowerhearts catching the sunlight and
lintering it into a thousand tiny gleams; it began to 9ng to her, weaving a el of longing about her; it
was waking again, caling out for new victims With a cry hdf of pain, haf of desire, she flung the diadem
away from her. It landed in a hegp on the grass, gone inat again when it no longer fed off the heet of her
hands.

A pdl settled over her mind. Hard to think. Her eyes blurred. What ... Her symbalic black water
seethed within her; she flushed the fatigue poisons out of hersdf, but that didn't hdp, the pal grew
heavier, pressing in on her; her head fdt like a pumpkin someone was stepping on. Someone ... she did
around, frowned at the inert lump of armor blocking most of the lock ... squeezing her brain ... Kdl ...
trapped in the metd that was meant to protect him ... memory: Kdl, wasted from disease, sprawling in
the heavy embrace of his exaskeleton ... she could fed him now, fed the maevolence pouring out of him,
he' d tripped a switch, one she'd missed, and cut out hismind shields, the shidds that convinced kephalos
there was no one in the flier with Shareem, he'd cut them out and was attacking her. His body was
prisoner but his mind wasn't. A massve blow shook her. She was pinned, she couldn’t answer it. She
wrestled with the hold he had on her. Stupid, stupid to forget him, to concentrate so completdy on
Shareem’s body and Harskari’ s transference. She fought him, managed to move her arms, hugged them
across her breasts, bowed her head. She kndt in a slvery bubble, fragile as smoke, ingde swirling
baitering forces ... no escape ... N0 escape ... o ... No ... creeping in like oil smoke ... hate ... anger ...
tendrils of noisome smoke brushing againg the bubble ... it sagged ... she pushed againg the weak spot
... Shewas dow ... heavy ... without the diadem, weaker, duggish ... the bubble began to crumple as fear
distracted her ... no ... no! Fghting the pressure meant to suff her like a candle flame, she raised onto
her knees, brought one leg up, put the weight on the foot, leaned forward, lad one hand on top of the
other on the knee, pressed down, brought the other foot forward, pushed dowly up until she was
ganding, leaning a little forward. Step by step, driving hersdlf againgt the hurricane wind of his will, she
moved toward him. He took the pressure suddenly away. She sumbled, nearly fdl, ran on two steps,
whimpering; instead of steady pressure, he was pummding a her, punishing blows that kept her off
balance, saggering. She tripped over the rim of the landing saucer, jarred onto her knees, she could fed
his triumph as he drove in, smashing her defenses down, squeezing her smdler and smdler. She curled
up, knees to chest, strength draining from her as he borein and in.

Abruptly the pressure was gone. Only for a second. Something had distracted him. She didn’t care
about that; she built her bubble back, struggled onto her feet and started for him again, seeing nothing but
him, that black beetle carapace crouching inert and broken in the lock. A flash of red. His head and
shoulders were free. Another streak of red. Harskari in Shareem’s body kicking at his head from behind.
Aleytys ran three steps closer, plowed into the hate wind, leaned into it, fighting toward him, one foot
diding forward, then the other, dosng faster whenever Harskari could break through the wind and jar
himwith akick or a dap before she was flung back again, disgppearing into the interior of the flier. Anger
turning to desperation, Kdl writhed about, fighting to trip the half-destroyed latches manudly so he could
free himsdf from the armor, damming brute mind-blows at her as he worked. She staggered, crashed to
her knees, fought back onto her feet; she was on the disk, only two long strides from the flier, but she
couldn't cross that tiny space. Couldn’t. Driven by hate, usng a ill he had honed through centuries of
killing, he was stronger, harder, faster; without Harskari’s intervention, she'd dready be dead. He drove
her back, knocked her feet from under her; she crawled toward him, he flung her back, she floundered,
blood trickling from the corner of her mouth. Harskari dragged hersdf to him and dapped hard a his
head; he struck at her, knocking her into a sprawl. While he was distracted, Aleytys surged onto her fegt
and dived at him, landing splayed out across the massve legs of the battlesuit. Mind-fire seared her nerve
ends, she screamed, wept, clawed hersdf dong. Behind him, Harskari pulled hersdf onto her feet, stood
leening againg the sde of the lock, a hand pressed to her somach, breathing rapidly and shdlowly; she
lifted her foot, pressed it againgt the wal. Her face went blank with the intengity of her concentration, then



she uncoiled from the wadl, one dride into a legp, a kick to the head; in dmogt the same breath Aleytys
was up and surging forward; the kick drove his head forward and to the right; Harskari twisted away,
damming into the sde of the lock before she could stop hersdf; the hed of Aleytys's hand hit his jaw,
drove his head back the other way; he was tough, it only dazed him, he shook his head dightly trying to
clear it, but for the firgt time she was free enough to use her tdent, the talent muted by the discarding of
the diadem; she reached, put pressure on nerves until he stopped sruggling, until he amost stopped
breething.

She did off the carapace, stood looking down at him a moment. He'd changed so much after she'd
heded him that other time; if she hadn’t seen him a the Mesochthon, if he hadn’t identified himsdlf there
with his words and manner, she would not have recognized him. | don’t know you, she thought, not at
all. We've come within a breath of killing each other and we're still strangers. A groan distracted
her, and she went to kned beside Harskari. The old one was having trouble holding hersdf in Shareem'’s
body; the breething was harsh and uncertain, the eyes dull, the hands groping without purpose, the mouth
was meking shapeless animd sounds. The body was injured again, not quite so badly as before, only
some cracked ribs and organ damage. Sighing, Aleytys reached, poured more energy into the envelope,
supported Harskari as she tightened her hold, then closed her eyes and set the body to heding its hurts.
That was judt as easy as before and just as hard. At least healing is my own gift, not something | got
from the diadem. Behind her she fdt Kdl begin to waken; with automatic speed and kill she tweaked
the nerves again and put him back under, then was surprised & wha she'd done. Wonder if it'll all
come back, once I’ ve practiced enough.

Harskari pulled away from her, moved her shoulders experimentdly, took a deep breath, expanding
her ribs as far as she could, let the ar explode out. She got to her feet and bent over Kell. “He s dive”

“Yes”

“You should have finished him.”

“Wdl, | didn't.” She pulled her hand across his face. “Things were hgppening too fast.” His hands
were plunged beneath the chest piece of the armor. “I need to know what he's done to Grey. | need ...”
She dropped to her knees beside him, tugged out one of his hands and began fumbling about ingde that
massve carapace for the latches that had resisted hisfingers. “Help me get this off him.”

“He s not going to tdl you anything. What do you want me to do?”’

“Maybe he will if he feds helpless enough. See if you can reach the laich for this front section—I
think your sde and mine have to be tripped at the same time”

“Right.” Harskari began groping about under the carapace. “He knows you can't ... ungh, | think I’ve
got it. You ready?’

They unlocked the intricate pieces of the armor and laid them beside Kdl. Aleytyswrinkled her nose.
“Mudgt have taken him an hour to get this on. Poor pathetic stupid wretch.”

“Lee, he's dangerous.”

“He' s a better killer—you think that’s strength?’

“It' sthe only kind he understands.”

“How do you know?’

“l know hiskind.”

“What kind is that? Never mind, | was just thinking how little he and | redly know about each other.”

“You know dl you need to know—what he did to you before, what hell do to you afterward if
you're dlly enough to let im go again.”

“Yes, yes, of course you'reright, but it ... it's sad, don’t you think? No, | see you don't.” He started
to surface, and she put im under again. “Hunt up something to tie im with. Please?”’

Harskari nodded. She got to her feet, hesitated. “Be careful.”

Aleytys looked up, smiled. “Yes”

Alert to 9gns of dirring, she hauled him from the lock and stretched him out on the grass. She kndlt at
his shoulder looking down at him. After a fev moments she bent over him and brushed away the har
graggling across his eydids. She fdt strange, uncertain ... alot of anger, but it was diffuse, hanging about
her like the dust cloud about Avenar ... asif dl these years what she'd cursed and hated was an idea, not



aman, and now she was having trouble fitting that idea onto Kdl ... a least while he was lying there with
the tantdizing vulnerability most deepers have. Not that he was adeep ... she fdt the firg dirringsin his
brain and put im under again. Again she was tempted to twitch just a little harder, it would be so easy,
painless for im and painless for her. She looked away, suddenly afraid. Easy.

Harskari came: back with a coll of coated wire, pliers and apair of shears. Aleytys got up to give her
working room and wandered amlesdy about, kicking at the grass, trying not to think about what was
coming. Harskari wrapped the wire about ankles, knees and wrigts, then rolled him onto his face and
wired his elbows together. He wore a soft knitted glk shipsuit, a dark blue-green that made his hands
and face an icy white, hishair a shout in the brilliant morning light. Harskari tightened the last twidt, rolled
him back. “Package dl wrapped, Lee, neat and waiting.”

Aleytys came back. She fdt the girring in him. “It won't be long now,” she said, reluctance and
distagte in the dow words. She opened and closed her hands, watching and feding him swim up out of
the darkness she had nearly drowned him in, hoping that when his eyes opened and she saw and fdt the
grong hate there, she could lose this helplessness before his vulnerability, could lose this image of him as
a beautiful battered boy and see the man who'd done his best to kill her, who'd killed her mother. She
tightened her mouth into a thin line as the pain of that moment came back to her and the frudtration of it,
the usdlessness of that gesture. But she died of it, my mother died to save my life; yes, one could look
at it that way—one could hope she did. That it wasn’t her version of the Vryhh sun dives. Futile
act, stupid, useless. Useless. What a snake hiss of a word. She tried to help me, but she died. Tried
and died.

Sand by Kdl’s right shoulder. Smile. Harskari stands by his left shoulder. Twin pillars of
vengeance we are. Furies we are, with retribution written on our brows. Oh yes.

How harmless you look, my enemy, flat out on the grass, trussed up with that slly purple wire.
Purple for a king. King Cobra. Flattened by a pair of quick-foot mongooses. Purple, what a
hideous color. Wonder where Harskari found it? Slly, silly. King cobra wound in cheap taffy, one
of those poisonous colors they use for glop like that. Harskari, Harskari, it's lonesome in here
without you.

Kdl opened his eyes.

Her ambivaence vanished.

Enemy asimplacable astime.

She recognized the findity of this encounter. It was rather a comfort to know she had no choice.
Gretitude was an odd bond between them, but there it was. Hunter and hunted, bound in a kind of
complicity until the end of the hunt.

His eyes on her face, he moved his body in a rapid ripple that put sufficent pressure on those wires
to tdl him there was no way he could break them or break loose from them. He shifted his gaze to
Harskari, wasn't quick enough to hide the flicker of fear when he met her serene green gaze. There was
dready a changein Shareem’s body. A new persona wore it and shone through it. He looked away.

As he turned toward her again, she fdt a darkness tightening to a knot, reached into hm and
tweaked those nerves again, putting him under. There was no way he could stop that, as long as she
actedintime. Aslong as she didn’t let him distract her.

Harskari set her hands on her hips. “Do you think that’s going to change?’

Aleytys moved a hand, dropped it back to her side, her eyes fixed on Kdl as she waited for hm to
surface again.

Kel’s eydids flickered, opened.

“l can put you under faster than you can gtrike” she said quickly, hand lifted again, held as if she
meant to push away whatever he threw at her. “Don't think you can fool me, cousn—I'm aware of
every twitch in that twisted brain.”

“What do you want?’

“Grey.”

“Haven't got hm.”

“He sinyour trap. Tdl me how to release him.”



“You're dreaming. What trap?’

“You'relying. Do you think | can't tdl?’

“You want me to think you can.”

“Pd-empath, Kell. Among other things. How do | release Grey?’

“Go suck asun.”

“That’s your answer?’

“Only oneyou'll get.”

“l see” She dghed and stepped back. “Harskari, another favor. Fetch me a knife from the kitchen.
Make sure it's sharp.”

“Let me do thisfor you, Lee” Harskari scowled down a Kdll.

“No. Get the knife”

“Why a knife? Wouldn't it be easier ...”

“l don't want it eesier.”

Harskari pursed her lips looked as if she wanted to argue some more, but she findly nodded.
“Watch him.” She swung around and trotted toward the house.

“Don't try it, Kdl.”

He relaxed. “Ded?

“Tems?’

“The answers you want. Peace between us. My life”

“l wish | could believe ...” She dropped into a squat, frowned at him. After along slence, she Sghed
agan. “l wish ... | was never your enemy, Kdl. | never went after you .... I'm afrad theréll never be
peace between us as long as you're dive. That's the truth of it.”

“I'll swear peace at the Mesochthon on forfet of my place”
“Why don't | find that reassuring?’ She turned her head, spat on the grass. “Your word is worth
thet.”

His mouth pinched into a hard draight line. She watched him struggle to control himsdf, a pinpoint
hope beginning to burn in her in spite of her skepticism, a hope that he was trying to ded with the
madness tha drove him. Harskari came from the house, waking dowly, dmog hestantly. The
blued-sted blade of the knife caught the sun and gleamed with a dark deadliness that Aleytys knew was
modly in her head, not in the knife. Pressng her hand againg her gomach as it lurched, momentarily
digtracted by the knife and what it meant, she watched that blue-black sheen and forgot about watching
Kel.

Fire and dark exploded over her

shefdl down down down, shrinking as she fdl

tiny twisting whirling fluff caught in a huffing wind

enormous pressure on her, squeezing her smdler and amdler

queezing her to a point presence toward nathing nothingness

nada

But the pressure fatered before nada, before the endpoint when the point itsdf would vanish. It
returned an ingant later, strong as before, but she'd had a breath to anchor hersdf, she'd had chance to
fling up walls about hersdlf, then time to throw a tap into her black river, time to understand that Harskari
had thrown hersdf into this sruggle as before they would whipsaw him, break his timing, his
concentration. She sucked the dark energy into hersdf and blew it out a him. Ancther break in the
pressure; laughter bubbled in her, and she stabbed out and tweaked those nerves he could not protect
from her. Turned him off as eeslly as she turned out alight when she left a room.

Harskari laid the knife on his chest. “Ligen to me next time”

“Thanks” Aleytys pushed up off the grass where she'd curled up under his attack, kndt close to
Kel's head. She swalowed as she saw the bloody socket, the eye lesking itsfluids, and understood how
Harskari had managed the digtraction. She brushed the straggles of swesety har off his forehead, Sghed
for what seemed the hundredth time. “1 had to ask,” she said, very softly, dmogt tenderly. “There was a
chance he'd be reasonable” Her hand started shaking. She hed it out, gazed a it a moment, then



reached for the knife.

“Leg, if you won't put im down the easy way ...

“Eagy!”

“..thenlegmedoit”

“No.” She laughed, an ugly sound. “Averson therapy, old friend.” She looked & the knife, then at
the unconscious man. “1 could do it so gently, you know, a twigt and a pull and he'd be dead so fast he
wouldn't fed athing. | wouldn't fed athing beyond perhaps atiny absence, a ggp where something used
to be. And the next time, | wouldn't bother fussng. Bad man, crazy woman, pop! pop! angd of death
gtting judgment pop! pop! and where would it end? Old friend, | warned Shadith about the pull of her
body and how it would distort her reactions. | think it's time to warn you about that same thing. When
you rode dong as my resident conscience, you taught me well, my best of teachers; don’t back off now.”

Harskari passed a hand across her face, looked bewildered for a moment, then grim. She nodded,
but said nothing.

Aleytys kndlt without moving until she fdlt consciousness gir in him, waited until he groaned with the
pain in his mutilated eye, then she pushed the deeves of her robe up past her elbows, dashed the knife
hard and fast across his neck, hot blood splashing over her hands and wrigts.

Shefdt him die, suddenly and hard. She died with him, but unlike him, she came to life again a few
breaths later. Shuddering, her hand shaking so badly she nearly cut her leg, she bent to the Sde, set the
knife on the grass. She hugged her ams across her breasts, leaving bloody handprints on the
grass-stained white of her deeves, and began to cry, gulping tearing sobs that jarred her body but gave
her little rdief from the ache that seized on her, the cold spreading indde her.

Arms closed about her. Someone who seemed an uneasy amdgam of Shareem and Harskari held
her and rocked her and sang softly to her until the shock passed off.

With alast pat Harskari let go of her and moved on her knees to Kell’s body. She began prodding a
his torso with her fingertips, avoiding for the moment the splotch of drying blood.

Aleytys started to rub her eyes, stopped, grimaced at the sticky, browning sains on her hands. She
wiped her nose on her deeve, avoiding the bloody handprint, sniffed, scrubbed her hands on the grass,
then on the skirt of her robe, turned up a part of that skirt, wiped her eyes on it, blew her nose into it.
She kndt watching Harskari a moment. “What are you doing?’

“KdlI'skey grip. His dome and ship should be yours now.” Harskari began poking her fingertips into
the glutinous mess & the neck, clicked her tongue as she discovered the catch and popped it loose. She
pulled the front of the shipsuit open. “I thought s0.” A wide soft belt about Kel's waist. She used her
nalsto dig under the overlapping end and pried it loose. “Remember what Loguisse said. Seems to me if
you're the fird to touch it after he's dead, that transfers some sort of control to you.” Wrapping the end
around her left hand, she jerked hard. Kel’s body flopped about, it groaned as the air in his lungs was
expdled, his arms and legs flaled briefly at the grass, then went dill as the body settled back. Harskari
got to her feet, hdd out the belt. “Here. Takeit.”

“l couldn’'t ...” Her revulsion faded quickly; there were too many reasons why she mud. Kell wasn't
her only enemy on Vrithian. She needed a ship. Shareem’s wasn't ... she couldn’t use it, not for a long
long time. Harskari might as well have that; no doubt she counted on it. War, Kell, your war, and to the
victor the spoils. Oh-ah-Madar! Spoils. She quelled arisng hysteria and got shekily to her feet. “All
right. | agree. I'll dam the things. No. You carry the belt. | don’'t want to touch it, not yet.” She looked
down at hersdf.

“l want a bath.” The words came out sounding plaintive, like a child caling for something she wasn't
sure she was supposed to have. She closed her eyes. Madar! I'm falling apart. Giggles erupted from
her throat, surprisng her. “All ye dl ye out’sin free. Game's over. | won. Won. Look, a what | won ...”

Harskari mmphed at her, then led her back to the house. “Bath and breakfadt, that'll shut off this
nonsense.”

LOGUISSE: Take the body to the Mesochthon. Not pretty? Doesn't matter. Dump it in the middle of



the floor. Declare the war over and yoursdlf the winner (chuckle), though that would
seem rather obvious conddering the condition of your opponent. You're supposed to
hold yoursdlf ready to answer chalenges. | wouldn't worry much about that. There's
not a Stayer on Vrithian who'd dare come near you.

The dome and the ship. Dome fird. You've got his key strip? good. Shareem tell
you ... hot Shareem anymore? That will take some explaining. Right. Thisisn't the time
or method for explanations. Once you've made the announcement, go directly to
Kel's dome. Yes, leave the body. Not your reponsbility after ddivery. Where was
I? Go directly to Kdl's dome. All kephaoi are linked to the Mesochthon. Kell’s will
be wating for you. You could have trouble with it; he was a very complex man. |
uggest you tie Kell’s kephaos into yours, use it to hep you overlay Kdl's persona
with your own. If you run into something peculiar, give me acal.

The ship. Don't—I repeat do not—try anything with the ship until you've pacified
kephaos. A loyd ship won't kill you even inadvertently.

How long will this take? Optimdly, three to four days. Probably triple that.
Congratulations. Come see me when you have allittle time. We |l whip up some sort of
celebration. And you can tdl me about Kdl's downfdl and why Shareem it
Shareem any more.

Shareem’s Dome

Hadily erected shacks on a dusty rutted flat outside the ground entrance to the dome. A few
children, both kinds, orpetzh and gaaphorze, played together in the dust, watched over by a gdaphorze
femde and an orpetzh naish, stting Sde by sde on low chairs, chating together as Aleytys flew over,
working on something too smdl for her to see.

Ingde the dome: noise and bustle compounded as Harskari directed the work, reshaping house and
gardens to st her tastes. Aleytys landed on a dusty saucer, the dome opening automdicaly as she
approached to let her through.

She stood in the lock feding battered by the indescribable cacophony, the whiny rasp of saws,
syncopated hammer raps; shouts from the galaphorze swarming over the house, the orpetzh teeming
across the land; earthmoving juggernauts growling, grunting, clattering as they reshaped the surface; drills
hiting into the earth; backhoes laying pipe. Energy and excitement were thick as the noise—as if some
huge beast long dormant had suddenly waked to vigorous life.

Aleytys amiled. It begins, she thought. Vrithian is changing. She stepped from the lock and began
waking toward the smdl section of Shareem’s house that Harskari had Ieft intact, drding around an
orpetzh spading a flowerbed, then a squad planting an irregular line of smdl bushes with smoky blue-gray
leaves, jumped aside a the squawk of a horn and the chearfully obscene shout of the gaaphorze driving
alumber ded toward a knot of carpenters just vishle behind three huge old trees Harskari had exempted
from destruction when the rest of the garden was swept away. When she findly reached the door, she
flattened her hand on the cdl plate and smiled with rdlief as the door did open. As she had a handful of
times before, she said, “Ah, Lampos, how goes the trandformation?’

The damascened android bowed, the movement making his tracery shimmer. “With noise and verve,
anassa,” he answered as he dways did.

“Whereis she?’

“In the bookroom, anassa. Loguisse as0.”

“Wdl ...” She was both irritated and amused. “ That will save me some traipsing.”

She stood in the doorway watching them. They were too engrossed in what they were doing to
notice her. Loguisse had findly found someone to tak to. Once she'd gotten over her shock and
skepticism, she was excited by Harskari’ s higtory and fascinated with that ancient science she impetiently
refused to cal sorcery. Harskari’ s people had worked more by indinct and intuition than by any rigorous



development of theory, and Loguisse was immersed in an attempt to provide what she considered proper
mathematical descriptions of the forces and conditions Harskari described and illustrated. The two
women argued endlessy and with much passion over things Aleytys acknowledged to hersdf she'd never
comprehend. And Loguisse threw hersdf into the remodding of the house and gardens with a ferocity
nearly equaing Harskari’s.

The closeness between Harskari and Aleytys might never have existed. Aleytys was ill uneasy when
she saw her mother’s body walking about; she found it disturbing, rather like watching a zombie prance
on its coffin. Shareem’s pirit ... soul ... persona ... whatever ... was gone. There was nothing of her
mother left, yet when she saw her mother’s flesh vibrant with life, she could not come to terms with her
mother’s death. She could not grieve. That loss, that pain, was seded up indde her until she was bloated
with it, about to explode if she couldn’t find relief. She drew her hand across her brow, then amiled.
“Looks like you've got hdf of Guldafd working here,” she said.

The two women broke off what they were doing, looked around at her, Sartled. Harskari set her
gylus down, wiped her pdms with a handkerchief she pulled from the cuff of her deeve. “Lunchtime
dready? Or are you early?’

“Lunchtime. And more thantime. | see I'll have to tdl Lampos to make sure you eat something now
and then.”

Harskari laughed. “Yes, Mama”

Loguisse gave Aleytys a quick welcoming amile “Just as well we hire them. There's been an influx of
refugees from Agisheg the last severd years, and Guldafd’s economy is showing the drain. Apparently
Hyaradll has cancelled dl contact with the outside. The uplands of Agishag are reverting to desert.”

Change, Aleytysthought. Ah well, it was never going to be all sweetness and laughing. “He sad
don't cdl him again the last time | saw him.”

Loguisse looked austere. “All this interference with Vrithli lives, it's nonsense. Harskari agrees with
me WE Il guard our borders and leave the rest.”

“I thought you amply weren't interested in your Vrithli.”

Loguisse grinned. “That too.”

Lampos came to the door. “Archira, lunch is served. In the hdl where you wished.”

Harskari shoved her chair back and got to her feet. “Now that | think about it, I'm starved. Did we
edt breskfast?”’

“Not that | remember.” Loguisse followed Harskari across the room. “We started to, | think, but we
got into the amilarity equations and ...”

“No wonder I've got this hole in my middle. The tribulations of a bo ...” She glanced at Aleytys,
broke off. “Coming, Lee?’

“That’'swhat I'm here for.”

“Seems to me you invited yoursdf.”

“Sol did”

Aleytys angled the knife across her plate, set the fork besideiit. “1 had a reason for inviting mysdf.”

“And we're supposed to ask what it is?’

“No need to dir yourselves. I'm off.”

“What?’

“Thisevening. Ship's tested enough and I.... | can’'t wait any longer.”

“Avodng.” Harskari sighed. “Don’'t hope too much, Lee”

“l don't, but I've got to know.” She lifted her glass, tilted and rotated it so the last hdf inch of the
golden wine did across the bowl, leaving a faint film behind. “I'm taking some of Kel’s nagtier warbots.
Themand me...” She managed a brief amile “We can take on anything.”

“Andif Grey’'s dead?’

“l don't know. Yes | do. I'll go back to Wdlff for a while no matter what | find on Avosng. | ... |
need it ... | need the people there. And maybe Canyli can find aredly horrendous Hunt for me. Take my
mind off.”



“Coming back here?’
“In awhile. When doesn’'t matter, does it? The one thing I’ ve got plenty of istime”

Arkadj On Brephor

Vrithian
WITNESS[7]
A SHIPMASTER FROM ARKADJ

My nameis Polado Barrega. My ship is the Marespa. home port Vekro, part sal, part seam. My
crew are dl Arkadjonk. | won't have daves on a seagoing ship; it brings more trouble than it's worth,
and if you think I"d take on a Fosporat or a Y ashoukki, let metdl you | wouldn't trust one of them within
acable of my ship. | used to have a Fospor linguig, but | found he took bribes and screwed me bad a
couple times, so the next time we go out, he don't come back; some haddyronk are thanking me for
fresh meat. Since then | have learned enough of this and that to do my own bargaining, though
Y ashoukkim are dl over the place like fleas and the Suling Lallers are getting hard to figure. The undying
there are drawing in, trying to shut honest merchants out of Suling waters. Y ou can dill get into the harbor
a Obattar, though you get more stares than offers and you got to have the patience of a sneglok and you
got to have connections, and that | got. But it's getting hard, yah, | tdl you, it's enough to turn an honest
men crook. Don't know what’s happening, but seems to me the undying are getting touchier than ever,
and it's meking the randts that run things so itchy you can't tdl where they’ll jump. Sangdtra, it's hard
enough in ordinary times to keep my ship fuded and make a stinking little profit so | can feed my kids
and lay asde for my old age. Yashouk traders and Fospor merchants everywhere these days
undercutting you; those rotten little luggers can't carry a load of spit but there they are, promising,
promising, hdf the time they’ re pirates on the Side, a land-trader’ s lucky they don't take his skin and <l
that. Then you get home and find some Fospor naftiko anchored in your own port skimming off the
cream while you get tangled up in paperwork until it cost you a fortune in Slver to cut through it and he
gone before you finish and hdf the time he kill the market for your best goods. Sanstro-damned Fospor,
weren't for the undying, I’d get together with Toricas and Gestang and lay a hard hand on Tropagora
and put the fear of Salanggor into those godless squeeze-pennies and snesking cheats. Days like this, |
think I’'m going to burn to ash from the insgde when | think about Y ashoukkim and Fosporain and what
they're doing to me. Sdlanggor curse them, those undying. | know they been here since my granda's
granda was a nit, and his granda too, but anytime some hardworking merchant makes a change here and
there just to make things a little easier, they somp him. Hasn't never been a war, no matter how bad
things get. Smash an honest man but don't give shit about pirates; they can burn villages and snk ships
and who gives one holy damn about it? They just don’'t want men feding free, that's dl, they don’t want
men ignoring them, the shitheads; they want to play with us like dolls, that’s it, they look down here and
waich us and laugh. They don't care what we think. They don't care how much we try. But if we start
doing what we want to do, it's foot on the neck, face in the mud and breathe how you can. | could go up
to one of them and say | want to kill you, | could go up to haddyr-face Hrigis and say | want to ped your
skin off adrip a atime and feed it to you, | want to chop you into bat and catch a hold full of fish with
you. And she’d laugh inmy face and tdl meto lick her feet and I'd be on my bely licking. Yah, | tdl you.
And the bloodsuckers who run us, they’'re worse, the Vennor and Vannish and the leeches in the
government sucking us dry and eeting the mest off our bones. No, I'd never tak this way to ther faces,
not them, those vipers are too poisonous and too scared, they’d have me dead between one breath and
the next. And | can’'t do one thing about it, no one can, because those parasites are backed by the
undying, yah, the undying prop them up and let them go on draining us, seding the breath out of our
throats. But what can a man do? Live by his wits and scrape around the tangle of paperwork. Smuggle



what he can and get what he can for the rest. | think of the undying and there's a fire in my bdly. | think
of them watching, they’ ve come gralling by and betrayed me with a grin more than once, | think of them
watching and | wonder what it would be like to live where there were no undying, to go about your days
without some demigod peering over your shoulder. | wonder. Oh yah, | wonder.

Vrithian
on the obliquefile [4]

KEPHALOS TO SUNCHILD: Kel is dead. Hours, no more, before Hyarall goes.
SUNCHILD TOWILLOW: Kdl isdead. Timeisnow. Now the bow, now the anointed arrows.
SUNCHILD TO BODRI: Kdl is dead. Thetimeis now. Now the herds, the helpers. Fetch them.

Sunchild flitted away to wind in an elaborate gavotte with kephalos, a dance around the gtrictures that
bound it. Kephal os was not to notice what it knew was happening.

Willow watched Sunchild streak down the hillsde. For amoment she sat very 4ill, then she got onto
her feet with a swift surge of her amdl body. “Otter hunts” she sang. “Otter hunts in me. Watch, my
children, watch, Otter hunts” Still Snging, she dropped to her hands and knees and crawled into her hut.
The bow and arrows were wrapped in a fine cloth Sunchild had brought her, the stoppered gourd of
poosha sat beside the bundle. She gathered these and backed out, dicking her tongue in the rhythm of
her song.

Bodri came trundling into the camp. Humming her song, Willow straightened, stared. She hadn't seen
o’ beetle for more than hdf a Minachron. He' d changed. The garden on his back was gone, replaced by
amosaic of mosses. “What what?’ she said.

“I will start a new garden when the effort seems worthwhile,” he said.

“Your piece part, oI’ Bug. You get usin?

“Had better, hadn’'t 1? Ah Willow, sweet Willow, trust me, | have indeed worked out a way. While
Sunchild keeps kepha os occupied, with its consent, of course, we enter through the kitchen.”

Willow looked skepticdly at him. “Y ou dimb wall, bang door down?’

“No, Whisper in my heart, | walk through both doors.”

“And what do ironheads be doing?’

“You'll see. It'stime we went.”

They went quickly down the mountaingde, down the footpath they’d used many times to reach the
gardens or the lake, I€ft the path and circled to the back of the house where a high stone wdl shut in the
kitchen garden. Bodri stopped Willow and drew her into the shade of a lod-bush, making a grating,
gnashing sound of pure irritation.

“What? what?’

“Lazy skelos, they were supposed to have the herd waiting ... ah! There. Look.”

A amdl herd of girilk came trickling out of the trees, coaxed dong by a pair of sSx-legs who trotted
about them and touched them with dinging feders if they showed indination to move in the wrong
direction.

Moving a a lumbering gdlop, Bodri crossed the grass to the door in the wdl. One of the long thin
fingers a the end of a fore-right tentacle dipped through the hole he'd bored through the hard tough
wood and touched the latch button. He drew it swiftly back as the gate began to swing open. With a high
warbling cal he went through the opening, shoving the door as far back as it would go. Willow followed
him through, looked back. The girilk were trotting toward her, driven into a honking run by the skelos.
She grinned. Snesky o’ bestle.

The kitchen garden was a hdlf acre of cultivated land protected from roaming beasts by a high wall a



good three times Willow' s height. Bodri settled himsdlf into a crouch between two rows of peach—trees,
waiting for the herd to pass.

Willow broke away, ran between vine rows and crouched by the trunk of an espaliered pear. She
unwrapped the bow and strung it, dipped the strap of the arrow pouch over her shoulder. She thought
about nocking an arrow but changed her mind. Keep the hands free until you get close to what you're
tracking, Otter sang in her. Be loose and ready to ride the winds of chance. Bodri and she were
creeping up on Hyaroll, down the kephalos wind from him. And kephaos would keep the wind blowing
to them as long as they did not harm Hyaroll. When Bodri had finished mixing the right poosha, Willow
hed proved how benign it was by pricking hersdf with the point of an anointed arrow, had gone down
deep and come svimming out of deep unhurt. Kephaos would not betray them as long as they were
true.

Bodri came rushing through the vines as slent as thought. She grinned a him, excited and nervous
and a the back of her mind weaving a song of this hunt.

The girilk were munching briskly at some rows of thrix.

Bodri settled beside her, a mossy hump, head drawn indgde his carapace though his antennae curled
up and out, quivering in awind that didn't exist. She waited, Otter’s ghogt wetching over her shoulder,
his patience entering her, possessing her who had sedom been able to keep ill from one minute to the
next. She was warm with his presence and quiet now with a hunter’s unending gillness, waiting, waiting,
waiting, for the door to open.

Thegirilk snorted and crunched placidly down the rows, leaving a swath of kicked-up earth behind
them. The skelos were nowhere about.

The door hissed into the wal and an ironhead came out, a smdler one, more fragile than most she'd
seen. It rushed a the girilk, who snorted and shook their heads, danced away from it and began eating in
another section of the garden.

As soon as the door hissed, Bodri’s head came out, and he surged onto his Sx feet, tentacles hdd in
ready loops before him. While the ironhead was busy with the recacitrant herd, he moved with a swift
and powerful slence up the steps and into the house, charging the other one waiting insde. It stopped
what it was doing and stared, then three of Bodri’s tentacles closed around it and the fourth searched
over itstorso, did open a pand and twitched a plug loosg, killing it for that moment.

Willow followed him more sedately. While he was struggling with the ironhead, she dipped the needle
points of two arrows in the gourd of poosha, nocked one of them and held the second between two
fingers of her bowstave hand.

A tiny patch of gold light flitted into the kitchen, bobbed up and down in front of Bodri, then darted
away. Bodri rushed after it, Willow ran after him. They went up and up dong a lazlly spirding ramp to a
gmdl round room domed with colored glass where the sun came in hot and thick and gold.

Hyaradll lay face down on a padded table. The ironhead Megathen was kneading his shoulders and
back, taking to hm quietly. The room was filled with smal sounds, disant running water, the hum of
insects from some ancient summer evening, the lazy rustle of leaves.

Willow stepped past Bodri, lifted her bow and loosed the arrow, smiled as it lodged in Old Vryhh's
rump, two fingerwidths buried in the mound of muscle

Megeathen cried out and reached for the arrow. Hyardll ydled and started to swing around. Bodri
brushed past Willow, dmost knocking her off her feet, charged a Megathen, wrapped his tentacles
around the ironhead and pulled it away from the table. Willow set hersdf again, nocked the second
arrow, then put it in Old Vryhh's shoulder, high up in the muscle, taking care to hit a spot where the point
wouldn’'t do serious damage.

A moment of dillness as Hyaroll stared at her, fighting off the poosha longer than she'd thought
possible, Old Stone Vryhh. To her astonishment he smiled, began to lift a hand in sdute. Before he could
finish the gesture, the poosha took him and he collapsed in a hesp on the table.

Bodri held Megathen in a srangling grip, though the ironhead stopped sruggling the moment Hyarall
logt consciousness. Willow danced across to the table. “Slegp long, no dream, deep long, Old Vryhh, no
dream, Old Vryhh,” she sang to Old Vryhh, and shut his eyes for him. She pulled the arrows out of him



and tossed them aside, dipped into the pouch on her belt and smeared some styptic paste on the wounds
to stop the bleeding. No need to worry about evil demons crawling into those wounds, though puncture
wounds were the wordt. In the stasi's boxes even demons dept.

Sunchild came drifting in, collecting the piece of himsdf as he passed it. “Bodri, you can let Megathen
go; | need hisams” He hovered over Hyarall. “Willow-Willow, kephaos sends compliments on your
am.” He drifted back to the door. “Megathen, bring Hyaroll down to the Reserve. Willow, you and
Bodri better stay here awhile. This next bit’s, um, kind of touchy.”

Willow nodded. She had no desire to see that dread array again, tiers on tiers of boxes marching into
the darkness, meet |ockers filled with stopped lives.

Megathen picked up Hyaroll and followed Sunchild from the room.

Willow unstrung her bow and set it aside, dipped off the arrow pouch, checked to see if the cork
was tight in the poosha gourd and put that down too. Otter’s spirit dipped away from her, and she fdt a
sudden grief. She squatted on the mossy rug. It was too warm and breathless in here for her tastes, but
she st that aside and began hunting among her song dances. Her people didn’t fight wars, but now and
then a feud started up between two clans and went too far for the patanish to reconcile them; then it
lasted until one dan or the other ran out of folk. Yes, she thought, yes, | the lost living and my enemy
he gone. It was a song that needed nothing but the singer. It was a song that had no dance, no triumph,
nothing but sadness. She sguatted by the padded table and sang againg the amdl sounds the song of the
lest dive.

Sunchild returned while she was snging. When she finished, he came and squatted beside her. Otter
to the eye. “Kephalos says thank you for the song.”

Bodri’ s antennae quivered; Willow said nothing.

“It's done. HE' s tucked away in a stasis box. He won't die now, so we won't ether.”

Bodri stirred after awhile, shook himsdlf, his carapace swaying like a bdl. “I'm hungry.” He started
for the door. Sl saying nothing, even her body subdued. Willow gathered bow, arrows, the poosha
gourd and started out after him.

“Wait. The house is ours now. Everything. What do we do with it?’

Bodri stopped at the door, backed around so he could see Sunchild. “Not mine. Don't like wals. If
this place belongs to anyone now, | would say kephaos has it. Maybe the two of you. Willow?’

“No.”

“You sure?’

She stroked her throat, drew her shoulders up, hugged her arms across her breasts. “Can't breathe
this place.”

“You see?’

Sunchild quivered. “We see. Yes. Bodri?’

—

“Kephaos gets lonesome.”

“Let me think.” Bodri curled up his antennae, closed his eyes, swayed his big head back and forth.
“Ah. Let kephaos make ironheads that are just talkers, it can send them out and talk to everyone, so
we're comfortable and it's not lonesome.” Bodri chuckled, his carapace swvinging Sde to sdein time with
his laughter. “Not so different, after dl—old Vryhh wasn't doing that much these last years.”

Sunchild logt his dightly forlorn look. “Yes yes, let it be as it was, kephalos working everything and
usoutsde. We Il have to think what to do with the deepers, but there’s no hurry now, is there?’

Willow giggled, clapped her hand againg her sde and went dancing out the door. “No hurry, no
hurry, no hurry, none no more.”

Vrithian
action on the periphery [5]



Bygga Modig

Weary, aching, layered with grime, Amaiki hefted her bag of belongings and joined the dispirited line
of refugess filing off the ship. Never enough water, food that would choke a varka, the stench of too
meany cones in too smal a space, day on day on day in a shuddering juddering sckening dide and rall.
And beyond the body’ s suffering there was the raveing of the spirit. Elbow to ebow with dien cones
whose lines she didn't know and didn't want to know. Elbow to ebow with galaphorze seamen whose
sench nauseated her, on a battered rust-bucket whose owner had the indinctive greed of dl Arkadjonk.
The Marespa. She'd never forget it. Never. Its grime was ground into her skin, its creaks and thumps
and squedls and hisses had carved themselves into her brain. Even now Barrega harried his men into
prodding the weary line dong so he could wash his ship of them and rush back across the Istenger to
cram another load on board. The crowds were thinning on the wharves of Shim Shupat. If he dawdled
here he might even have to put out with a norma cargo rather than this jammed mass of dinking life

Thewhart they tied to was a the far end of abusy crowded port, the noise, the crowds, the amdl, dl
worse than those on the ship, but there was a different fed here, something freer and bolder that crept
ingde Amaiki’ sinsulaing coat of grime and gloom. Something wild ... it was hard to say just what it was,
but it cdled to that part of her which had responded so disurbingly to the laughter and shouts and songs
of the manai-gone-wild. She breathed in a great lungful of the ar, expdled it, sucked in more. She
wanted no trace of the Marigpa’s miasmaleft in her lungs. She walked off the ship with a straighter back,
her ears up and forward.

With a growling impatience she worked her way through the swarm of confused passengers tha
clotted the wharf, shoved hersdf to the gate and the U-shaped counter where a bored gaagphorze mde
sat quedtioning each cone before he or she or na could leave the wharf, punching the answers into a
datarec, turning afew back, passing the others on, samping some hands, leaving the others bare.

NAME: Amaki-maneta line Jlismed Sinyas
PURPOSE IN COMING TO GULDAFEL: Tojointhe rest of my mate-meld who are aready here.

THEIRNAMES: Keran-manetai line Snyasmed Sinyas
Betaki-tokontai line Yarimm meld Sinyas
Muri-tokontai line Snyasmed Sinyas
Kimpri-maneta line Hussou meld Sinyas
Se-Passhi naish Sinyas

The gd gphorze glanced a the readout, grunted, then waved her through the gate. She waked down
the cruddly built chute that shuddered and bounced under her feet. At the other end of the chute a tdl
conc femde hdted her. “Hands” she said.

Amaki held out her hands, pdm up.

“Over.”

Irritated but too weary to argue, feding like a naughty child hauled before the line mother, she turned
her pdms down.

With a grunt much like the galaphorze the cone motioned to the left. “That way.”

The chute split into two arms beyond the counter where the cone sat. Amaki started down the left
branch, looked over her shoulder. A mate-meld was being directed down the right. A angling like her
was the next, hands ingpected, waved after the med. Another Sngling, hands held out, sent after her. She
shrugged and went on. No tdling what criteria they were udng, and she was too tired to bother
Speculating.

The chute opened onto a noisy street. She stepped out, moved aside to give those fallowing room to
go by while she decided what to do. None of those passng dong the street paid much attention to her, a
glance or two from the gaaphorze and conoch’hi and other orpetzh moving briskly both ways dong the
street, mixing with deds piled high with boxes and baes. Horns blatting congtantly, shouts, laughter, voice
rased in a sudden explosion of anger; the noise was extravagant and bewildering, the colors were as raw



and confusng. She blinked; it was impossible to focus on anything; there were no patterns anywhere she
could find to give her a place to start as she tried to make some sense out of the chaos around her. It was
ugy and loud and strange and she should have hated it—and she did hate it, but there was aso
something seductive about the vigor and diveness of the scene, something that energized her.

“Ami-dm. Ami-am.” Muri came running across the street, dbowing his way through the walkers,
darting around the deds, exchanging unserious curses with one of the drivers who came close to running
over him. He dammed into Amaiki, nearly broke her in hdf with the urgency of his hug.

Amaki laughed and stroked his weedy crest. “Oh it is good good to touch you again, sm-sm, my
Muri, my sweseting, my jintii.”

He caught her hand and tugged her awvay from the wadl. Frightened and excited, she followed him
into the confusion in the Strest, trying to ignore the nudges and shoves from gadaphorze and orpetzh dike.
Orpetzh. Not just Conoch’hi from Agishag, but cousns from dl over the world, strangers whose
manners and smells and voices and languages were dmogt as dien as those of the galgphorze.

Muri didn’t try to talk to her, but led her a atrot through a maze of streets, deeper and deeper into
the city, away from the waterfront. Gradudly the noise and confusion died to a managegble levd. There
was dill a disurbing strangeness about the place, and the thick lowland ar was hard for her to handle
even dfter the months on the ship.

Muri dowed alittle and turned into a narrow street with high wals on both sides. Over his shoulder
he sad, “Not much further, Ami-am.”

She nodded, though he didn’t wait for her response. Muri too-quick. Laughing ingde for the firg
timein days, she hurried after him.

He stopped before a door set deep in the wall, tapped the cdler plate and stood waiting.

In a moment the door hummed into the wal. Muri caught her wrigt and pulled her indde with him.

A garden like her own. Not exactly, the plants were strange, but the patterns were as familiar as
breething, so wonderful, so comforting. She tried to linger, but Muri hurried her on. “Pinbo has done wel
for hersdf over here, Ami. Thisis her meld-house. Med Likut-Dassha runs a trading company and has
shopsin just about every Dum and galaphorze Garat in Guldefe.” He pushed open a gate, in an archway,
moved into another garden, this one not quite so familiar. “Things are crazy here, Ami-am. No work, the
price of everything, well, you wouldn't believe what folk have to pay for a week-old egg. Hadn't been
for Pinbo and her med, we' d've had a miserable time. She's even found work for us. The undying here
isrebuilding everything in her dome; we're going north soon as you' ve rested a bit. Good thing about that
isthe undying is paying usin land. We ll have a place for oursaves again, Ami-sm. One year’s labor for
the undying and that's dl.”

Amaki jerked loose, cold and fearing and angry, dl pleasure lost. Undying. | forgot, ay mother, |
forgot what | knew coming across the uplands. The undying. Here too. Everywhere. Back to the
same futile dependence. She fdt hdpless and furious. Muri was garing at her, surprised by the turn in
her. “Undying,” she whispered, then spat. “Not again. How could you, Muri, how could any of you ...”

“It' sdifferent here,” Muri said, spesking dowly for once. “I know, | understand, but you'll see. This
undying is hardly ever here, she doesn’t want anything from us except what she pays for. It's dways
been like that, Ami. No one here depends on her for anything; they wouldn't get it if they tried. This is
our chance to make a new life, ared life, Sm-am.” He patted her arm. “I know, we dl know. Come.
You're just worn to a nub, that’s dl. Whew! after that trip we could hardly move an eax.”

Struggling to ded with the anger knotting her insdes, Amaiki walked slently beside him.

“The one thing you'll redly have to get used to,” he said as he led her into a court behind the main
house, “is dl the gdaphorze about. But they're not so bad when you get to know them. It's the other
orpetzh that, well, the way they act, ahhhgh, Ami ...” His ears flickered, his hands flalled the air. She was
dartled into laughter, and after that the tenson drained quickly out of her.

Then they were in the guesthouse, touching and hugging, a confuson of tak, everyone & once, no
one bothering to listen, no one minding that no one heard what they were saying.

Then Betaki brought in the new hatchling and gave nato Amaiki. She held the smdl soft body close
to her, fdt the little mouth sucking at the side of her neck, tasting her flavor, adding it to the other flavors



na knew as na's own. She blinked away tears and couldn't speak. Se-Passhi pressed agang her, the
others made a circle about her, lgpping her in their warmth. All the aches and sorrows and the bitterness
she brought across the sea with her washed out of her. They'd be back, she knew that well enough, but
now there was no room for anything but a joy beyond words.

About midmorning the next day, they carried children and gear aboard a Pd river barge and started
north into their new life

Cabozh On Gynnor

Vrithian
WITNESS[8]
A MAID SERVANT IN DEIXCIDAO

My nameis Meni Peraroz. What you see iswhat you get. Ma was a servant and Grandma and they
both married servants. I'm not married yet, but if | can’t get away from here, that's my fae too. One of
those haf-assed would-be wolves out there prowling the hdls. Then a kid a year until | die of it or he
gets bored and waks. Me? You got any idea what happens to women who wak out on ther men?
Don't be afool, you. | got to get away before | get stuck, yeh, yeh, forget it, wasn't making no pun, you
show where your head is. Do | redly think I'll be better off in Borbha or Cobarzh? Oh yeh | do. This
placeis dead. Frozen. It's alittle looser out there, or so | hear. Do | believe it? Sure. | have to, don't |?
Am | scared? You do ask stupid questions. Sure I'm scared, but look what I've got here. Creepy old
Zergo around the bay in his dome, he likes things staying the way they are. He makes sure they do. Every
time someone here tries to do something different, the undying somps on him. Anyone with any push, he
gets out young. Me? I'm going on for nine [about Sxteen standard]. Ma's dl right but my aunts and
everybody ese, they’re pushing me to get married before I’'m so old no man'll want me. Even Her, she's
pushing her fat nosein my business. Who? Her. The Midtress, who ese? So what? So | sgned my name
on the Agencharodh' s lig. Course | can write, my ma saw to that. | know most of us can't, but she saved
out some of her tips, hid it where Dado couldn’'t get to it and drink it up, and she hired a Tempestao
haf-priest to teach me and my sster. Sheleft last year, my sster did. We haven't got word one from her,
but | figure maybe where she is it's rough getting the coin to send a message. Where was |, ah yeh, |
sgned my name on the Agencharogh's lig, the bride lig. Lot of those men who left want old-country
wives. What if | don't like mine? Tdl you. | run, that's what. | figure there's probably someone I'm
gonnalike better. Yeh, I'll get married. What ese can a girfl do? But my kids will have it better. There's
dways away. Ma showed me that. But you got to fight hard and you got to fight smart and you got to
know you can't do much for yoursdf, but your kidswill have it better’n you, or what's the use of living?
Cobarzh. They say it’swild and dangerous, but there' s land for the taking. Fight smart and hold hard to
what you got. I’'m gonna make something of mysdf. You'll see.

Avosing
action on the second line [2]

Sucked through a too-smdl hole. Pain scraping dong her body. Disorientation. Terror. Anger. A
amashing blow. Something stopped her like danming againg a brick wall, then punted her into a vast
nothingness where she log dl sense contact, even the fed of her own body.

More confuson. She never quite lost awareness, but for a while dl she had was an assurance that
she dill lived. Until she came to rest, a quivering shivering nothing.

She couldn't fed her body.

Rush of fear and rage that dmaogt tore her apart. Fear she' d been wrenched loose from her hard-won



body, condemned to that tenuous existence she' d known as a prisoner of the diadem.

After thefirg shock dissipated, she understood what had happened. Attacking the Ajin's body with
those claws had triggered Kdl's trap. Remembering Grey and Ticuit tuning and twisting in the screen,
bodies intact, she clutched a hope and camed hersdlf further. She wasn't as hdpless as the others would
be, she knew this state (or one too like it for her comfort), had learned to ded with it, drcumventing its
redrictions. What she’d done before, she could do again.

Usng her adopted gift and old experience, she reached, probing through the nothing about her.

Linfyar. Screaming with hiswhole body, terrified, doubly blinded now.

*Linfy, Linfy,* she sent to him, his name over and over, nothing more, until her mind-voice punctured
his panic and quieted him.

*Shadow?* Voice echoing like a shout in her mind, sense of floundering.

*Hang on, Linfy, I’'m going to try moving over to you.* Keeping her hold tight on him, she willed
hersdf toward him, the ache in her head this brought on paradoxicaly welcome because a least she was
feding something. Then she was touching something, though she ill couldn’t fed her own body. Not
much. It was a blurred, dull simulus that crept like a dow fuse dong her, dow currents dirring in a body
amod turned off, but there, thank whatever gods there be, there. Linfyar dung desperately to her,
trembling dl over in agonizingly dow shudders.

*Linfy, Linfy, it sdl right, it is. We're in the trap, that’s dl, but I’'m going to get us out. Trust me,
Linfy, trust me, haven't | got us loose before? Don't worry, don't fuss I'll get us out.* She rubbed her
hand up and down his back, pressng hard so she could fed what she was doing, so he could fed it.
Fndly helay quiet againg her; some of his heat crossed into her and she began to fed hersdf somewhat
more. She started to pull away, but he butted into her, clutched franticdly a her. *Easy, easy, Linfy,* she
sad. *You're hurting me, imp, ease off or I'll have bruises in places | wouldn't want to explain. Ah,
that’'s better. | know you're sorry, imp. Lisen to me. Let me go. Grey's in here too. And Ticutt and
Taggert. I've gat to find them, Linfy. Umm. There' s something you can do. | can't say anything or hear
anything through my ears, but your range is way wider than mine. You can hdp me hunt. Try your top
and bottom and see if you get any echoes, huh? She thought a moment. *If it doesn’t work, don’t
worry, I'll keep touch with you, you won't get logt. All right?

Shefdt curiosty and a growing excitement in him, an excitement that swamped his panic; turning his
focus off his helplessness and setting him to doing something about it made an immediate difference. He
let himsdf swing away from her, though he did keep one hand closed panfully tight about her arm. She
fdt him get set, then fdt the effort he was putting into throwing out the sound, fdt his disappointment
when there was no return. Then he started pulsng again, long dow bests that she didn't actudly hear but
fdt as tickles across her skin. She diffened, nearly choked on her excitement. I'm fedling that. *1 fed
that,* she mind-ydled at Linfyar. *| fed that.* Linfyar radiated glee, then pressed harder, ddighted with
the tickling thrum. A sound that was a physca presence here, as solid as their flesh.

He let go of her, began tuming in a dow cirde, throwing out the subsonics. He burned with
excitement when he located another three echo points evenly spaced about him.

*| did it, Shadow,* he sang to her. *| did it, way way down, ‘bout asfar as| can go. Three and you,
Shadow. Three and you.*

This was the find evidence that her body was here with her, not just a hope and a prayer and
sf-ddugon. * Splendid, Linfy. I'm going to try reaching them. This one on my left first. Keep track of
me, will you, and tdl meif I’m going wrong, huh?

*Sure, Shadow.* He was a little trembly at the prospect of her going awvay from him, but he had
enough information coming in so he didn’'t fed whally lost and could regain that stubborn independence
circumstances had built in him.

She pushed, ignoring the ache in her head, knew she was drifting away from Linfyar because she logt
the body-sense of his presence. *Who?* she thrust at the faint warmth that drew her. *Who?*

After severd repetitions and a dow drift closer, she got a startled response from the presence ahead.
*Who?* came back at her.

*Shadith. Friend of Aleytys. You?*



*Grey. Shadith?*

*You' ve met me*

*No ...*

*When | sang through Le€e's body.*

*What >

* Shadith the singer. From the diadem.*

*Leel* More energy in the mind voice, then pain, then a sudden fear and anguish. * Another
dream.*

*No. Leg's nowhere near here, and you're not dreaming.* She willed hersdf to drift closer to him;
she couldn’'t think talk and shift podtions a the same time, so she gave hasdf successve pushes
between fragments of speech. *Head ... sent me and ... Taggert ... after Ticuit dropped ... out of ... no,
you wouldn't know ...* In each of the pauses she surged closer. *When she didn't ... hear from you ...
after four months ... Head sent Ticutt ... to see ... wha he could ... find out ... when he stopped ...
reporting ... Head waited ... for Aleytys, but we ... figured ... it was a trap for ... her, s0 she went ...
somewhere d<e ... suck Kdl off ... so we wouldn't have to ... fight im off ... while we looked for ... youl
Uh!* She wrapped hersdf around him. * Grey >

*Red ?*

*Fed that.* She pinched hisarm hard, pushing back her dismay a how wasted it felt.

He shuddered, the contact closer to bresking him than those eternities of nothingness. She hdd him
and let im sob and gtruggle into cam, knowing it was good that she was here instead of Aleytys to see
his weakness and hep him ded with it. For his pride’s sake and Le€'s place in his life He'd dedt with
Aleytys taking over his pogtion as premier Hunter. After dl, he'd been expecting that to happen; he was
aging and it was the naturd order of things for him to pass on into other aspects of Hunters as he
withdrew from active fidd service. That this had come before he was ready to retire and it was his lover
who replaced him, that had been difficult to swallow, but he was strong enough in himsdf to accept that,
and her specid heritage had in a way eased the trangtion. And he'd seen her grieve for her son, he'd
comforted her and helped her through it. This was different. Not something he wanted between himsdf
and Aleytys. Shadith was a stranger to him, a name, an acquaintance he could trust enough to fal apart in
front of without shame or a sense he' d have to live with the memory of his breakdown every time he saw
her. She waited in slence, holding him, saying nothing, letting him wear through the reaction and come
shuddering back into control.

*Where's Lee? he said findly.

*Vrithian. Look, if you concentrate and will yoursdf aong, you can move. A minute, | can show you
... LINfy?*

*Uh-huh?*

*Got us located?*

*Yah*

*Who's closest to us? What direction?

She fdt the brushing tickle of his subsonics, then it moved on. A moment later, sounding more
confident than before, with more than a touch of cockiness, he said, *Go et and ease back toward me,
like you' re coming down alazy hill.*

*Gotcha. You hear that, Grey? No? Hmmm. Well, ligen* She repeated what Linfyar had sad,
dtering directions to fit his orientation. “1 think dl of us ought to get together. I'm getting glimmerings of
maybe a plan.*

She fdt the graining of his body, the hard knots of what muscle he had Ieft as he struggled to do
something he didn’'t know how to do, powered by desire and will. They were moving faster, she was
sure of it, she could actudly sense the medium, it fdt like half-set gdatin. His will blended with hers was
more effective than hers done. Her optimiam increased. If they could build up enough momentum in here,
maybe she could jump them dl out. After dl, she was experienced in this sort of legp, popping from the
diadem matrix into the body she was wearing now. Of course, she had Aleytys powering that jump and

guiding her, but maybe, just maybe ...



They dammed into another form. Grey grabbed at it; Shadith wrapped hersdf around them both and
did her best to steady thar tumble. When they were quieted, she touched the other. Ticutt. Cautious
Ticutt, who went into nothing without thinking it through three times and then again. *Ticutt,* she sad.
*Shadith. A friend of Aleytys. Grey’s here with me.*

Ticutt went giff. Evenin hismind there was dmost no response.

*You got that? | come to get you out of this, (chuckle) | suppose | mean get us out now.*

Slence a moment longer, then quiet dow words, no emoation in them, “spoken” with the mild
precison of his ordinary speech. *A good trick. If you can do it.* The mindvoice shook alittle on the last
words, but he wouldn't dlow himsdf to show more of the terrors that haunted him, couldn’t dlow
anyone to know how shattering his relief was. Grey could weep and shiver and purge his self-created
demons because Shadith was the only witness. Precise and prideful, jedlous of the reputation he had for
his cam assessment of possihilitiesin the most unnerving circumstances—and with Grey there to see him
falter—Ticutt could not dlow himsdf to show any of the demons working on him.

*Wel* she said, *1 hadn’t planned on being in here with you when | started this. But I've got an
idea or two. Come on. Let's go find Taggert.*

*He's here too?* Grey spoke more dowly than before; he was running on the dregs of his strength,
and there was nothing here to replenish it.

*A little way off. Point us, Linfy.*

*Uh-huh.* Tickle of subsonics passng over them, moving on. “Left again. Turn. Turn. Turn. Stop!
Go oninthat direction.*

*Got it. And you come over to us, Linfy. Then we start working on bugting out of here.*

*Got it.*

*Ticutt, if you put your mind to it, you can move yoursdf. Keep hold of us and shove*

Thistime she rode a power that woke in her awild excitement, like the times she'd handled Lee's
tdent and fdt that surge of strength that was only barely within her control. They cannoned into Taggert
and went oinning into nowhere, findly steadied, rocked as Linfyar landed on them, steadied again.

*Hi, Tag. That old acquaintance agan.*

*Shadow. What the hell.*

*Me and Grey and Ticutt and Linfyar.*

*Grey! You dl right, man?

*He can't hear you, Tag. Looks like I'm the only one who can tak in here. Umm. Maybe not.
Maybe | can be a kind of switchboard. Focus on me, Tag. Focus on me, Ticutt. Focus on me, Linfy.
Can you dl hear me now?*

*Yﬁ* *YS.* *YS.* *YS.*

Echoes bounced about indde her skull. She waited till the worst was over, then she said, “Tag, keep
the focus on me and seeif you can tak to the others.”

*Right. Grey, can you hear this?

*Coming through. Sorry to hear you, old friend.*

*Sorrier to be here. What did it to you?

*Got a chance to put my hands on the Ajin. Looked good, fast snatch and out. No oppos worth
mentioning. Got a handful of Ajin—and here | am.”

*Uh ... huh! Ticutt, you ligening?*

*| hear you both. Same with me. | got what looked like a safe shot. | took it. Here | am.*

*Uh ... huh! Shadow, you dill hearing this?

*Yes. Looks like we tripped the trigger when we put the claws in. Linfy, you ligening?

*Uh ... huh! Shadow.*

*Right. (chuckle) Ligen, everyone. | said | had had a few ideas. Grey, did you notice how much
faster and easier we made the move for Taggert when Ticutt was helping with the push?*

*| noticed. Lot more energy.*

*Energy increase feds geometric rather than additive. Which is interesting. Ordinary sounds don’t
seem to trave in here, but Linfyar can make sounds and hear them a long way past both ends of our



range. He tried out the top end and didn’'t get anywhere. Then he tried the low end. He located you for
me with some very low notes, about as far down as he can go. Don't bother tdling me sound waves tha
long are lousy for echo location. It shouldn’t work, but it does. Which means something, but who the hell
knows what? | sure don't. But | don't have to know how it works to use it. What | think is this we
should link up with Linfy and give him energy to push his notes way out so he can explore this miserable
hole for us. If he can find some kind of, well, edge, something to push againgt, we can try bustiing through
it. I don't know where we'll be if we break through, but just about anything's better than this. Even dead.
Don't you think? If any of you has a better idea, say something. No? Right, then, focus through me.
Linfy, I’'m going to start feeding you some push; pinch me if it gets more than you can handle. You dtart
feding about and see what you can find.*

*Got it, Shadow.*

*Here we go. Start looking, imp.*

Avosing
thelines converge

Stretched out on a grassy kndll that kneaded itsdf to her shape whenever she shifted postion, a
pleasant noisy stream running behind her, huge horans risng on three sides of her, invishle kuskus snging
in them, their fivefingered leaves whipering just loud enough to be heard over the water, Aleytys
watched Avosng grow larger in a viewscreen thirty meters on a side. Ship nudged into an orbit that kept
it Sationary over a mountain range that ran through a broad continent, part woodlands, part immense
prairies, rippling grass that mugt have reached horizon to horizon for anyone standing on the ground.
“Where sthe trap?’

“There” A flashing light in the mountains. “We are mantaining postion directly over it

“Any difficulty with probes or visuds?”

“Aleytys” Ship sounded pained. Its voice had dtartled her the fird time she'd heard it. Shareem’s
voice. For awhileit curdled her somach every time ship spoke to her, but she didn’t try to change it.
Shareem’s voice. After what he' d done to her. Why? What did it mean? He tormented her, he killed her,
why did he have to own this smdl piece of her? Lot of whys There was an urgency in her to know as
much as she could about Kel now that outside urgencies no longer existed for her. He was dead, but she
hed as yet unshaped plans for digging into him like a xenologist into a city mound.

“And the trigger?”’

“Theredso.”

An inert square bloomed on the image of the world, isolaing a Sngle mountain, a huge long-dead
volcano with alake in its crumbling center. The square spread out, another square bloomed in the center
of it, a schematic showing the pier, the landing fied, the outer structures, the confusng web of tunnds
running through the mountain’'s stone. At a confluence of lines near the edge of the stone she saw the flare
making the scaffolding that supported the mechanisms which created and hed in place the pocket
universe and brought into being the umbilica joining the two when anyone attempted to lay hands on the
Ajin with aggressive intent. A short way on, a pinlight flashed. The trigger. So the Ajin was home, waiting
for her, though he didn't know that.

Aleytys sat up, the knall shifting shape to conform to her unexpressed wishes, reading muscles and
posture to gan a disconcertingly accurate knowledge of her intentions before she'd formulated them to
hersdf. “What' s down there?

Beside the map, ship ligted the number of mercenaries, technicians and support personnd. Shadith,
Taggert and Linfyar weren't among those. Either they had been sucked into the trap aready or they
hadn't gotten this far. Aleytys sighed. “Weapons? Anything to worry us?’

“Nathing the warbots can’'t handle. I'll watch. If the numbers are too greet, I'll thin your weeds for
you. Take Abrawith you—we're linked; even stone that thick won't break the bond.”

Aleytys got to her feet “I'll do that. Get me to the lander.”



The lander swooped down, ignaring fire from the base, drugging off beams and missles with a
contemptuous ease. It settled onto the landing fidd and disappeared beneeth a hot yelow dome as one
Sde opened out to let Aleytys, Abra and Sx warbots come sweegping out. The 9x ‘bots moved out in
tight circle about Aleytys, waking with the snuous flickering stride of the scorpions they vagudy
resembled.

With the warbots wiping dl resistance before and behind, irresgtible as a tsunami, she swept through
the trees and the mercenaries, burned her way into the main building;, she blew the offices and centra
control to smoking shards, moved farther in, griding aong just short of a run, mouth set in a grim ling,
hair blowing free; nothing could touch her, nothing could stop her, into the lava caves she went, leaving
two ‘bots to guard the mouth of the main tunnd and two others to search out and destroy anything or
anyone that attacked them. Behind her the mercenaries and technicians and others dill dive began
gathering whatever they could get ther hands on and heeding for the boat, the fliers or the few hidden
tralsleading out of the crater. Some among them stayed behind, those that had bought whét the Ajin was
sling; they retreated into the rockfals and sniped a the ‘bots or tried to work their way into the tunnds
and rescue the Ajin.

Aleytys stopped before the door to the Ajin's quarters, stood back while one of the warbots melted
the lock out of it and kicked it in. The ‘bot skittered indde on multiple multissgmented legs. Its armored
scanners whirled over the Sx surfaces of the room, its weapons pattered at high speed, taking out the
lasers in the walls, the mines in floor and ceiling, shedding everything thrown &t it, letting the remaining
‘bot shidd Aleytys and Abra from the flare-offs. The room was clean in seconds. The ‘bot skittered to
one Sde and waited.

Abra beside her, Aleytys strode into the room, looked around. The wadls were mdted and
congedling, splatters of cooling stone were flung across the cratered floor, most of the furniture was torn
and leeking its quffing, smoldering here and there, adding its stench to that of hot stone and charred
wood. A dim metd case leaned againg a amoking chair, its negt, precisdy machined lines like a shout in
dl that disorder. “What's that?”

Abra crossed the room, picked it up, opened the catches. “Psychprobe. Portable. Suggetion:
Taggert? Aleytys shook her head. “Impossible to say. Where now?” Abra pointed, moved ahead of her
down the hdlway. One warbot followed them, the second stayed to guard the door. Abra stopped a an
open door, shone light into the room. The Ajin lay unconscious in a mess of bloody sheets and blankets,
atangleweb smeared across his naked body, claws at the end of two extensble rods set in wrigt and
ankle, blood crusted about the wounds, alittle ill trickling. An hour since the attack, not more, probably
less. Shadith and Taggert; Abra was right about the probe. She moved closer to the door. A metd am
flashed before her, sopping her. “No,” Abra said. “Ship says don't pass the door.”

“I hear.” Asthe arm dropped, she said, “Turn the light on that amdl table by the bed.” A heavy slver
ring gleamed in the harsh glare of the light. She recognized it immediatdy. The trigger. She reached for
her power river, filled hersdf from it, pleased that it seemed to take little more effort even though she'd
taken off the diadem, reached for the ring.

She couldn't lift it.

That puzzled her. 1t wasn't that heavy; couldn’t be if the man wore the thing. She tried for a firmer
hold, but her mindfingers dipped off as if the metd were greased; she staggered backward as her
concentration dipped with her reach, landed with a whoosh againgt aforeleg of the ‘bot behind her. She
graightened and went back to scowling at the ring. What next? Send one of the ‘bots after it? She
rubbed at the buttock that had dammed into the *bot’s leg. Send it and lose it, if the ship was right. She
began prodding ddlicatdly at the ring with the fingertips of her outreach, pit-a-pit-a-pit, throttling back the
frudration that made her want to scream, pit-a-pit-a-pit, soapy metdlic fed under her mindfingers,
couldn’'t get a grip anywhere.

Abruptly she dapped her sde. “Aschla’s hdls, I'm stupid stupid stupid.” With a shaky laugh she
reached for the bedtable and began diding it dowly and carefully toward the door. It moved with atouch
of reluctance, but came dong to her tugging without chalenging her hold.



She' d moved the table about a meter when a grayish patch formed in the ar above it. She diffened,
stopped the table where it was and waited.

The grayness bulged and throbbed. It split, decanting a dump of bodies dinging together. The dump
hit the floor with a whidle, severd grunts, and a hissng curse, broke apart into five forms. Shadith
scrambled onto her feet, pulling Linfyar up with her. Taggert rolled up into a crouch, scanning for trouble.
Ticutt came up more dowly, holding himsdf in tight control. Grey didn’t bother getting up, just lifted his
torso, bracing himsdf on his elbow. He grinned at the doorway. “Lee”

She blinked back the tears that blurred her eyes; it was a minute before she could speak. “Well.
Good to see you. Grey. At least | think so. You look like a Slvercoat after a hard winter.”

“You pop the bubble?’

“Not me” She nodded & the bedtable. “I was giving mysHf fitstrying to get hold of that ring.”
Shadith walked over to the table, poked at the ring. “This the trigger?’

“According to Kell’s ship.”

“Uh. | takeit heisn't around anymore.”

“No.”

“Mmm. You know, | think your moving the table messed things up just enough so we could crash

“I doubt it. Coincidence, that's dl. That | was here” Aleytys turned to the android. “What's ship say
about the door?’

Pause. Abra stood poised, head tilted, light meking a grotesquerie from the planes of his nonface.
“Ship says don't go in yet. Ships feds a force about the doorway. Ships suggests you get hold of the
nng.”

“And what happens if Shadith tries to lift it?” Pause. “Don’'t know.”

“Shadow?’

“l can't see gpending the rest of my life in this room.” She poked tentaively a the ring; over her
shoulder she said, “What's Harskari think?’

“Harskari’s along way from here, getting settled in body and home. She said to say hdlo.”

“Ah.” She swung around. “And our common curse?’

“Stting in a lokbox in the ship till | hand it over.”

“Um. That sort of complicates things”

“l wouldn't argue with you on that. You want a guarantee? I'll come after you if it comes to that.
Promise”

“You know | don’'t mean anything like that, Lee. I'm just taking to get my nerve up. Here goes.” She
switched around again and reached for the ring. She couldn't lift it. When she tried to tighten her hold,
her fingers dipped off. “Shit” She tried again. “Like it's greased or something.” She looked at her
fingers, wiped them on her swester.

Taggert touched her shoulder. “Let me see what | can do.” His fingers dipped off no matter how
hard he pinched. He tried shoving the ring Sideways off the table. It wouldn't budge. The table tipped
over, the ring stuck firmly in the center of it. He picked the table up and set it onitslegs.

“That seemsto settle that.” Aleytys looked quickly at Grey, turned away; he was stretched out on the
rug, his eyes closed, his gaunt face ill; he hardly seemed to breathe. “Tag, see if you can find something
to push that table through the door to me. Stay as far back as you can.” She glanced a Grey, then Ticuit.
“Hurry alittle, please.”

Taggert frowned at the nearest of the claw rods, shook his head; he prowled about the room, found
acloset, a wooden rod holding some of the Ajin's dothing; he knocked it loose and brought it back, hed
it fla in front of him. *“Should be long enough.” He st the table close to the door, then used the rod to
nudge it through.

The table juddered through the doorway, the ring suddenly loose, dunking againg its top as it
shivered from the rug to the tiles of the hdlway. Taggert stepped back and stood leaning on the rod,
watching Aleytys as she scooped up the ring. She ran fingertips over the incised design on its square flat
top. “I can't read anything inthis” she said. “ Abra, what about the doorway now?’



A long slence, then the android spoke. “Ship says, dill activity around the doorway. Ship does
not—repeat, does not—think you should be the one to try crossing. Ship says Kdl has certanly set
gpecid snares for you.” Silence again. “Ship says snce dl the captives are out, she is going to burn out
the scaffolding, let the bubbleverse collapse. That should remove the last danger. Ship says wait, don't
do anything yet. Ship iscoming in low to make sure of the cut, says she stops talking now because she is
busy. Wait.”

Aleytys drew her hand across her forehead, down the sSde of her face, pressed it againg her mouth,
her eyes fixed on Grey.

Shadith glanced at her, went to kned beside him. “He sdl right, Lee, just taking it easy.”

Grey chuckled suddenly, tried to gt up. Taggert dragged a char over to him, raised his shoulders so
he could leen againg it. He looked exhausted but dert. His hands were shaking on his thighs, the cloth of
his trousers, bunched about wasted legs, trembled with the trembling of his hands. “Don't fuss, Lee.”

“I'll fussif | want. Look at you.”

“l have felt more heroic.”

“Wdl, it's better than dead. | thought ...” She broke off as Abra touched her am.

“Ship says sceffolding is gone, archira. No activity detectable about the doorway.”

Aleytys looked down. The ring was mdting into smoke that curled away from her hand, fading into
nothing. Another breath and even the smoke was gone. She flung hersdf into the bedroom and kndt
beside Grey. She caught hold of his hands, lifted them to her face, her eyes on his He smiled & her, the
hurts between them forgotten for the moment, the need back. “ Stretch out,” she said after a while “Let
me work on you.”

Shadith scrambled to her feet, stood watching a moment as Aleytys set her hands on Grey’s chest.
Lee's changed, she thought. More settled, | think. That's the word. Settled. Yes. She knows who she
is now and where she's going. Linfyar brushed past her, went to poke at the sodden figure of the Ajin,
radiating satifaction. The Ajin had never liked him, afeding fully reciprocated. Shadith sghed, stretched,
then shooed him away. The Ajin was twisted in sprawl that made her back ache as she ingpected him.
She looked up as Taggert came to stand beside her. “How long does that gas keep them under?’

“Couple hours” He fdt about his jacket, pulled out two patch seds. “I'll dip the claws, you paste
these on.”

Shadith nodded. She pulled the backing off one of the Patches. The claws whipped out of the Ajin's
wrig and blood started to pump. She dapped on the patch, smoothed it out, moved dong the bed, dedlt
with the ankle wound as Taggert collapsed the second claw. She stepped back. “I'll get a wet towe so
we can cleen im up a bit. You pull the tangle off.” She fdt in her pockets. “I’'ve got cord somewhere.”

“Never mind, Shadow, I’ ve got dave wire” She nodded. “Back in a minute. And hey, you ought to
hunt in those things you dumped for something he can wear. Unless you prefer him wrapped like a piece
of meat.” She looked around. Aleytys was bent over Ticutt. Grey was adeep. “Just had a thought. And
you know what you can do with your funny faces. Grey and Ticutt aren’'t going to want to put those
ginking clothes back on once they’ve had a bath.” Taggert took out aflat tin. “ Get the towd, Shadow.”

“Yesdr, yessr, happy to serve you, yessr.” Giggling, she trotted into the fresher. “Hey, Tag, you
ought to see this, there' s a tub in here big enough to float a harem.”

“Get the towd, Shadow.” Laughter in his voice. She pulled a towd off the rack, bunched it in the
basin and turned the water on. With a groaning yawn, she stretched, then splashed handful of cold water
on her face. She yawned again, dabbled her fingers in the water. Got to talk to Po’ sometime soon;
he's probably whirling in his whatever with all that’s going on. She wrung the towe out and went
back into the bedroom.

The Ajin was lad out like a corpse, cleaned up, dressed, bound with Taggert's dave wire. Shadith
checked him again. He should be waking in a bit; when she touched him, she could fed a duggish
dirring. She amiled, thinking about what he'd be going through when he did wake. You earned every
second of it too. Mmm. Harp. And a chat with Po’. She left the bedroom and tried to leave the



gpartment, but the warbot at the door wouldn't let her pass.

“Lep”

“What, Shadow?’

“Got some quff | want to get. Tdl that ‘bot to let me out.”

“Go where? It's quiet in here, but the *bots outsde say there are dill snipersin the rubble. They're
dearing them out, but ...”

“I’'m not going outside, just over to the rooms where the Ajin put me. Left my harp there. | want it
back. Send the extra ‘ bot with meif you' re nervous.”

“I'll do that. You'll probably need it to power the door. We chewed up the control center when we
passed through it. Before you go, Shadow, Grey and Ticutt are going to wake darving. And Linfyar's
hungry. Any kind of kitchen in here? | don’t want to leave until we're dl ready to run.”

“Linfy’s dways hungry. God knows how big he's going to get before he stops growing. Kitchen.
Uh-huh. The Ajin was pretty paranoid. Has a separate power source and aircon system for these rooms.
Kept hisfood separate too, seded in an autochef Kdl had his androids build for him.” Shadith grinned.
“Poison tasters and dl. Come on. I'll show you.”

Lignts flaring, the warbot crouched in the Stting room. Shadith looked around, sniffed cautioudy.
With the door open the air wasn't too bad. The viewscreen was gray glass, amirror reflecting the *bot, a
figure out of nightmare sketched in light and shadow. The room had a dulled dusty fed, abandoned,
though she’ d been gone less than one night; it looked like any cheap hotel room after the guests had 1eft.
She jerked the velvet curtain to one Side and went into the bedroom.

The ar andled sder in the bedroom; it was harder to breathe in there. The harp in its case stood
beside the bed where she'd |eft it. She started to hoigt the strap onto her shoulder, then frowned a the
screen. The Ajin’'s stash. He had to have the gold and the sweetamber to pay off whatever runner he
dedt with. Those types never heard of credit. Should be in his rooms somewhere. Now there's a hoard
I’d like to get my hands on. I'm not riding free anymore; have to make my own way. Her reflection
floated in the glass, insubgantid as a ghost. Ghost. Old Po’. Thisis about the only place I'm going to
have privacy enough. Well, Shadow, quit dithering and do something. She let the strap fdl and
stretched out on the bed, resting her forearm across her eyes to shut out the lights from the other room.
With her tiredness in this the dregs of a very long night, it was hard to quiet mind and body enough
without dipping too far and dropping into deep.

*What is happening there, Shadow? Who was that came down like a fire wind? (agitation,
sugpicion, anger)

*Hdlo, Old Po'. Relax.*

*Relax!*

*Sure. It's over. My friends are sorung. The Ajin’sin Hunters hands. And you don’t have to worry
about that ship. Belongs to a friend of mine. She tends to overreact at times, but she's good to have
around if there's problems*

*|"ve got liceinmy forest.* (indignant grumbling) *Blown there by the big wind your friend made.*

*Hey, Old Po’, don't you try tdling me you don't know what to do with them. Hah! You and your
soft Sdes, you run your forest hard and tight, god help anyone tries to go againg you. Which reminds me,
let Perolat know I'm dl right, huh? Tell her what's happened and why | came here. I'd tdl her mysdf,
but that' d just make trouble for her. The closest I'm going to get to Dudtais thet idet where | parked my
lander. Ligen, Po’ Annutj, what I'm gonna say isimportant. Therell be trouble when Hunters hands over
the Ajin. | think I can talk Grey into hauling him off to Pgungg itsdf to turn him over. That'd give you a
nineday or so to get ready to handle the homeworlders. Ajin's been making them look stupid and smdll;
when thelr egos start expanding, they’re going to come out somping. Um. Maybe it'd be a good idea to
organize a little guerrilla activity on your own, something to keep them honest without being too serious
about it. But that's your problem now. How you ded with it is up to you. ‘F you don’'t mind, I'll come
back in a few years to see how things worked out and we could have that chat we talked about but



never did.*

*Ancient child, I'll miss you.*

*Ahh, no you won't, Old Po’, you'll be alot too busy.*

*Never too busy. The All keep you, Shadow.*

*Wadl, see you, friend.*

Shadith shook hersdf out of the haf-doze and sat up. The ar in the bedroom was heavy and dusty,
and it smelled. She caught hold of the harp case's strap, did it over her shoulder, coughed, got to her
feet, coughed again, wrinkled her nose in disgust and went out.

Aleytys and the others were gtting a the Ajin's dining table, egting and ligening to Linfy tdl about
their part inthe Ajin's campaign. Taggert looked up, saw her, waved her to the empty chair beside him.
Sendng the divided interest of his audience, Linfy went back to egting.

Aleytys pushed at her hair, smiled at Shadith. “Y ou' ve had quite atime here”

“Surprised the hell out of me fird time it happened.” Shadith began filling her plate. “My sdters used
to do that. Not me. | thought the art died with them. Apparently not. Though maybe it's just the pollen.”

Grey et his cup down, shook his head. “Hard to believe. It'sagood thing | didn't get a look & you
in there, Shadow.” He passed a hand over shaggy hair. The gray streaks were growing into patches,
more of them than she remembered from the lagt time she' d seen him. He was relaxed and cam now; the
drawn look was gone.

She shrugged. “It's a problem I'll grow out of.” She touched the bdly of the cha pot—till hot—and
filled her cup. “Where we going from here?’

“That'sup inthe ar Hill, Shadow,” Aleytys said.

“Me and Linfy, we need lift to my lander. | borrowed it from a friend and he wantsiit back.”

“That | can do. Come on board with me and tdl ship where to go.” Aleytys looked around the table.
“What about the rest of you?’ She chuckled. “Between you dl and the snugglers, there mugt be more
ships then rocks in the Bdlt.” Taggert nodded. “I could use a lift. The Ajin collected me with the other
runners, o I’ve got no way back. Besides, | dways wanted to see the ingde of a Vryhh ship.”

Grey frowned. “Min€e's been in orbit about Avasing for the better part of a year. For dl | know the
Pgunggs could have towed it awvay.”

Ticutt looked up. “Siill there when | got here. | used it as a drop Station for my reports.”

Aleytys looked a her hands. “I didn't see it, but | didn't waste time when | got here, just came
charging ahead. Well, | wasin ahurry. Ship didn't say anything.” She tilted her chair onto its back legs so
she could look through the doorway. “Abra. Come here, please.”

The android moved with Slky grace into the opening. “Archira?’

“Ak shipto locate ... you tdl it, Grey.”

As he ran through the characteritics of his ship and what sgnds she'd respond to, Aleytys sat
frowning at the table. She picked up a fork and began drawing lines in a drop of gravy. When Grey
finished, she tapped the tines on the table and watched the planes of the android’ s nonface.

After a moment’s slence, Abra said, “Ship says Hunter ship is in the orbit described and appears
undamaged.”

“Good. Tdl ship to be ready to pick us up in about an hour. What's hgppening with the snipers out
front?’

“Warbots report deven killed, three injured, seventeen fled, two dill firing. All other life sources have
left the crater. Ah! Now, only one sniper left.”

“Something else we' d better get settled.” Grey sat up, waited until he had ther attention. “The Fed
Ops share of the fee. I'm out of it, it's up to you dl, but it seems to me the one who's done the most to
ean it isyoung Shadow here. Hunter or not.”

Shadith shook her head. “ Just make complications.” She grinned. “I figure the Ajin's stash would be
pay enough for my trouble.”

Taggert gave a shout of laughter. “I’'m sure you do. Well, Shadow, you awesome child, far as I'm
concerned, you more than earned it.”



Ticutt nodded, then sat dlent again, removed from dl this, locked in his head, fighting shadows he
made for himsdif.

“Right. I'll ask ship to find the stash for you.” Aleytys set her fork across her plate. “About the fee.
I’'m out too. That leaves you, Tag, and Ticuit; the two of you can figure percentages later. Who's taking
charge of the body in there?”’

“Grey,” Tagget sad. “You're Hunter of Record, Grey; the rest of this is none of their damn
business, those Pgjunggs.”’

Grey sghed. “I was hoping to head sraght home.”

Taggert's pae eyes laughed a him; his off-center nose seemed to twitch. “Time you stopped lazing
around letting the rest of us do dl the work.”

“Umm. Grey.”

“ Shadow?’

“I"d kind of appreciateit if you hauled the Ajin to Pgungg itsdf before you turned him over. There's
some good people here who could use the time to get set for what the Grand Doawa and his creeps are
going to do to them.”

Ticutt looked up. “Perolat?’

“Uh-huh. And a bunch more.”

He sucked in along breath, let it out. “ Add my voice to Shadow’s.”

Shadith waited to seeif he'd say more, but he was finished.

Grey hestated. “Lee...”

“| could take your ship in tow?’

He looked down at his hands, a private man who didn't like exposng his fedings to outsiders.
“We ve got sometaking to do,” he said findly. “Your ship’s as good a place as any.”

Wolff

the diadem clear ed off the board
goodbye to the RM oahl

WOolff system.

Teegah'sLimit.

The Pgungg Hunt was completed. Grey, Ticutt, Taggert were Stting in the Records and Accounting
room at Hunters, flaking thelr file reports. With Aleytys firg ship sgned over to her, Shadith had taken
off to hunt up Swardheld/Quayle so she could return his lander. She'd be back eventudly; the greater
part of the Ajin's stash was in Aleytys s lokbox a Woalff’s only bank.

The RMoahl ship was a dark blotch filling the screen.

“Cdl them,” Aleytys said.

A square bloomed in the center of the screen, in the screen a face that only another RMoahl could
love dark leathery skin, flat nose, thin horizonta nogtrils, long upper lip, mouth a gash filled with
omnivore' s teeth. Antennae twitched from pompoms of orange fuzz. Great ydlow eyes with dit pupils
blinked dowly. The RMoahl second, Mok’ tekii.

“Show me to them.”

Mok-tekii’ s antennae whipped about, the orange fur of his pompoms girred asif blown by an erratic
wind.

Aleytys sat up, the grassy knall remolding itsdf to support her. “Hounds of the RMoahl, how would
you like to quit this tedious watch and go home?’

“Don’'t mock us, Aleytys Hunter.”

“l do not mock, Mok-tekii Second. Or if | do, only alittle. You've complicated my life quite a lat,
you know. Well, that’ s finished now. | have come into my heritage and rid mysdf of yours.” She opened
the box on her Igp and lifted out the diadem, held it up, the flexible round draped over her hand. “1 hope
you take better care of it thistime. It's empty now and hungry. If you want it fill, come get it.”



“Forgive us, despina. We do indeed desire the diadem, but to come aboard that ship ...”

“l understand. Abra.” When the android wasin the viewrange, she pointed at it and said, “Abra will
wait in the lock for whomever or whatever you choose to send. Meaning no discourtesy, Hound, I'm
quite as reluctant to vigt as you are.”

The diadem passed smoathly into RMoahl claws.

The kodyi Sensayii appeared in the screen, went through an elaborate sdute. “All honor is yours,
Aleytys Hunter. The debt is ours. Should you have need, we three will come however far you cdl.”

Aleytys suppressed a chuckle. The kodyi had shown little Sgn he possessed anything resembling
humor. All in the best heroic tradition, she thought. Ah well, he means well. She sketched a bow of
her own, spread her hands. “No debt at dl, koelyi. Let there be peace between my kin and yours.”

To her rdief the koelyi had nothing more to say. The square blanked and the RMoahl globe ship
backed away, began to gather speed. In seconds it was beyond the reach of her screens, running toward
the speed it needed to dip into the intersplit and dive toward the RMaoahl sun.

Wolff
signing off

Grey came to her. In away his time indde the pocket universe had been like a wild trek, sripping
away confusons and hurt and anger. He wanted her, needed her, yet he knew he could live wel enough
without her if they couldn’t reach some accommodation that would let them share a life. It wasn't going
to be easy. She knew that. He knew it. And quietly he came to her, without fuss he came to her, knowing
her more intimately, in hisway, than those who lived within her head had known her. Understanding that
her need for home was far greater than his, he came to her.

He sat beside her as they’d sat so many times, watching the sun go down, waiching one of the paler,
more subtle sunsets, a cloudless sky, the glaciers summer-shrunken.

What she'd grasped on Ibex she knew more intimatdy now. In the firg part of her life she'd had a
god that was smple and essentidly extringc. What lay before her now was more complex. The thing she
wanted now lived in words like society, rdationship, friend, compromise, patience, involvement, building.
And time. Vrithian had dtered her outlook on alot of things Time to be a part of Walff in ways she'd
never been. She didn't even know the parents of the girl who took care of her horses. Head had
produced her when Aleytys asked for someone. Who was she? What was her life like a home? Why did
she prefer agmdl cramped gpartment built onto a stable? Why wonder they suspect me, the Wolfflan,
no wonder they don’t trust me. What do they know about me? Nothing except rumor. She smiled
to hersdlf. Turn me into your comfortable neighborhood housewife worrying about paying the bills
and what her kids were doing with whom. Kids? | suppose so. Now that | have a past and a future
to give them. My Sharl, my lovely son, you came too soon. I’m not going to look for you; I’ve said
farewell to you twice now and that’s enough. Well, we' ve got time. If nothing else, you and | have
time.

Thelast embers of the sunset died. The fire was down to cods and the room was beginning to chill.
Grey rose from his chair, stood waiting for her.

She went to him, leaned againgt him, enjoying the mingled odors of hair, flesh and dothing.

Wordless, they walked to the door. Their talking was done. She touched a sensor, let him draw her
into the hall.

Behind them the shutters rolled across the windows. Crawling over the codls, the fire moved dower
and dower until it died completely. The house creaked and sighed into its summer temper and settled into
adegpening dillness.



