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SECOND QUADRANT
Ramal Sector

The pilot stared at the readout in dishbelief, upped the magnification, and checked the readings once more,
cold dread in his heart.

"Commander. Pilot requests permission to speak.”
"Permission granted,” Khdliiz said.

"The vessdl which we captured on our last pass through this system is moving under power, Commander.
The scans read the life forces of two cregtures.”

"Filot's report heard and acknowledged. Stand by for orders. Second!™
"Commander.”

"It was reported to me that none were |eft aive aboard yon vessal, Second. Discover the manwho lied
and bring himto me a once."

His Second sauted. " At once, Commander.” He turned and marched from the bridge.
Khdiiz eyed the screen, perceived the ship-bounty dipping through hisfingers, and was displeased.

"Puraue

Va Con cursed very softly, then snapped back to the board, dapped the page into its dot, and
demanded data: coords, position, speed, and amount of power in the coils.

"Could weleave now?"' asked asmall voiceto hisleft.



Heturned his head. Miri was sitting rigidly in the copilot's chair, her eyesfrozen on the screen and the
growing shape of the Y xtrang vessdl. Her freckles stood out vividly in aface the color of milk.

"We must wait until the power has reached sufficient level and the coordinates are locked into the board,”
he said, keeping hisvoice even. "Wewill leavein afew minutes™”

"They'll be herein afew minutes." She bit her lip, hard, and managed to drag her eyesfrom the screen to
hisface. "Va Con, I'm afraid of Yxtrang."

Aware of the tightness of the musclesin hisown face, he did not try to give her asmile. 'l am dso afraid
of Yxtrang," he said gently. His eyesflicked to the board, then to the screen. "Strap in.”

"What're you gonnado?’ Miri waswatching him closdly, some of the color back in her face, but still stiff
inevery muscle.

"Thereisagame Terrans sometimes play,” he murmured, dividing his attention between board and
screen, fingers busy with his own straps, "called ‘chicken'...Strgp in, chatrez.”

Heflipped atoggle. "1 seeyou, Chrakec Y xtrang. Pass us by. We are unworthy to be your prey."

There was atransmission pause - or did it last abit longer? - then avoice, harsh as broken glass, replied
in Trade. "Unworthy? Thieves are dways worthy game! That shipisours, Liaden. We havewon it once."

"Forgive us, Ckrakec Y xtrang, we are here by no fault of our own. We are not worthy of you. Passby."
"Release my prize, Liaden, or | shal wrest it from you, and you will die.”
Miri licked her lips, steadfastly refusing to look at the screen.

Va Con'sface was smooth and cam, hisvoice nearly gentle. "If | release your prize, | shdl diein any
case. Passby, Hunter. Thereisonly I, who am recently wounded.”

"My scans show two, Liaden.”

Miri closed her eyes. Va Con, measuring board against screen, eased the speed of the ship higher,
toward the hafway point.

"Only awoman, Ckrakec Y xtrang. What proof isthat of your skill?"

There was apause, during which Va Con dipped the speed up another notch and pressed the sequence
that locked in the coords.

"Will it please you, when you are captured, Liaden, to watch mewhile | take my pleasure from your
woman? Afterward, | shdl blind you and give you asatoy to my crew.”

"Alas, Ckrakec Y xtrang, these thingswould but cause me pain." Coilsup! And the Y xtrang werefindly
near enough, beginning the boarding maneuver, matching velocity, and direction...

"It would giveyou pain!" the Y xtrang cried. "All things give Liadens pain! They are a soft race, born to
bethe prey of the strong. In time, there will be no more Liadens. Thecities of Liad will house the children
of Yxtrang."

"What then will you hunt, O Hunter?' He flipped a series of toggles, leaned back in the pilot's chair, and
held ahand out to Miri.



Sowly the ship began to spin.

Therewasaroar of laughter from the Y xtrang, horrible to hear. "Very good, Liaden. Never shdl it be
said, after you are dead, that you were an unworthy rabbit. A good maneuver. But not good enough.”

In the screen, the Y xtrang ship began to spin aswell, matching velocity uncertainly.

Miri's hand was cold in his. He squeezed it, gave her aquick smile, and released her, returning to the
board.

More spin; atouch more acceleration. The Y xtrang moved to match both. Va Con added again to the
spin but |eft the speed steady.

"Enough, Liaden! What do you hope to win? The ship is ours, and we will act to keep it. Do you imagine
| will grow tired of the game and leave? Do you not know that even now | might fire upon you and lay
you open to the cold of space?’

"Thereisno bounty on ruined ships, Ckrakec Y xtrang, nor any glory in reporting that a Liaden outwitted
you. But," he said, sighing deeply, "perhaps you are young and thisyour first hunt - *

There was a scream of rage over the comm, and the Y xtrang ship edged closer. Va Con added more
spin. Ship'sgravity wasincreasng - lifting his arm above the board the few inches required to manipulate
the keyswas an effort. Hislungs were laboring alittle for air. He glanced over a Miri. She grinned
raggedly a him.

"How much faster will you spin, Liaden? Until the gravity crushesyou?”

"If necessary. | am determined that you will collect no bounty on this ship, Chrakec Y xtrang. It has
become amatter of honor." More spin. He paused with hishand on the throttle.

" Spesk not to me of honor, anima'! We have toyed long enough. We shall - *

Va Con shoved the velocity to the top, dammed on more spin, hesitated, counting, eyes on the board -

Jump!

LUFKIT

Neefra'sTavern

The Terran creature's name was Jefferson, and it was swesting; it talked jerkily, swigging warm beer
down itsgullet, moving its big, rough hands aimlessy about, occasiondly plucking at its companion's
deeve - and talking, awaystaking.



Much of what it said was of no vaue to the Liaden who stood besideit, delicately sipping at aglass of
atrociousloca wine; but Tyl Von sg/Aldawas patient, by training if not by inclination, and the bits of
useful information mixed in among the trash were jewels of very greet price.

"Yxtrang," the cresture was saying, fingering its empty mug in agitation. "Well, it had to be Y xtrang, didn't
it? Stands to reason - the way the ship was cleaned out but not ruined. Coming back for it, Tanser said.
Sureto come back for it. Y xtrang get a bounty for captured ships..." It fatered there, and its companion
waved at the barkeeper for another beer. The creature took it absently, drank, and wiped its mouth with
the back of ahand. It glanced furtively around the noisy bar and bent close enough for itslistener to smell
the beer on its bregth, the stink of its sweet, and the reek of itsfear. It was dl sg'/Alda could do not to
recoil in disgust.

"Tanser knew it was Y xtrang,” Jefferson whispered, voice rasping. "Knew it. And heleft ‘em there,
Alive. Couldve put apdlet into 'em - something quick and clean. But the turtléd said let ‘'em go and the
bosssaid okay..."

Horror seemingly choked it, and it pulled back, eyes glistening, showing a plentitude of white al around
theirises. The one beside him spped wine and murmured soothingly that of course the ways of the
Clutch were mysterious, but that he had understood them not to involve themselves so much with the
affairsof - men.

"Thisonedid," Jefferson said fervently. "Claimed some kind of kinship with ‘em both - brother and
gster.” It swigged beer.

"Crazy dien."

Most assuredly the victimswere Va Con yosPhelium and the fema e companion; though why an agent
might be traveling with such a one was more than could be fathomed. Tyl Von sg'/Alda assayed another
gp of syrupy wine. The femae...Headquarters had assumed a mischance during the journey home,
assumed that the female had, perhaps, served for atime as camouflage. A sound enough theory.

Unless, sig'Aldathought, training was somehow broken? At once the Loop flickered to life, showing
.999 againgt that possibility. He was aware of some dim, faraway feding of relief. The Loop wasthe
secret wegpon of the Department of the Interior, an impartia mental computer implanted only in the best
of its agents. Its guidance was essentia to the Department's ascendancy over the enemies of Liad. It was
an essentid part of training. Training could not be broken.

Jefferson leaned close, breathing its beery breath into Sg'/Aldasface. "1 have ason,” it said hoarsdly.

"Doyou?' he murmured. And then, because the creature seemed to await afuller response, he said, "I
mysdf have adaughter.”

It nodded its head in barbaric Terran agreement and withdrew dightly. "Then you know."
"Know?'

"Know what it'slike" the cresture explained, atrifle loudly, though not loud enough to sgnify within the
overdl clamor of thetavern. "Know what it's like to worry about ‘em. My boy...And that turtle telling -
bragging on himself, maybe. Maybe not even telling the truth. Who can tell what'struth to aturtle?

Was that relevant, or more of the creature's ramblings? sig'/Alda gave amenta shrug. Who could tell?

"But what did he say?' heinquired of Jefferson. "Theturtle.”



"Taking about how hisclan or family or egg or whatever it iswill hunt down thefirst and thelast of a
family, if you don't do what he saysto do." Jefferson gulped the last of the beer and set the mug aside
with athump, black despair filling its half-crazed eyes. "And Tanser put ‘'emright in Y xtrang's path, after
theturtléd said let 'em go free. Gods."

There was along moment's silence, while the Loop presented the chances of survivd for Va Con
yosPhdium and hisfemale, whomever and whatever she was, Stranded in aship marked for Y xtrang
reclamation and deprived of coords and cails.

001
So, then. He smiled at Jefferson. " Another beer, perhaps?’

"Naw..." The Terran was twitching, suddenly eager to be off, perhaps conscious al at oncethat it had
been spilling secrets wholesale into the ear of astranger.

sg'Aldalaid agentle hand onitsdeeve. "Tdl me, did anyone check to seeif the ship was till there? Even
the Y xtrang might make an error from time to time."

The despairing eyes gazed back up at hisface. "It was gone when we dropped back to look.” It
swalowed harshly. "Tanser laughed." Another painful working of thethroat. "Tanser ain't got any kids."

It stood away from the bar abruptly and held out a horny hand. "Got to be going. Thanksfor the beers.”

sg'Aldaplaced his hand into the large one, forcing himsalf to bear the pressure and the up-and-down
moation. "Perhgpswe will meet again.”

"Yeeh," Jefferson said, not very convincingly. "Maybe." Itslips bent upward in arictus that might have
been meant asasmile. "G'night, now.” And it turned and strode away, leaving Tyl Von sgAldastaring
into the depths of his sticky glass.

Jefferson went rapidly through side streets and back dleys, cursing histongue and his need and the
horrible, ever-present fear in hisbelly.

The man had been Liaden - and maybe the woman, too. Y xtrang and Liaden had been enemies, blood
and bone, for longer than Terrans had been on the scene. Jefferson swallowed against the fear's abrupt
nausea. Y xtrang would have specid waysto treat a couple of representatives of their old, most-hated

enemy...

Jefferson leaned againgt a convenient light post to get his breath and wait for the shaking to ease - but he
only shook harder, gripping the post in misery and closing hiseyes.

He never saw the dender shadow take aim in the empty street, never heard the gun's discreet, gentedl
cough or felt the pellet enter hisear and rend his brain.

The Terran crumpled dowly, asif faling into aswoon, and lay gtill inthe puddle of light. Tyl Vonsig/Alda
did hisweapon away, glanced up and down the street, then walked carefully over to the carcass. He
made short work of stripping the pouch and pockets of anything remotely valuable - it wasto appear a
mere murder for gain, as might happen to anyone walking alone in the dark back streets of L ufkit.



Jefferson had given much information fregly; its continued existence had been athreat to Sg'Aldahimsdif.
More, its dimination was aminor balance for the act of putting aLiaden - any Liaden - inthe way of the
Y xtrang. That the Liaden had been a member of his own Department and one of its best was a sad fact.

Tanser's name had been duly noted; sig'Alda's report would mention it, and another bit of balance would
no doubt follow.

sg'Alda stepped back, noting that the Loop gave him excellent chances of attaining the shuttle to Prime
Station and the deck of Radain, his passage away. Y et he hesitated, nagged by a consideration that was
by rights none of his, he who was assigned to determine what had become of Va Con yosPhelium, lost
en routeto hisdebriefing. And still there was the damned female...No. He would leave tonight,
information pertinent to the mission having been gathered on Lufkit. His report to the commander would
reflect Jefferson's certainty that yosPhelium and the femae had falen to the Y xtrang bounty-crew, as
well asthe corroboration of the Loop. It was futile to spend time backtracking the female. He was not
assigned to provide her aeulogy.

So thinking, he turned and faded into the shadows, leaving the street to the puddle of light and that which
lay withinit.

LIAD

TreadllaFantrol

“No! Absolutely not!"

"Shan..." NovayosGalan flung forward and caught her brother's deeve in one dim hand. Heead tipped
back, she stared up into hisface, seeing theice forming in the silver eyes and the lines of Korva
stubbornness tightening around the big mouth. " Shan, by the gods!™

He made the effort - he took a deeper breath, then another. "Y ou tell me that the First Speaker wishes
me to contract-wed. Why now? Why not last week or next week? Have you some sweet offer for the
stupidest of the Clan? Thisisarbitrary beyond sense, sster!”

Sherecoiled from the anger in both hiswords and hisface. "ItisVa Conl! | - | must consder what is
proper. He has been missing dl thiswhile...”

"Ishetruly missng?| know | haven't seen him for sometime, but missng?'

Novaheld up her hand, moved to the console, and touched severa buttons, bringing the computer
screentollife.

He moved closer as she scrolled the information there, finally settling on a spot.

"...the First Speaker's point is, however, valid insofar asit concerns the necessity of the Nadem's



education,” sheread. "l shal undertake to make myself available as soon as practicable following my
thirtieth anniversary Name Day for ingtruction on the proper administration of a Clan from both the First
Speaker and Korva's man of business. It is made extremely clear by the First Speaker, my sigter, that |
am expected to graduate to Delm very quickly.”

Shan sensed the underlying impatience in those few words as clearly as he fdt thetension singing in
Nova

"Hisword, from the last letter | had of him, nearly three Standards gone. His Name Day is morethan a
relummapast, and | have heard nothing! | must prepare, for the benefit of Korva. yos Galan must
prepare, aswell!"

"Ishe dead, then?"

His query was quite calm. Had she been lesswrought up herself, she might have mistrusted such
camness. Asit was, she gasped and stared up at him, dimly aware that somehow during the course of
theinterview the lines of melant'i had shifted so that it was no longer Korva's First Speaker,
eldema-pernard', in conference with the Head of Line yosGalan, but ayounger sibling pleading with an
elder.

"Dead?" she repeated, golden fingers snaking about each other in agitation. "How can | know? They
answer no questions! The Scouts say he was placed on detached duty to the Department of the Interior
these three years gone by. The Department of the Interior says he has been offered leave and refused it;
that itisnot their part to force aman to go where he would rather not. They refuse to relay the message
that he cometo his Clan, when next heisable..."

And that, Shan thought, was not as it should be. Even the Scouts, who had little patience with many
things Liaden - even the Scouts, appealed to in need, had sent broadbeam across the stars that Scout
Captain Va Con yosPhdium was required immediately at home, on business of hisClan. Sohad Vad
Con come, too, in remarkably short time, shaky with too many Jumps made one after another, to stand
and weep with the rest of them at hisfoster mother'sbier.

"If hewill not cometo us- " Novawas saying distractedly, "If heis so angry with me, even now..."

And there was the nub of it, Shan knew. When last he had been home on leave, Va Con had quarreled
with hissigter, the First Speaker, over her insgstence that he take himself a contract-bride and provide the
Clan with hisheir. That quarrdl had been running for severd years, with subtle variations as each
jockeyed for position. There was very little real pressure that Nova as Korva-in-Trust could bring upon
Korva Himsdf, whether he chose a the moment to take up the Ring and his Delmhood, or remain mere
Second Speaker. However, the Second Speaker was bound to obey the First, as was any Clanmember,
and the Clan demanded of each member achild, by universal Clan Law. A pretty problem of melant'i
and ethics, to be sure, and one Shan was glad to contemplate from a distance. Obviousy even Va Con
had bowed to at least part of melant'i's necessity, as evidenced by that snappish letter. But till...

"That'shardly like him, denubia. Va Con's never held agrudge thet long in dl hislife”

His attempted comfort backfired. Novasviolet eyesfilled with tears, and her hands knotted convulsively.
"Then heisdead!"

"No." He bent to cup her facein hisbig brown hands. "Sigter, listen to me: Has Anthorasaid heis dead?!
She blinked, gulped, and shook her head so the blond hair snared hiswrists.



"Have you asked her?"

Another headshake, fine hairs clinging to hisskin like grade-A slk, and he read the two terrors within
her.

"Anthoraisdramliza," he said patiently, beginning to pay out aHeder'sline of comfort as pity overtook
him. " She holds each of usin her mind like aflame, she told me once. Best to ask and know for certain.”

Novatouched thetip of her tongueto her lips, hesitating.

"AsK," he urged, seeing with satisfaction that her agitation quieted under hisweaving of comfort and
gentle hope. "If this Department of the Interior flouts Clan tradition, then we will search oursdves. Korval
has some resources, after dl.”

"Yes, of course,” she murmured, moving her cheek againgt his pam in amost un-Novalike demonstration
of affection. Shan cautioudy lowered hislevd of input and pulled his hands avay. She would do, he
judged. Korval's First Speaker had acool, level head. Even without his aid, she would have taken up her
charge again very shortly and done dl she perceived as necessary to keep the Clan in Trust for Korva's
Own Sdf.

Shan shook his head dightly. He had briefly held the post Novanow filled and did not envy her the
necessity of running a Clan composed of such diverse and strong-willed persons. Dutiful Passage was
moreto histaste, morein keegping with his abilities; yet the trading life had bored Novato distraction.

He smiled down &t her - the only one of the three yosGalans who had inherited all their Terran mother's
height. "Ask Anthora," he advised again. "And tell mewhat | can do to help usfind our brother.”

Shereturned hissmilefaintly, abare upward curve of paelips. "I will think upon it. In the meanwhile, do
think upon what we discussed ealier..."

Anger flared, but he held it in check, unwilling to give her causeto fear the loss of another brother. "'l will
not contract-wed. | have done my duty, and the Clan has my daughter in its keeping. | have done more
than my duty - | hear that the child Lazmeln got from me aspiresto be apilot. Leaveit.”

"If Va Conisdead - if heiseklykti - then yosGaan must be ready to assumeits postion as Korva's
Firs Line. You are Thodedm yosGalan - head of our Line! You are A'nadelm, next to be Dem, if Vd
Con-"

"If Va Con!" The anger clawed loose for an instant before he enclosed it. "If Anthoraclaims our brother
dead, | till demand to see the body: my right askin, my right as chaleket, my right as A'nadelm! Y ou do
not make me Korval so easily, sister. Nor do | contract-wed again, and so | do swear!”

Her face was gtricken; he felt the grief roiling off her like bitter smoke and made his bow, utterly formd.

"With the First Speaker's permission,” he said precisely, and left her before it was given.

LIAD



Solcintra

Shan reached Priscilla's house at firgt dark, when the fairy lights within the transparent walkway glowed
under his boots like snowflakes. Taking the four stepsto the town house's narrow vestibule in two
grides, helaid his palm against the door. It did open to admit him, and his heart clutched in wonder of it,
even after so many years.

In the study, Priscillalounged on pillows before anewly laid fire, papersin drifts around her, while
Dablin, the resident cat, lay stretched in striped orange glory upon the scrubbed wood floor. His ears
twitched at the sound of Shan's footsteps, but he did not deign to turn his head; the woman looked up,
black eyes smiling, emotive grid ascintillation of joy/affection/caring/desire.

"Hdlo, love"
"Y ou redly should seeto that door, Priscilla. Anyone might walk in.”

She laughed softly as he crossed the room, open to and treasuring her joy, knowing that she read his
emotions as clearly as he read hers - or did she read more clearly? Priscillawas not amere Hedler, after
al; shewasof the dramliz - afull-scale wizard, though on Sintia, the planet of her birth, the proper term
was"witch."

"Have you eaten?" she asked, putting aside a sheaf of papers and extending ahand. "1 can have Teyas
bring you something.”

Hetook her cool hand in his and, obedient to the gentle downward tug, settled to the pillows, chin
propped on fist. She curled around to face him, cheek resting on awhite arm. She was naked to the
wast, aswas her custom at home, and the platinum hoopsin her ears gleamed in contrast to her short
mop of thundercloud curls.

"I'm not hungry," he said, laying ahand over one breast; the nipple hardened againgt hispalm, and he
caught aflash of sheer lust from her. He looked up and amiled. "Hello Priscilla™

"Hello, Shan." Onelong finger traced the stark line of his cheek and lifted to follow the dant of a
frost-colored eyebrow. "Nova made you angry.”

"She hasavery taent for it. Too like our father, poor child. Afraid she'sdriven Va Con away for once
and dl, or that he's gone and she must now command the Clan.”

Hisfather had been two years dead before Priscilla Mendoza had taken berth on the Dutiful Passage.
However, sheknew Novaand Va Con - Dablin, beginning the opening moves of hisbathing ritua there
before the fire, had been Va Con's gift to her.

Priscillafrowned. "Surdly that's not like him? Has she contacted the Scouts? L eft word for him to come
home?'

Shan sighed and leaned back acrossthe pillows, light eyes on the ceiling tiles. " Shetried; but herésan
oddity for you, Priscilla. The Scouts say Commander Va Con yosPhelium hasn't been with them for
more than three years, that he's on detached duty to something caled the Department of the Interior.
Ring any bdlswith you?



She shook her head.

"Well, with me ether, if it comesto that. Something to check on...At any rate, Novacdlsthis
Department of the Interior, requests that amessage be ddivered to Commander yosPhelium - kin-right,
shetellsthem; his First Speaker requires him at TredllaFantrol, on business of the Clan.”

"The Department of the Interior is delighted to comply,” Priscilla suggested when the sllence had
sretched atime.

Shan snorted. "The Department of the Interior informs Korval's First Speaker that Commander
yosPhelium is not at the moment available and adds that it is not Korva's lackey, to be ddlivering
messages here and there around the galaxy. Nova points out that they arein violation of Clan Rulein that
the commander has not returned home on leavein al the three years he has been with the Department.
The Department replied that he has been offered |leave several times and refused it; nor arethey inthe
business of forcing a man to go where he would rather not.”

"Novahangsupinafury,” Priscillamurmured.
Helaughed sharply. "Too true!™

"But what did she want you to do? Certainly the voice of Korval edema-pernardi carries more weight
than that of Thoddm yosGaan?'

"The First Speaker, in her wisdom, desires Thodelm yosGalan to contract-wed.”
Shock lanced through her, edged with astonishment, confusion, and the beginning of grief.

"Priscilla.." Hereached for her, with both mind and hands, pulling her back down to lie besde him, her
hand fisted on his chest despite the tide of comfort and love he poured out for her reading. "Priscilla, it
will not happen! | will not alow it, and so | told her! My duty isdoneand - *

"If the First Speaker commandsit, you'll haveto. But why?* Anguish was added to the blare of other
pains, and betrayal; she counted Novaamong her friends. "Va Con'sdead, isthat it? The Department of
the Interior - they lied to her. No, they said unavailable - truth. Of akind. If Va Con'sdead...” She
raised hersdf up on her ebow and looked down on him with wide black eyes.

"Youre Delm, aren't you? Korvd Himsdf."

"l an not Delm, Priscilla. Strive for some sense! Scan me! Do | grieve for him - for my heart'sown
brother? Do 17!

"No."

Hetook abreath, feding the warmth of her affection seeping into his boneslike adraught of strong
brandy. "Novasduty asFirst Speaker isfirst to hold the Clanin trust for Va Con, who is Korva
Himsdlf. But the Clan existseven if Va Con doesn't, and a prudent Spesker must consider all
contingencies, make plansfor each - like cgptain and first mate, eh?' That drew adight smile, though her
eyesweretight on hisface.

"Novamust consider the possibility of Va Con's degth, aswell asthe chancethat he's left the Clan,” he
went on. "But her guilt makes her favor the worst of al worlds above any other. With some reason -
yosPheliumslately seem proneto leaving the Clan.

"There'sUncle Daav, for instance - Va Con'sfather - gone these twenty-five Standards and more. Nova



forgetsthat he went for Balance, not anger. Not that it makes much difference, gone being gone. But you
understand that the First Speaker must plan for yosGaan to take its place as Korva's Prime Line,
should Va Con'sthirty-fifth birthday pass and he not, in fact, take up the Ring. She's smply beginning her
srategy too early, and with too little information in hand. Korva must find its Nadelm, and the First
Speaker must put the question to him plainly. That'sal.”

"How oldisVa Con? Thirty?'
"Just turned,” he agreed. "Weve got five whole yearsto find him.”

Shedid not say that a Scout might easily stay hidden for twelve timesthat long, or that the universe was
wide. Instead she bent close, eyeslocked on his, lips above his mouth by the breadth of one of Dablin's
whiskers.

"You aremy man," she said. It was not acommand; it was a statement of her belief, opento his
contradiction.

Helifted his hands and ran brown fingers roughly into her curls. "With dl my heart.”

The smal gap closed, and she kissed him leisurely, then, yielding to hisurgency, harder, hands a his shirt,
at hisbdt; and they made love with body, heart, and mind, scattering pillows and papers every which
way and boring Dablin to yawns.

Much later, when they both had had a glass or two and a bit to eat, and had gone upstairsto the
bedroom and curled beneath the coverlet, she spokeinto hisear. "Do you think Va Con's okay? Evenif
he's not dead, he could be - introuble.”

Shan laughed deepily and pushed hisface into the hollow of her neck. "Trust me, Priscilla. Wherever Va
Con isat thismoment, he has the best of everything possible.”

ORBIT

Interdicted World 1-2796-893-44

Miri rapped sharply on the wall at about the height of her shoulder and was rewarded with asolid
metdlic thunk. She sghed in equal parts of relief and frustration. The halway had no hidden
compartments, which meant that she would not have to deal with another bushel of amateur telescopes,
or dolls, or jewels- but it dso meant that there was nothing resembling a vegetable or vitamin anywhere
on thistub, and she had, &fter al, ahaf-conva escent soldier on her hands.

One of the other hideys had yielded up a solitary platinum necklace, set with twelve matched emerads.



Va Con had handed it to her with aflourish and a smile. "For you - ahand-cut s&t."
"You keepit," Miri had told him. "Matches your eyes."

He had indgsted, though, and now the thing wasin her belt pouch, sharing space with aflawed sapphire, a
matching ring and necklace, an enameled disk, aharmonica, and acouple of ration sticks. Shewould
have traded the whole bunch for ahandful of high-potency supplements.

"Damnit," she muttered, and settled her back against the cool wall, glaring at the pilfered elegance
around her. Va Con had had alot to say - for him, anyway - about the fineness of the yacht, pointing out
the up-to-the-second water purification system, the lighted ceilings and side walls, and even the style and
power of the coilsthey had blown to bitsin that desperate Jump away from the Y xtrang.

The boarding crew had pretty well cleaned things out in the initia raid. The gdley was bare - even the
menuboard had been dismantled and removed. It wasjust plain, dumb luck that the Y xtrang had not
been looking for secret compartments, or else she and Va Con would not even have had salmon and
pretzelsto edt.

What the hell are you doing here, anyway? she asked herself suddenly. Everything had happened so fast.
Married. How in the name of anything holy had she wound up married?

"Damn Liaden tricked me," shetold the empty hdl. She laughed alittle. Tricked three waysfrom
yesterday - married and partnered to a Liaden; sster to an eight-foot, bottle-green Clutch-turtlewith a
name longer than she was, stranded on a coil-blown pleasure yacht around aworld her new husband
assured her was mogt likely Interdicted.

"Bored, were you, Robertson? Life not exciting enough with just the Juntavas after you?' She laughed
again and shook her head, pushing away from the wall and starting back toward the bridge. Life...

The bridge was aracket of radio chatter and computer chimesin the midst of which adender,
dark-haired man sat quietly. Miri froze in the doorway, heart stuttering, eyes sharp on the stillness of him,
remembering another time, not so many days before, when he had been that till and adeadly danger to
them both.

Quietly she approached the pilot's board, noting with relief that his shoulders carried only the normal
tensions of weariness and concentration - nothing of shock or the anormal effort of attaining freedom.

Nonethel ess, standing unheeded beside him and watching the absorption on hisface as he extended a
long-fingered hand to minutely adjust adid, shefdt dread stir and chill her, and impulsively put her hand
on hiswrig, interrupting the adjustment.

"Stop!" he snapped, glancing up quickly.
"Still here, huh, boss?' She pulled her hand away. "Time for abresk."
"Later." He turned back toward the board and the sensel ess chatter coming up from the planet surface.

"l said now, spacer!” Her voice carried dl the authority of a mercenary sergeant, and she braced herself
for retdiation.

Hiseyes, brilliantly green, flicked to hers, his mouth straight in that look that meant he was going to have
hisway, come hell or high water - and suddenly he smiled, pushing the hair out of hiseyes. "Chaltrez,



forgiveme. | waslost in the work, and only meant to say that | am attempting - "

"To put yoursdlf in abad spot,” Miri interrupted. "I don't think you been outtathat seat for ten hours. Y ou
gotta eat, you gottawak around, you gottarest - wasn't dl that long ago the only things between you and
the Last Walk were an autodoc and a scared merc.”

There was along pause during which green eyes measured gray. He was thefirst to sgh and drop his
gaze.

"All right, Miri."
Shelooked at him suspicioudy. "What's that mean?"

"It meansthat | will take abreak now - walk abit and join you for amed." He grinned weskly and
reached up to brush her cheek with light fingers. "I do tend toward singlemindedness occasiondly,
despite my family's best efforts.” The grin broadened. "1 would not have you think that | was brought up
aspoorly asthat.”

"Sure," she said uncertainly, sensing ajoke of some kind. She pointed at the board. ™Y ou till doing the
hunt-and-compare bit? 'Cause | can give alisten while you're off-duty.”

"It would be of assgtance," he said, standing and stretching to hisfull height. Miri grinned up a him, liking
the dim, graceful body and the beardless golden face. She extended a hand to touch his right cheek, and
he shifted to drop akiss on her fingertips. "Soon," he said, and dipped silently away.

Shaking her head at the hammering of her heart, Miri dropped into the pilot's chair and picked up the
earphones.

Dinner was prime-grade Milovian salmon, Boolean pretzd-bread, and water, consumed while seated
cross-legged on the carpet amid the desolation that probably had been the private quarters of the yacht's
owner.

Va Con ate hisration with negt efficiency, asif he were soking his furnace with protein, Miri thought; as
if taste and variety had nothing to do with the act of eating.

She ate more dowly, weary of the taste but forcing hersdf to finish every bit of the stuff, and findly she
looked up to find Va Con watching her closdly.

"Thiswhole ship'saloony bin," she groused. "Triple-A prime salmon, telescopes, dolls, jewelry, secret
compartments, and a coordinate page filled with Interdicted Worlds. How come?’

"Theluxuriesare bribes," Vd Con said softly. "And the extra compartments are to hide them. Smple.”
"Yeah?' She blinked. " Somebody's trading with Quarantined Worlds? But that's - "

"lllegd?' He shrugged. "It'sonly illega when someone catchesyou.”

"Hell of an attitude for a Scout."

Helaughed. "Did | ever tell you about my grandmother?’

"Don't know when you would've had a chance. What about her?’



Hesmiled. "Shewasasmuggler.”
"That afact?' Miri said camly. "What'sthe old lady doing now?"

"Forgiveme," he murmured. "1 should have said my many-times great-grandmother, CantrayosPhelium,
co-founder of Clan Korva."

Shegrinned. "Not likely to go around embarrassing dl the rdativesthen, isshe?' Then shedid a
double-take. "Cantra, like the money?’

"Indeed,” Va Con said around asudden yawn. "Exactly Cantra, like the money."

"Better get some deep, boss," she advised, hoping againgt al reason that he would forget about the
blithering radio and the strings of signalsto be overlaid and recorded.

"Not too bad anidea." He yawned again and without ado stretched out, putting his head on her lap.
"What the hell'swrong with you?"

"I'mtired, Miri."

She glared down at his shuttered face. " And you gotta put your head right there?"

One green eye opened. "Shdl | put it on the floor?!

"Should you - I'll tell you what's wrong with you. Y ou're spoiled.”

The eye closed. "Undoubtedly.”

"Rich kid from the good part of town; never had no trouble; never had to rough it; ways a soft placeto
put your heed..."

"Inarguably. Absolutely. Cantras and coaches. Satins and silks. Malchek and feedophin.”

She eyed him warily, noting without meaning to the long dark lashes and the firm, sweet mouth. "What's
malchek and fed dophin?’

Both eyes opened wide, staring upside down into hers. "I don't know, Miri. But I'm certain they must be
something.”

"Think I'd learn." She sighed heavily and moved a hand to brush the hair away from hiseyes. "l ain't good
at deeping Stting up, though.”

"Ah. A compelling reason for meto put my head on thefloor, | agree." He did so and opened hisarms,
"Cometo bed, Miri."

Laughing, she stretched out beside him and put her head on his shoulder.



LIAD

Solcintra

The priority gong clanged, and Shan was up in an eruption of bedclothes, dapping the stud before he was
fully awake.

"yosGaan," he snapped into the speaker, only then aware of Priscillaat hisside.
"Tower here, Cap'n. Sorry to disturb you.”

"That'squite dl right, Rusty; | enjoy having my rest broken for crew maneuvers. | assumethat you are
doing adry run and that thereredly isn't apriority message for melying somewhere around the Tower?"

"Nosir - | mean, yessir, therésamessage, all right, pin-beamed to you by name, priority wrap, balance
in code. Hit about three minutes ago. But hereswhat's funny, Capn..."

"I knew therewas apunch line! Don't disgppoint me, Rusty."

"Y essr. We tagged the source of transmission aslocd - just north of Solcintra. Thought you'd want to
know."

"We're in northern Solcintra...”" Shan frowned. ™Y ou didn't by any chance send a priority messageto me
viathe Passage, did you, Priscilla? There are more seemly waysto get my attention.”

"The thought had occurred to me," she admitted, grinning.

"But action did not follow. Wdll, | doubt it's someone wanting to sell me acloak.” He touched aquick
series of keys. "Transmit at will, Rusty - and thank you for your patience. It occursto methat I'm
becoming ill-tempered in my dotage.”

Laughter burst from the comm as the receiver it and beeped. "How long've we known each other?"
"Gods done know. | recall the day they carried you on-ship, ababeinarms- "
"And you agleam in Cap'n Er Thom'seye! Tower out.”

"Good-bye, Tower." He shook his head and tapped keys - and the screen lit, displaying abare line of
gibberish, theword PRIORITY shrieking across the top margin. Shan sighed. "What day isit, Priscilla?"

"Banim Seconday.”

"Ah, yes, and we're in the second relumma, year Trebloma..." He keyed in the information, added his
ship-code, and stepped back, dipping an arm around her waist. Before them, the screen shimmered,
null-words breaking, reforming, then becoming intelligible,

INFORMATION RECEIVED RE PROBLEM VIA GREENTREES.
COME HOME.



"My sster sudies espionage. How refreshing.” He sighed again and gave Priscillaa dight squeeze before
he withdrew hisarm. "Adventures, Priscillal Were you growing bored?"

"Not especidly.” She hestated. "Shdl | come with you, Captain?”’

He reached to touch her cheek. "Thisisa Clan matter, beloved, not aship matter; the first mate has no
need to be with me. However, | wasto have seen Sennel thismorning - if you would do the kindness?!

He read her disgppointment, a reawakening of the previous night's uncertainties. "Fear not!" he cried with
agaety hispattern did not reflect. "'l very much doubt that thisisaclever plot to whisk me away and
marry me againgt my will to some lady from an outworld Clan - *

She laughed in spite of hersdlf as he went across to the dressing room. He was out again in a handful of
minutes, seding the cuffs of awide-deeved blue shirt.

"Only see how obedient | am! My father would have expired of astonishment. First mate and captain are
to meet with Delm Intass this afternoon to discuss a possible cargo. If for some reason | cannot go, take
Ken Rik with you and present my assurancesto Intass that nothing lessthan my First Speaker'sword
would have kept me from such an important appointment.”

"Yes." She had flung the bacony door wide and was staring down into the inner garden, her pattern
overlaid with the hum that signaed concentrated thought.

Shan stepped to her side and touched her shoulder. "Priscilla?’
She started just dightly, ebon eyesflashing to hisface.

"Will you dinewith me this evening? It ssemswed best talk again about the maggot in Novashead.” He
took her pale hand and kept his eyes steady on hers. "1 will marry no other lady, Priscilla. | swesr it to
you."

Her eyesfilled, even ashisdid. "Shan..."
IIYS?I

Shetook ahard breath, and then the words camein arush. "Can't we declare oursaves lifemates? If we
- act according to Liaden law...Nova can't insst you contract-wed if you're life-mated, can she?'

"No, of course not. But Thodelm yosGalan owes alegiance to Korval. Since we have no Dem, | must
ask the First Speaker's permission to alifemating and - "

"Thetiming'sbad."

"Dreadful might be more accurate.” He glanced down &t their linked hands, saw the Master Trader's
amethyst gleaming againgt his brown skin, bracketed by her dim white fingers, and looked back to her
face. "Thelast timewewerein port | went to the First Speaker to ask her permission...”

Priscillagtiffened. " She refused?”

"l never asked. Already thetimewas bad. I'm a Trader, Priscillal 1t'slunacy to ded at aknown
disadvantage!" The bedside clock chimed their usua hour of rising, and he shifted. "I should go."

"Yes" Sheloosed his hand and stepped back. "Give my loveto your sgters.”



"Always." He hesitated on the edge of akiss, read in her adesirefor reserve, and so merely bowed the
bow of affection and esteem. "I'll see you soon, Priscilla.”

"Wadk theday injoy, my love."

LIAD

TreallaFantrol

Shan sent the fast little groundcar through the curve at the top of the hill, dipped the stick, and spun into
the drive with a purring uptake of speed. At the base of thefirst hill, he downshifted in deference to the
possibilities of children, cats, and dogs and proceeded at a pace only another pilot might have called
sedate.

Damn it, he thought, guiding the car through twists and turns he knew like the rhythm of hisown
heartbeat. It wasn't like Novato indulge in espionage! That Department of the Interior had got her
worried beyond sense.

Or worried in very good sense. The car did benesth aflowered archway and continued down astraight
road lined with fragrant colmeno bushes. Shan felt afinger of cold down his spine and shivered in the
warm Liaden sunshine.

The car negotiated thefind right turn, Ieft turn, sharp right, and pulled into a space near the garage doors.
Shan got out and dammed the door.

The south wing was quiet. Despite the lesson of past experience, it seemed asif Padi and Syl Vor might
actualy bewith their tutors thismorning - or engaged in quiet mayhem in another part of the house.
Anthora's brand-new twinswould be deeping or gurgling in the nursery, charming those who had themin
their careinto the belief that this set of yosGalans, at least, were as even-natured asthey were
sweet-tempered.

Nurseswere s0 easy to fool. Shan shook his head and moved with lazy haste toward the main corridor,
earstracking the growing rumble of whedls across strellawood flooring. In contrast to nurses and tutors,
Tredla Fantrol's butler was damn near impossibleto fool.

They met at the intersection of corridors. The butler rotated the orange glass bal that served as hishead
and waved two of threearmsin saute.

"Master Shan. Good day, sSir. The First Speaker awaits you in the study.” The voice, maeand
middle-aged, spoke Terran with the affected drawl of the upper classes and originated somewhere near
the plate steed midsection.



"Jeeves," Shan said camly. "Good day to you. Have you seen the children lately?"

"Miss Padi isin the garden with Mr. pd'Jonna, partaking of abotany lesson. Master Syl Vor and Ms.
Gamkoda are engaged in geography, and Miss Shindi and Master Mik are having an early-morning nap."

"Dear me, what exemplary behavior! | believethey may beill."

"On the contrary, Sir, they enjoy their customary robust hedlth. | believe, if | may say o, that this
morning's quietude may be attributed to Miss Nova's promise that they would be dlowed to visit you
only if they behaved as became those of Korval."

"Ever moreterrifying! But perhapsthey don't yet have afirm grasp of family history.”
"Asyou say, Sr."

Shan grinned and turned right. "To my sister in the study, then! Be wdll, Jeeves."
"Bewdl, gr."

He went perhaps half adozen paces before turning back. " Jeeves!™

"Sir?' The midsection rotated, and the orange bdl lit ininquiry.

"IsMiss Anthorain the house? And Gordy?*

"Miss Anthoraiswith the First Speaker in the study. Y our foster son has contracted an dliance of
pleasure with Karae yo'Lannaand spent last evening in her company. Shal | contact Glavda Empri and
inquirefor him?"

"Ken Rik's granddaughter, isit? No, don't disturb the child; just ask him to cal me at his earliest
opportunity. The Passage will know where | am, if he doesn't find me here or at Pelthraza Street.”

"Very good, sr." Jeeves rotated once more and whedled off in pursuit of other imperatives. Shan grinned
and headed for the study.

The door did away and two heads turned toward him - one blond and one dark, violet eyes and silver.
Anthorastood and came forward, small hands outstretched, welcome riding awarm wave between
them.

"Shan-brother."
Heignored the hands and bent to hug her. "Hello, denubia. How's the contract-husband?’

Shelaughed, nose wrinkling. "Many days gone, thank the gods! But the twins are very good, don't you
think?'

"Very good, indeed. | could have done no better.”

That earned another laugh as atug on his deeve pulled him across the carpet to where Novawaited in
cool uncertainty.

"Siger." He smiled and extended a hand, marking with what relief shetook it. Not for the first time, he
regretted that Nova's talent was one that gave her access only to the memories of those already dead,



rather than to the living emotion al about her.
"Brother. Thank you for coming so promptly.”

"Theleast | could do, when you'd gone to so much trouble and expense! Only why a pin-beam to the
Passage, denubia, when alocd cal might have gotten you the same result?”

Shelooked coldly into hisface, every inch the First Spesker of Liad'sFirst Clan, her hand gripping his
until hefeared for the bones.

"Locd calls can betoo eadly traced," she said. "Come see what we have." She waved to the comm on
its corner of the wide desk.

"I'veseenit," Anthorasaid to his hesitation, her emotive grid suddenly and suspicioudy bland. "Would
you care for some morning wineto help you read, brother?”

"Wine by al means- but not morning wine. A glass of thered, if you please.” He glanced at Novasface,
but saw only waiting there while her pattern glimmered, chame eonlike, too changeable to read.

He did into the desk chair and tipped the screen to the proper height. Amber letters spelled out wordsin
High Liaden:

*COMMUNICATION BEGINS*
GREETINGS.

TO NOVA YOSGALAN FIRST SPEAKER-IN-TRUST CLAN KORVAL, SHE WHO
REMEMBERS, FIRST SISTER TO OUR SHARED BROTHER, VAL CON YOSPHELIUM
SCOUT, ARTIST OF THE EPHEMERAL, SLAYER OF THE ELDEST DRAGON, KNIFE CLAN
OF MIDDLE RIVER'S SPRING SPAWN OF FARMER GREENTREES OF THE
SPEARMAKER'S DEN, TOUGH GUY.

Shan blinked and leaned back in the chair, absently accepting the glass from Anthora's hand, wondering
at the significance of thefinal two words being rendered in Terran.

KNOW THAT ON THE TWO HUNDREDTH AND FORTY-SECOND DAY OF THIS
STANDARD YEAR NUMBERED 1392 OUR BROTHER AND HISLIFEMATE, MIRI
ROBERTSON MERCENARY SOLDIER, RETIRED, PERSONAL BODY GUARD, RETIRED,
HAVE WEAPON WILL TRAVEL, DEPARTED FROM LUFKIT PRIME STATION BY
TESTIMONY OF HE WHO WATCHES ON A SHIP OF THE CLAN, FLEEING NAMELESS
ENEMIES.

KNOW FURTHER THAT ON THE TWO HUNDREDTH AND FORTY-SIXTH DAY OF THIS
STANDARD YEAR OUR BROTHER AND MY SISTERHISLIFEMATE FELL INTO THE
HANDS OF CLAN JUNTAVAS OF THE LINE WHICH LOOKS TO ELDER JUSTIN HOSTRO
IN WHICH MISFORTUNE OUR BROTHER TOOK INJURY FROM THE KIN OF ELDER
HOSTRO



Dear gods, Shan thought. He damped his output, so that Anthorawould not be pummeled with his
dread. He sipped wine and touched the advance key.

NEGOTIATION WITH ELDER HOSTRO PROVED SATISFACTORY TO THE POINT THAT
OUR BROTHER'SINJURY WASHEALED. IT WASFURTHER NEGOTIATED THAT OUR
KIN BE RETURNED THEIR KNIVES AND GIVEN A SHIP ON WHICH TO CONTINUE
THEIR JOURNEY, THE SHIP OF THE CLAN HAVING RESUMED ITSLABOR DURING THE
TIME THEY WERE HELD BY CLAN JUNTAVAS. EVIDENCE INDICATING THAT THESE
THINGS WERE DONE PROVIDED BY JUSTIN HOSTRO AND FORTHCOMING TO
YOURSELF VIA HASTIEST COURIER AVAILABLE.

ITHASCOME TOMY ATTENTION THAT JUSTIN HOSTRO ISTHE MOST MINOR OF
ELDERSWITHIN CLAN JUNTAVASAND CANNOT GUARANTEE THE ACTIONS OF THE
REMAINDER OF HISCLAN. IN THISCIRCUMSTANCE, | GO TO NEGOTIATEWITH THE
ELDEST ELDER OF THEJUNTAVASON THIS, THE TWO HUNDREDTH AND FIFTY-FIFTH
DAY OF STANDARD YEAR 1392. | UNDERTAKE THISNEGOTIATION ASMIRI
ROBERTSON'SBROTHER AND T'CARAISAND AS THE BROTHER OF OUR SHARED
BROTHER WHO TRAVELSAT HER SIDE.

KNOW AT LAST THAT OUR BROTHER'S STATED DESTINATION WASVOLMER
DESIGNATION V-8735-927-3 AND THAT HE HASNOT YET ARRIVED AT THAT PORT
THOUGH A SHIP OF THE CLANS OF MEN MUST HAVE TAKEN HIM THERE BY THIS
DAY.NORHASHE CONTACTED ME AS| FEEL HEWOULD HAVE DONE WERE ALL
WELL.

THAT JUSTIN HOSTRO MAY NOT HAVE BARGAINED IN GOOD FAITH ISA MATTERI
SHALL DISCUSSWITH THE MOST ELDER OF THE JUNTAVAS. THAT OUR BROTHER
AND SISTER HAVE ATTAINED THAT STATE KNOW TO MEN AS"MISSING" IS
INFORMATION | FELT THEIR REMAINING KIN MUST HAVEWITH UTMOST ALACRITY
SO THAT A SEARCH MAY BE UNDERTAKEN WITH ALL HUMAN SPEEDINESS.

IN SHARED KINSHIPAND DUTY | SALUTE YOU. MAY SUCCESS MEET OUR MOST
STRINGENT EFFORTS.

BEAMED THISDAY 255 STANDARD YEAR 1392 BY:

TWELFTH SHELL FIFTH HATCHED KNIFE CLAN OF MIDDLE RIVER'S SPRING SPAWN
OF FARMER GREENTREES OF THE SPEARMAKER'S DEN, THE EDGER.

*COMMUNICATION ENDS*

Shan leaned back and closed his eyes, thoughts tumbling. Thefirst was that the message came from the
old boy himsdf, Va Con'svery brother Edger, in whom Shan had never quite believed, no matter how
well told the tale. The second was that, of course, it would have to be checked, fraud being however

dimly possible.
The third thought bestirred him to open his eyes and lean to the comm, touching keys, banishing Edger's



message to memory as he opened alineto the Passage.

"Shan - " Nova began, her worry apparent.

Hefinished his query, hit SEND, and picked up hisglass. "Annie, my own."
"Shan-brother?’

"IsVa Con dive, denubia? Progress report, please, as of this very moment, if possible.”
"Alive?' Sheblinked a him. "Of course.”

"Good. Wonderful, infact." He stared at her over therim of hisglass. "Where?'

He sensed confusion; frustration quickly sublimated into thought. Anthoraclosed her eyes, casting this
way and that, for al the worlds like adog hunting a scent. Nova stirred and began to speak, but Shan
held up ahand, his eyes on the youngest of them all.

"Therel" she cried suddenly, finger pointing roofward and beyond, to what might be the Second
Quadrant. She opened her eyes. "But along way away, Shannie. | don't - when you're on Volmer you
don't fed nearly sofar avay..."

"How far beyond Volmer?' He caught the edge of her frustration again and leaned forward. "Have | ever
felt that distant? If you remember an gpproximate time, we can check thelog on the Passage - "

But Anthorawas shaking her head. "None of us has ever been that far - no. When Father - when Father
was dying, at the very end - the day before he - he was that distant then...Oh, no!" Novas pain broke
over them, and Anthora flew forward to hug her and shake her. "He's alive, Sster! Physical distance,
not spiritud! | can't tell you how | know the difference - but thereisone! And another difference- " She
paused, looking to Shan, who nodded.

"Therésa- an - echo - around Va Con. It'slike- it'slike how | sense Priscilla- not directly, you see -
but through Shan..."

"Hislifemate," Novamurmured, and suddenly spun. "Lifemate! Did you know of alifemate? Whois
she?'

Shan sipped wine. "I'd say she's a person with a sense of humor: 'Miri Robertson Mercenary Soldier,
Retired, Personal Bodyguard, Retired, Have Wegpon Will Travel'? Also a person to treat with abit of
respect. Asfor who else sheis, as soon as the Passage gets through to Terran Census - ahal Right on
cud"

He touched the glowing purple stud and the screen filled with amber |etters once more, thistime forming
Terran words.

"Wadll, let's see: Planet of origin: Surebleak...Date of Birth: Day 28, Standard Y ear 1365; Tag: mutated
within acceptable limits. Parents: Katalina Tayzin; Chock Robertson. Job Fee paid: Half-bit; Day 116,
Standard 1375, poor child...Outmigrated Day 4, Standard 1379...Reason for Migration: Job
opportunity. And thejob? Ah, herewe are..." He hit ADVANCE and shook his head. "Apprentice
soldier, Lizardi's Lunatics, Fendor. Angela Lizardi, Senior Commander. Poor, poor child.”

"Mutated..." Novawas hanging over his shoulder, frowning at the screen.

"Within acceptable limits," Shan completed. "Now, on abackward, low-tech world like, shdl we say,



Sureblesk, the phrase'mutated within acceptable limits can mean severa things. But mostly it means 'half
or full Liaden." He tapped the screen. "My guessisthat Katalina Tayzin has gotten her name mangled
into something more or less Terran-sounding. Chock Robertson seemsrather definite.”

"But who is she?' Nova demanded, running the advance down to blank screen.

"She'sasoldier, sgter!" Shan snapped. "Where have your wits gone begging? Well run an employment
check on her through the Passage if you like, to find where she went after being apprenticed to Lizardi's
Lunatics - but you adready know the most important thing about her."

Novadrew hersdlf up and glared down at him. "Which is?'

"Shel's Korva's Own Lifemate," Shan said, and drank hiswine.

ORBIT

Interdicted World 1-2796-893-44

Flesh againgt flesh was warm, promoting drowsy comfort, though her exposed right flank was getting
damn cold.

Unwilling yet to let go of the drowse, Miri nestled closer to Va Con's warmth, too comfortable evento
carethat along lock of her hair was trapped under their combined weight and pulled &t her temple. She
gmiled alittleto hersdif.

Things had gotten pretty intense there, for abit. It had started with her reaching to touch hisright cheek -
the one the Juntavas had cut - by way of saying "good night.”

His eyes had opened wide; hisfingers had lifted and traced the line of the scar. "It does not repel you?”

"Huh?" She blinked, then shook her head againgt his shoulder. "People get hurt in fights sometimes.
Better a scar or two than something morefatal.”

"Ah." Once more hisfingers passed lightly across his own cheek; then they were a the lacings of her
shirt, baring her breast and touching the faint white pucker where she had caught a near-spent pellet, way
back on Contrast. Rolling with her so that he was half on top, he bent his head to kiss the scar.

Miri had had her share of scrapes - maybe more than her share of scars, what with her father...But Va
Con, unlike one loobelli of acivilian she had dept with, did not ask where they were from, but just
patiently and thoroughly sought each one out to kiss and caress until she had gotten alittle intense,
hersdif.

Now she snuggled even closer to hisSde, the steady best of his heart filling her ears. He had even found



the scars on her feet, from when she had kicked the grille out of the door and tried to walk away from
the rehab center, her light house dippers hanging in bloody rags. She would have madeit, too, except Liz
had found her and made her swear to finish the therapy.

No sense, of course, she thought. Went to al that trouble to make sure Klamath didn't get me and amost
let Cloud have mefor nothing.

She dtirred sharply, completely awake and amost breathless, asif she had suddenly found hersalf
standing at the very edge of a sheer drop. Cloud. She had jammed so much of the stuff into her system
by the time Liz had dragged her to rehab, she had barely remembered her own name.

And what if he asks you where you got them scars? she demanded of herself. Y ou gonnatell him the
truth, Robertson? Huh? Rich kid from Liad, hobnobs with the best people? Think he's gonna stand by
words he said to some snip from Surebleak who was so addicted to Cloud it's awonder she ever came
away whole? Think it's gonnamatter to him how long you been clean?

"Chaltrez?' Hisarmstightened, and he craned to see her, green eyes hazy and haf adeep. "Is something
wrong?'

She started, then reached up, touched hislips, and brushed her fingertips over the scar, aching at the
beauty of him.

"Youreonmy hair," shesad.

Miri woke aone, her head pillowed on Va Con'sfolded vest. She sighed, stretched deliberately, and
was wide awake by the time the stretch was done. From the bridge she heard the radio’s unceasing
blather; she sighed again, rolled to her feet, and hurriedly pulled on her clothes before heading that way,
hisvest swinging in her hand.

Va Con stood, deep in thought. The bottle-shaped continent from the planet below had taken on three
dimensions, overrunning the bridge: the neck of the bottle started in the companionway, and its bottom
raninto the pilot'schair.

Miri shook her head in wonderment and leaned againgt the doorjamb to watch.

Duct tape from the repair box was rumpled into mountain ranges running north and south, gaps precisely
cut out to alow river systemstheir courses. Spare instrument lamps dotted the map, some singly, others
clustered. There were severd pipe piecesin the map, each with anumber written on the floor next toit.

Marking pens had a so been used with art. Therivers had boundaries of blue, while some areaswere
enclosed by curly green lines and others smply outlined in brown. Three paper spaceships sat next to the
threelargest lamp-clugters; Va Con held another in hisleft hand. In hisright was aragged block of meta
the Y xtrang had torn from somewhere.

Miri gazed at the arrangement thoughtfully. "'If you bring your transport down ‘round the oceanside of the
blue lamps, you can take out the red ones before they know what hit 'em, then use their suppliesto take
the ship. Blue's gonna have to get involved to protect themselves, so you Sit tight and let 'em bang their
heads againgt your position for abit, then mop up and go on atiger hunt for green...”

Helooked up, grinning and bright-eyed. "Are we invading, then, Sergeant?'

"Sure looks like asituation map to me, Commander.”



Va Con stepped out of his construction, gently placing the fourth paper spaceship near one edge of the
continent before moving to her. He kept the chink of meta in his hand.

"I don't doubt your invasion would work," he said, "but | am not agenerd, das, and would hesitate to
directit.

"Don't blame you. Invasions are messy. Course, garrison duty's boring.”
"And limited by supplies.”
"Like us" She nodded at the map. "What's with the world view?"

Heturned carefully to avoid stepping on amountain range and pointed. " The lamps are towns, aslit when
we pass over them at night. More lamps become a city - like here - and fewer are villages or less. So the
blueisalargetown or asmadl city, onewith four transmissonsfrom it."

"The pipes are tranamission towers?'
He nodded. "The green isthe largest city, and | suspect it has an airport of some consequence.”
"And that?' She pointed at the metd block in his hand. "Where doesthat go?"

He hefted it, walked two graceful stepsinto the map, and very precisaly placed it between the coastal
mountains and asingle red lamp, not far from where he had placed the paper spaceship. "There.”

"Fine," Miri gpproved. "Wha isit?'
"US"

She frowned at the map, letting the picture build in her mind. "Theideaisto leavethe shipinthe
mountains, then walk down that passthere - if it isapass - and hope there's some way we can work
things out to meet people before we go to town?"

He nodded. "It isthe best course of action | can envision, given the limited data we have been ableto
gather." Hesghed. "Thisisnot a Scout ship." He seemed genuinely annoyed with the yacht for that
shortcoming, and Miri grinned briefly before walking the perimeter and stepping in beside him.

"When do weland?'
"When thetimeis propitious,” he murmured, idly adjusting the meta block with hisfoot.

"Y ou figure the propitious time will he soon?* she persisted. "Reason | ask iswe only got another two
days of fish and maybe three of crackers, and then what we got iswater."

"Ah," hesaid, shifting dightly to take another look &t his crestion before turning and smiling down into her
eyes. "Inthat case, | would say that the most propitioustimeisimmediately after lunch.”

LIAD



TreallaFantrol

Korval's man of businesswas closeted with the First Speaker, but before being whisked away he had
managed one minor bit of magic and produced a credit history on Miri Robertson, Terran citizen. Shan
did the disk from the old gentleman's fingerswith asmile. "Exactly what | was needing, sr. My thanks"
he said, and carried it off.

Alonein hisrooms, he fed the information to the computer and took asip from hisglass.

Apparently financid ingtitutions did not consider mercenary soldiers good credit risks. Therewas astring
of sx "Applied. Credit Denied" before asurprising "L oan granted, Bank of Fendor, one-hdf cantrato
Miri Robertson payable over aperiod of not more than four Standard Y ears at interest of 10.5%.
Co-ggnator, AngelaLizardi. Collatera in form of Pension Fund 98-1077-45581 carried by llquith
Securities. Transaction completed Day 353 Standard 1385."

Angdal.izardi again - gpparently acommander who took active interest in her soldiers. And Miri
Robertson pledges her pension for half a cantra cash, he thought. | wonder why.

The screen supplied no answer, but it did reflect an exemplary payment record, and then the notation
"Baance paidin full, Day 4, Standard 1388."

She earned abonus and killed the thing, Shan surmised, sipping wine. It was the best she could have
done at ten point five. He touched a key and the credit file faded, to be replaced a heartbest later by an
employment higtory.

1379: APPRENTICE SOLDIER, LIZARDI'S LUNATICS.

The Lunatics had taken and fulfilled a series of contracts on anumber of worlds: Eskdli, Porum,
Contragt, Skittle, Klamath.

Shan froze. Klamath?

He had just extended ahand to request more information when the annunciator chimed.
The door whispered open behind him as he impatiently tapped keys.

"Klamath?" Anthoraasked, leaning on his shoulder. "What's Klamath?'

"That iswhat we'retrying to find out. We are, in fact, hoping my memory hasfindly deteriorated to the
point that someone must be assigned to lead me about. Exercise your influence, sister, and seethat it's
Priscilla?'

Shelaughed. "Asif | had any! And what use would you be to Priscillawithout amemory?”

"The same useI'll beto her with impaired hearing. Do stop bellowing inmy ear.”



She stuck her tongueinit.
"That will do," hesaid. "Bring achair over and St nicely or leave."
"Y es, Shan-brother.”

He glanced up as she moved away. "Tell me, denubia, did the contract-husband leave with dl faculties
intact? If yosGaan owes for menta disability it would be best for meto settleit before the Passage
leaves”

"l wasvery niceto him, Shannie. Truly | was." She dragged the chair into place and sat primly, hands
foldedin her lap. "Likethis?

"Precisaly likethat. Pretend you've had upbringing. Now if only the damned computer - Ahal Progress!”

The screen filled with amber |etters, scrolling. Shan let it run, then dapped PAUSE and was slent for
longer than it should have taken him to read the information there.

Anthoraleaned back from her own perusa, frowning at hisface and at his pattern, which had suddenly
goneflat with pity.

"Theworld shook apart?’ she asked tentatively. "It is horrible, Shannie, but why arewelooking at it?|
thought you were trying to find out about Va Con'slady.”

"l am," he said expressionlesdy, dlowing the screen to continue adow scrall. " She wasthere. Lizardi's
Lunatics was one of the mercenary units hired to fight in the local civil war. A handful of people got
off-planet before things went so unstabl e that rescue were hopeless. Countless people died, civiliansand
soldiers..." Hetouched PAUSE once more. "Survivors, Lizardi's Lunatics: AngelaLizardi, Senior
Commander, Roth MacNedly, Brevet Lieutenant; Miri Robertson, Sergeant; Scandd Arbuckle, Priveate;
Lasster K. Winfidd, Private. Five. Gods, afull-staffed unit is nearly three hundred!”

"She hasthe luck," Anthorasaid gravely, and Shan fdlt the hairs rise on his neck.
"Does she?'

But hissister wasfrowning. "lsn't it odd? | dways thought Va Con would chose alady who wasa
muscan, likeheis"

"We don't know that she'snot,” Shan pointed out. " Though gods aone know what she might haveto sing
about."

Anthoraturned wondering sllver eyeson him. "She'sdive."

"So sheis" Hetapped another series, recaling the employment history. "L et's see what else shesdone
with her life, then, shdl we?'

Lizardi's Lunatics had been deactivated in 1384, and there was atwo-year blank in Miri Robertson's
record until she showed up again as sergeant with the Gyrfalks, under Senior Commander Suzuki Riato
and Junior Commander Jason Randolph Carmody. There followed another list of contracts accepted and
fulfilled, interspersed with notations of the excellence of Sergeant Robertson's performance. In 1388 her
rank was increased to sergeant master. In 1391 she resigned. Commanders Rialto and Carmody et the
record show their sorrow at that decision and their willingnessto take the sergeant back into the Gyrfaks
aanytime



Some months later Miri Robertson was certified as bodyguard to a Sire Baldwin of Naome, and there
the record ended, except for amuted chime indicating that auxiliary information was available.

Shan glanced at Anthora. "Wdll, sster? Do we presson?”
"By dl meand" she cried, and wriggled alittle to show the intendity of her interest.
Grinning, Shan touched the proper key. The auxiliary file clicked in and his grin faded.

In 1392, five Standard months after Miri Robertson had become Sire Baldwin's bodyguard, a party of
Juntavas attacked the estate, killing many of the household staff. Of those listed missing and presumed
escgped: Baldwin himsdlf...and Miri Robertson.

The aux filefaded, and Shan leaned back in hischair. "Wdl, sser? Does she ill have the luck?"

"It seems 0," Anthorasaid softly. "After al, she got from Naome to Lufkit, and then from Lufkit to
Lufkit Prime Station and asfar aswherever she and Va Con are now, and they're both dive." She
tipped her head. "Doesn't that sound like the luck to you, Shannie?

"Unfortunately,” he said after asmall pause. "it does." He sighed and rubbed thetip of hisnose. "Doesit
occur to you that Clutch-turtles might well mistake rel ationships between humans? By Space, we don't
even know that that damned message isfrom Edger!”

"Mr. dedGauss had atracer put on the pin-beam," Anthorasaid. "V erification hasn't been made yet, but
he fed s there's small doubt that the messageis genuine. And | told you, brother - | can seeVal Con's
lady through him, just like | see Priscillathrough you!™

Heturned to stare at her. "So you did." He touched keys, shut down the screen, reclaimed the disks, and
dipped them safdy away. "Which reminds methat I'm to dine with Priscillathis evening. Talk about a
coil! If Va Con had his heart set on the woman, why couldn't he bring her home? And when did he have
timeto court and lifemate anyone? Unless..." He pushed away from the desk, stretching to hisfull Six fedt,
reducing Anthorato aplump, precocious child.

"Unless?' she asked.

He bent to kiss her forehead. " A question for Jeeves on my way out, that's all. Please assure Nova that
I'm at her command. WEIl be dining at Ongit's before going back to Pelthraza Street. And tell Gordy I'll
expect to see him here early tomorrow morning. He'sloafed long enough.”

"Oh, no," Anthora said earnestly. "He's been working very hard! Karea seems particularly pleased.”

"I'm delighted for them both." He gave her a gentle shove toward the door. "I'm off to visit Syl Vor and
Padi - then aquick word with Jeeves and away! Be agood child, now, and help your sister.”

"All right, Shannie," said the most powerful wizard on Liad, and went docilely down the hall.

With some difficulty Jeeveswas discovered crouched in acorner of the hearthroom, swaddled in cats,
head-bal diminwhat Va Con had used to cal "deep.” Shan cleared histhroat.

"Sr?' Thebdl glowed to gentle orangelife.

"Please don't get up! | only need to ask you aquestion - you are availablefor questions, aren't you,
Jeeves? It wouldn't concern me quite so much except that you're the brainsto Tredla Fantrol, and if we



were to have an intruder while you're napping with the cats | don't know what would happen.”
"Theintruderswould be repelled, sr. | was not adeep, but merdly offering comfort.”

Shan rubbed thetip of hisnose. "Comfort? | am to understand that the cats are distressed?”
"They missMagter Va Con, gir."

"They do." Shan considered the various and varicolored felines draped around Jeevess metdlic person.
"I hesitate to mention this - but Pil Tor and Y odel have never met Master Va Con."

"Quiteright, sir. But Merlin hastold them al about him, so they fed his absence as keenly astherest.”

A grizzled gray tabby curled near the head-ball opened one yellow eye, asif daring achalengeto that
explanation.

Shan swept abow. "Never would | doubt you, gr.”

The cat closed his eye, and the man swallowed alaugh. "Jeeves, if | might ask you to cast your mind
back seven or eight Standards - possibly more: Has my brother ever mentioned the person Miri
Raobertson in your presence?’

Therewas dlence. Shan boreit for nearly aminute.

"Working, gSir. | anticipate completion of the match in gpproximately - done. Master Va Con has never
spoken of or to Miri Robertson in my presence.” After adight and unrobotic hesitation, Jeeves said,
"Forgiveme"

"Therés nothing to forgive, old friend. | had anotion VVa Con had been lifemated for afew yearsand had
samply forgotten to let us know. Exactly the sort of thing that might dip ones mind, after dl. It wasdimly
possible that he'd said something to you, however, the dangers of Scouts and soldiers being what they
ae"

"Y ou speak in the context of awill."
"Exactly in the context of awill."

The orange ball flickered, and Merlin flicked areproachful ear. "The will | have on filefor Master Va
Con has not been atered since Standard 1382. It does not mention Miri Robertson.”

"And that," Shan said, "would seem to be that. Thank you, Jeeves, you've been very helpful. Do continue
comforting the cats."

"The comfort istwo-way, Sr."

Shan sighed. "Are you distressed, Jeeves?”

"Itismerdy that I, too, missMaster Va Con."

"I see. Forgive meif thisoffends, but Va Con and | built you, which means- "
"l was Master Val Con'sidea”

Shan blinked. "'l beg your pardon?"



"l was Master Va Con'sidea,” Jeeves repeated, moving an arm to rub arestive tigerstripe. "Y ou said so
yoursdlf, Sr, severa times during my congtruction.”

"So | did." And amore cork-brained scheme, he added silently, may | never again be party to! "My
thanksfor caling that so my attention. Carry on."

"Thank you, Sr. Good evening, Sr."

Shan's footsteps faded down the halway, and in amoment Jeeves noted the opening and closing of the
door to the south patio. One of the younger cats, Y odel, mewed faintly and twitched in her deep. Jeeves
moved a hand to stroke her.

"There, there" hesad. "There, there"

ORBIT

Interdicted World 1-2796-893-44

The sound of the ship around them went from solid hum to pulsing throb as Miri did into the copilot's
seat. Va Con sat in the pilot's chair, hands moving with precision over the switches and keys and toggles
asif hewere playing the omnichora. All screenswere up, showing different and changing views of the
world below while the radio mumbled to itsalf. A number of the lights on the central board glowed red, a
fact that Miri decided to ignore.

"No power |eft to shunt from the coils” Va Con murmured. "Altitude control jetslow on fuel. Rocket
thrust? Ah, well, rockets are only aluxury, after dl..."

Miri considered the Sde of hisface. "Isthis dangerous?'

"Hmm? Strap in, please, chatrez. We are approaching amark." A dim finger touched areadout that was
counting large blue numbers down from ten. Miri engaged the webbing as the numbers ran down. There
was a sharp push and a heavy vibration as zero flashed. Va Con flipped aquick series of toggles, and
the worst of the vibration faded.

"Is- this- dangerous?' Miri asked again, spacing the words and increasing the volume atad, on thedim
chance he hadn't heard her thefirst time,

His amileflickered, and he reached to take her hand. "Dangerous? We are descending with neither
reserve rockets nor jet power to a planet without landing beacons, without an actua touchdown point
chosen, and without being invited.” The smile broadened. " A textbook exercise.”

"Sure," Miri muttered. "And how many people get hurt when atextbook crashes?



Va Con raised an eyebrow. ™Y ou doubt my skill ?*

"Huh?' Shewas startled. "No, hey, look, boss, | ain't apilot! | just gottaknow if were gonna get down -
" She stopped because he was laughing, his hand warm around hers.

"Miri, I will contriveto bring us down as safely as possible, considering circumstances.” He squeezed her
fingersand let them go, turning back to hisboard. "Asfor whether we will get down, the answer isyes.
We are no longer moving rapidly enough to maintain orbit."

She watched him go through another series of adjustments, then shook her head as he leaned back in the
chair. "Tough Guy," she murmured.

Heglanced over. "Yes."

"Tell the troops just enough to keep ‘em honest, doncha?' she said, not sure if she felt admiration or
frudtration. " Got some guts - this stuff here." She waved ahand at the red-lit board. "Playing chicken with
the Y xtrang...What were the chances of us getting out aive, when you pulled that hysteresisthing and we
Jumped outta there?"

"Ah." Hefaced her serioudy. "The pilot did not expect to reenter norma space.”
"Thought we'd come apart in hyper," shetrandated and nodded to herself, thinking.

At the conclusion of thought, she reached over and patted his arm. "Good. Best choice there was.

Y xtrang boarding party, againgt ustwo, even if we are hell on wheels..." She shook her head. "And |
wouldn't want to have to shoot you. Heard that was the best thing to do for your partner, Y xtrang ever
getsyou cornered.”

"There are sometimes" Va Con murmured, "other options.”
"Y eah? How many Y xtrang you ever talk to in person?’
"One" hesaid promptly. "Thoughit istruethat | took him unaware.”

Miri blinked a him, then glanced at the ruddy board and at each of the screensin turn. "Remember to tell
me about it," she managed & last. "Later."

"Yes, Miri," hesad, sternly controlling histwitching lips, and turned back to the board.

The planet soun beneeth them five times on the inbound spirdl.

Miri watched the screensin fascination - she had never been on theflight deck of anything on atrip
downworld before - and meticuloudly copied information Va Con read off to her: coordinates of mgjor
features, drainage patterns of important river basins, the direction and strength of atmospheric jet
Sreams.

Her duties aso included monitoring the radio, which till gave out its gabble of nonsense words and
earsplitting music. But on the third pass over the continent south of their target something different came
over the speaker.

Bringing the volume up, Miri heard the excited voices and the boom and thunder of heavy guns.
"Boss?' she asked quietly.



He glanced away from his board, frowning at the radio noise.

"Somebody's having awar,” Miri said, and he sighed, hands and eyes dready back to the business of
pilating.

Miri kept with it, hearing the despair in the man's voice on the radio and counting the rhythms of the
bursts and explosions until they were out of range. She found the station again on the next pass, but it

was only playing music. And on the next pass they were inside theion shield and could not hear anything
aadl.

The meeger stars had given way to loca dawn when Va Con findly brought the ship down. Miri found
the switch from aballistic trgjectory to magnetic control unexpectedly harrowing: the deceleration
reminded her dl too vividly of their close call with the Y xtrang. Thefind lurch brought forth an involuntary
burst of swearing, which she squelched in embarrassment, for by that time the ship was flying smoothly.

Va Con sedled the hatch behind them and did the key into his pouch, shivering inthe crystd air.
Miri tipped her head. "Y ou cold?"
"Only alittle,”" he murmured, lifting abrow. "Aren't you?"

She grinned, stretching tall on her toes. "Where | come from, Tough Guy, thisishigh summer." Then she,
too, shivered as arandom breeze ran through the ravine. " Course, when you get as old as me, your
blood gartsto thin out.”

"So0?1 had no ideayou were as old as that.”

"You didn't ask; | didn't say." Shefrowned at the crouched ship, a pitted metal boulder among atumble
of rock. "Should we hide it better?'

"This should suffice. The country does not ook well traveled, and from the air it will seem just another
rock. Weareonly in difficulty if local technology provesto include long-range meta detection." He
sghed. "We could send it into orbit, but there might be away to repair..." Hisvoice drifted off.

"So, for better or worse." She came closer and did asmall hand into his. " Carpe diem, and dl likethat.”
She grinned, and he amiled faintly, squeezing her hand as she looked around. "Well, where's this town of
yours? | could sure use acup of coffee.”

"Wes," hesaid, and smiled at her confusion. " That way," he eaborated, pointing.

"Whyn't you say s0? Though how you can tell up from down this soon after ‘fal beets hell out of me.”
She shivered again in another eddy of breeze and wrinkled her nose. "Guess we better start walking.”

"It would seem best," he agreed. He dipped away, moving like ashadow over the broken shae, Miri
slent at hisback.

An hour later they rested by a stream. Va Con kndlt, cupped a hand into the rapid current - and turned
his head asif he had heard the cry of protest she had stilled.



"Chaltrez, the water isgood,” he assured her. "Nor do | think the vegetables or grainswill do us harm.
The meat should dso be edible. Whether dl the nutritional needs of our bodies are met we must wait and
see" He cupped his hand again and drank, then rose, sighing. "Had we been abandoned in a Scout ship
ingtead of asmuggler's yacht we would have known these things with certainty before landing. Asitis,
weridetheluck."

Miri closed her eyes as he cameto St beside her. " Carpe diem,” she muttered, willing hersdf to relax.
"Whet isthet?"

She opened her eyesto find him watching her. "What's what?*

"Carpe - diem? It does not sound Terran - and you have said it severd times.”

"Oh." Shefrowned. "Actudly, it is Terran - at leadt, it's from Terra. Latin, | think the language was. Red
old. I remember reading that two or three of the languages Terran derivesfrom came from Latin, first."
She paused, but he was watching her face with apparent interest.

"Time| was- sick - right after Klamath," she continued, "I got to read lots. Book | liked best was called
Dictionary of Phrase and Fable. It was sort of alist of things that people had said or believed - and
sometimes still said - and next to each one was an explanation of what it was really supposed to mean.

"Carpe diem, now - that's supposed to mean, 'seize the day," enjoy yourself while you can. Seemed like
good advice." She shook her head and smiled. " Great book. Sorry | had to giveit back.”

"How long were you able to spend with the book?" he asked gently. "After Klamath?"

"Hmm? Ah, not too long. Got busted up toward the end of things - my own damn fault. Got cocky.” She
shifted, breaking his gaze. "Y ou want a sandwich before we get on?"

Both browsrose. "Samon?"
"Got four," shetold him earnestly.

"| think that I am not hungry, thank you." He cameto hisfeet in one fluid motion and reached down to
help her up, though he knew she could rise as easily as he, unaided.

"Besdes" he sad, pressing her hand warmly before letting her go. "I thought you wanted that cup of
coffee”

Thetown sat in athree-sided bowl made of mountains, clustered in the center of avalley that was merely
awidening of the pass they walked through. It was not alarge town, which was good, and no one was
yet abroad, though the sun had been up for severa hours. In the near distance Va Con made out afield
of sometypeof grain, while closer in -

Miri was not at his back.

Heturned dowly and found her seated astride afalen log, staring down into the protected little town,
tenson sharp in thelines of her face, in the set of her shoulders, and in the dender hands folded too ill
upon her knee.

He moved, deliberately scraping boot hed against stone. She started and looked at him.



"Mindif | rest aminute?' she asked, tensgon singing beneath the words.

"Aslong asyoulike." Silent again, he went to the log and sat behind her, putting hisarms|oosdy around
her waist, feding her taut in every muscle. Laying his cheek againgt her hair, he exhded gently. "What is
it, chatrez?'

"I wasgonnaask you." Sheflung her hands out with suppressed violence, directing his attention to the
valey beow. "What isit?'

He consdered. Then, he said softly, "A town. Civilians. Nat, it istrue, avery large town - but sufficient
for our present needs. A pattern such as this many times includes outlying farms or homes. If thisplaceis
true to that pattern, then that is very good for us. It may be possible for usto go to asingle home and
offer to trade labor for - language lessons.”

She drew a deep breath. "That's atown?"
"Certainly it'satown," he said, keeping hisvoice matter-of-fact. "What elsewould it be?
"The gods doneknow. It'sso smdl..." Her voice faded, sgnificant of growing tension.

"S0? Then perhaps we should take afew moments to study what we see.” He raised an arm, pointing.
"Thet large affair, there, with the many windows? That's probably a government building of somekind. It
seemsto have the proper hauteur about it."

She chuckled - agood sign - and it seemed that she relaxed, ever so dightly. "And that squatty one, with
therailing around the front?*

"A trading post,” he guessed. "Or asmall store." He pointed again. "What do you make of thellittle blue
one?'

"A barbershop? Or abar?' Shelaughed alittle, and the tenson was definitely easing. "Both?

"Perhaps - though | think it would be abit crowded for either. And the metal objects - they do seemto
be metal, do you think? - dong the Sdes of the thoroughfare?'

"Cabd" Miri announced with certainty, relaxing back into him. He moved his cheek away from her hair
and danted aglance at the Sde of her face. She was smiling dightly. Good.

"So? Then tell me about that one - you see? Over behind the little blue one - with the tower and the knob
on thetop?'

Shewas dlent for amoment, then blinked and grinned. A bordello.”

"Do you redly think so?" he murmured. " Perhaps we should go therefirst.”

Shelaughed - atrue laugh - her head againgt his shoulder, then abruptly sobered. "Va Con?
"y e

"Youreasnesk."

Helifted abrow. "It isacommon failing, | am told, among Liadens."

"That'swhat Terranssay." She frowned. "What do Liadens say?"



"Ah, well. Liadens..." Hetightened hisarms around her in aquick hug. "Liadens are very formd, you
know. Soitislikdy that they would not say anything e all."

"Oh." Shetook abreath. "What do we do now?'

"I think we should take off our guns and put them in our pouches. In some places the possession of a
wesgpon makes a person suspect, even, perhaps, acriminal. And | think we should each have another
sandwich - so that we do not grow proud - * He echoed her laugh softly. "After we eat, we should go
down into the valey and look for one of those outlying farms| spoke of, to seeif we might not trade the
labor of our strong young bodiesfor aroof and food and lessonsin language.”

"All that on asandwich? Wdll, you're the boss."
"And when," heinquired, "will you be boss?

"Next week." She stood, pulled a plastic-wrapped package out of her pouch, and handed it to him to
unwrap while she stripped off the gun and holster and stowed them away.

VANDAR

Springbreeze Farm

"Borril! Here, Borril! Wind take the animad, where - ah hal So thereyou are, sir! No skevittsthis
morning? Or did they dl St in the treetops and laugh a you? Ah, now, old thing..." Shefinished in amuch
Sweeter tone, asthe dog flung himsdlf at her feet with a whuff and lay gazing up at her, worshipin his

beady yellow eyes.

She bent carefully, rubbed her knuckles briskly across his head ridges, and yanked on his pointy ears.
Straightening, she sighed and eased her back, her eyes dwelling on the marker before her: "Jerrd Trelu,
1412-1475. Beloved zamir..."

Beloved zamir - what bosh! Asif it had not just been Jerry and Estra, working the farm and raising the
boy and doing what needed to be done, onething a atime, sde by side, him leaning on her, her leaning
on him. Beloved husband, indeed!

A wind blew acrossthe yard, straight down from Fornem's Gap, ice-toothed with winter, though it was
barely fall. Zhena Trelu shivered and pulled her jacket close around her. "Wind gets colder every year,"
she muttered, and pulled hersaf up sharp. "Listen a you! Just the kind of poor-me you hatein Athna
Brigsbee! Mooning the morning away like there wasn't any work to do!"

She snorted. There was aways work to do. She bent creakily and gathered up the sweelims she had
picked for the parlor - she liked a bit of color to rest her eyes on in the evening when she listened to the
radio or read. "Let'sgo, Borril. Home!"



Thewind diced out of the gap again, but sherefused to giveit the satisfaction of ashiver. Thesignsall
pointed to a bad winter. She sighed, her thoughts on the house she and Jerry had lived alifetimein. The
shutters needed mending; the chimney had to be cleaned and the tin inspected for corrasion - though
what she could do about it if the whole roof was on the verge of faling in was more than she knew. It
was abig, drafty old place, much too big for one old woman and her old dog. It had aways been too
big, really, even when there had been Jerrel and the boy and, later, the boy's zhena - and the dogs, of
course. Always four or five dogs. Now therewas only Borril, last of atradition.

Asif her thought had reached out and touched some chord within him, the dog suddenly bounded
forward, giving tonguein mock ferocity, charging around the Side of the house and out of sight.

"Borril!" sheyelled, but any fool would know that that was useless. She picked up her pace and arrived
at the corner of the housein timeto hear Borril, in full stranger-at-the-gate darm.

Acrossthe barking cut aman's voice, speaking words Zhena Trelu understood to be foreign.
She rounded the corner and stopped in surprise.

Borril was between her and two strangers - barking and wagging hisridiculous puff of atail. Thetaler of
the two spoke again, sharply, and the barking subsided.

"Bequiet, dog!" Va Con snapped. "How dare you speak to uslike that? Sit!"

Borril was confused. The tone wasright, but the sounds were different than the sounds She used. He
hesitated, then heard Her behind him and ran to Her side, relieved to be out of the situation.

"Borril, you bad dog! Sit!"
That was better. Borril sat, tail thumping on the ground.

"l am sorry," Zhena Trelu continued, trying not to stare. "Borril redly isquite friendly. | hope he didn't
frightenyou.”

Again, it wasthetdler who spoke, opening his hands and showing her empty pams. Zhena Trelu
frowned. It did not take ageniusto figure out that he did not understand what she was saying.

Sighing, she stepped forward. " Stay, Borril." As she moved, the two men came forward aso, sopping
when shock stopped her.

The shorter man wasnot aman at al. Not, that is, unless foreigners of whatever variety these were
alowed aman the option of growing hishair long, braiding it, and wrapping it around his head liken
vulgar copper crown. A woman, then, Zhena Trelu allowed. Or, more precisdly, agirl. But dressed in
such clothes!

Zhena Trelu was not aprude; she knew quite well what useful garments trousers were - especidly
working around the farm. But these...

Firg, they seemed to be made of leather - deek, black leather. Second, they were skintight, hugging the
girl'sboy-flat belly and her - limbs - and nestly tucked into high black boots. The upper garment - a
white shirt of some soft-looking fabric - was acceptable, though Zhena Trelu thought it might have been
laced alittle closer around that dender throat; and the loose leather vest was unexceptiond. But what in
the name of ice did awoman want to wear such awide belt for? Unlessit was to accentuate the
impossibletininess of her wast?



"Aml| that funny-looking?' Miri asked, and Zhena Trelu Sarted, eyes going to her face.

No beauty, this one, with her face al sharp angles and freckles across the snubbed nose. The chin was
sguare and willful, the full mouth incongruous. Her only claim to prettinesslay inapair of very speaking
gray eyes, at present resting with resigned irony on the other woman's face.

ZhenaTrelu felt herself coloring. "'l beg your pardon,” she muttered. She moved her eyesfrom the girl to
her companion - and found hersdf staring again.

Where the angles of the girl's face seemed dl at odds with each other, the linesin her companion'sface
worked toward a cohesive whole. High cheeks curved smoothly to pointed chin; the nose was straight
and not overlong; the mouth was generous and smiling, just alittle. His hair was dark brown, chopped off
blunt at the bottom of hisears, and onelock of it straggled across hisforehead, over level dark brows
and quite nearly into the startling green eyes. His skin was an odd golden color, except for theraw dash
of arecent scar across hisright cheek.

Hewas dressed in the same sort of clothes asthe girl, the clinging leather and 