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Plan B by by Sharon Lee and Steve Miller

For the Friends of Liad:
lisamia keshoc.
We arein your debt.

Here we stand: An old woman, ahafling boy, two
babes, a contract, aship, and a Tree.

ClanKorval.

How Jeawould laugh.

—Excerpted from Cantrayos Phelium's L og Book

LIAD

DEPARTMENT OF INTERIOR COMMAND
HEROQUARTERS

Therewastime, but neither night nor day.

Time. Current time on twenty planets was counted aong the digitd displaysin thelong left wall. Thelight
wasimpartid, unchanging. Shadowless.

In addition to the silent, steady chronometers, the room contained a desk upon which sat two
screens—one large, one smal—akeypad, some few files of hard copy, a stylus. Behind the desk was a
chair; inthe chair wasaman.

Those who owed allegiance to the Department, to the Plan, addressed him as " Commander” or, formaly,
"Commander of Agents." That was enough.

Commander of Agentstouched his keypad, advancing the file displayed upon the larger screen.

Blindfolded and questioned—if any would dare it—he could easily have recited the entire contents of the
file. He perused it without reading it, as another might shuffle and dedl hand after hand of Patience, mind
wrestling a problem light-years beyond his busy fingers.

Theimmediate problem was threefold, the sections named thus: Clan Korva, Va Con yosPhdium, Tyl
VonsgAlda

Clan Korva. The Department of Interior had long been aware of the danger presented by Clan Korval,
that maverick and most oddly successful of clans. The Department of Interior had taken measures—bold
measures—in the past, with an eye toward nullifying Korva's menace. The culmination of these measures
was the recruitment of Korval's young nadelm into the Department and the subsequent redesign of that
sameVa Con yosPhdium into an Agent of Change.



That stroke, brilliant and necessary, had produced uncal culated results. Korval became aware of the
Department. And, being Korval, measures—hold measures—had been taken. The Department found its
name spoken in public places; long-stable funding sources came under scrutiny, several dummy accounts
were unmasked and summarily closed by the Masters of the Accountants Guild, the funds returned to the
Council of Clans,

Not satisfied with such unseemly commotion, Korva moved again—and more boldly yet. The clan
vanished— ships, children, servants, and pets—all, al gone from Liad.

Not quiteall.

Commander of Agentstouched hiskeypad. One of theline direct remained upon Liad: Anthora,
youngest of the adult yosGalans, who had prudently moved to the ancient and formidable Jelaza Kazone,
Korva’ sfirg base of planetary operation, and wasliving there retired. For now.

Commander of Agents advanced thefile, eyeslooking beyond screen and data. Korval was out there
somewhere. Who knew what they might do? Or when?

The Commander considered the probability that they had gone entirely, leaving behind one too odd to
understand her peril. Were Korva to abandon Liad and accept sanctuary from Terra, the balancelong in
favor of Liaden trade missons and Liaden expansion would be at risk. The children of yosGdan were
haf-Terran. Mongrels. They might well go tokin.

The Commander was not oneto fed qualms. The various actions againgt Korval, including fomenting
revolution on theworld of Korva's oldest trade partner, were necessary to reduce K orval's influence and
bring about the true ascendancy of Liad.

The recent revolt had not been an entire success, for Korval's old ally and sometime bedmeate had
prevailed. Still, it would be a generation before the economy of the planet hedled, and the political
conflictswould take adozen dozen rdummarto settle.

More, there was rumor that one string not yet strung to the bow of the aliance was now gone. The
Commander dlowed himsef afaint smile: fight them over and over, covertly, and even Korva must fall.
They had dmost been diminated twice now.

The Commander blinked. Thistime, perhaps. On his watch.

This nearly open flight was unfortunate, and unexpected. That Korva searched for their missing
delm-to-be was certain. To alow them to locate and reclaim Va Con yosPhelium would be an error. A
Very serious error.

A most successful Agent, Va Con yosPhelium. There wasthat in the madcap Korva genesthat inspired
its membersto excdllence, whatever course they might chart. Before the adjustment of hisloydties, Vd
Con yosPhelium had ridden the mandate of his genesto a certain pinnacle of achievement: Scout
Commander, Firg-In. A man of infinite resource, apilot from aclan that bred for pilots; intelligent,
flexible and—after suitable training—exquisitely deadly, he had among his armament the greatest of dl an
Agent's weapons, the Probability Loop.

The Loop alowed an Agent to cdculate odds of mission success and persond surviva. To some extent,
it served as a predictor of coming action, and as a strategy program. There were, of course, certain other
mandates implanted, as well as a self-destruct subroutine. These mandates and subroutines were
provided to ensure that an Agent remained loya to hismission, to the Department, and to the Plan. It
should not be possible for an Agent of Changeto break training.



And, yet, there was evidence—disturbingly strong evidence—that Va Con yosPhelium, delm genetic of
aclan that seemingly vaued random action just dightly less than piloting skill, had broken training.

So. Agent of Change Tyl Von sg/Alda had been dispatched on the trail of arumor, to seek Va Con
yosPhdlium aong the ways of an interdicted world, to offer transport to the home world, to debriefing
and recdlibration. Had the Agent merely come against mischance, these things would be accepted. Had
he suffered severe mischance, Agent Sg'Aldawas to bring his Commander abody, a skull, sections of
vertebrae—proof. An Agent was no such thing to be cardlesdy |eft lying about the galaxy, after all.
Especidly no such Agent asVVa Con yosPhdium.

Commander of Agents cameto the end of thefile and closed it with aflick at the keypad. He leaned
back in the chair which conformed to his body's shape, and briefly closed hiseyes.

Agent sg'Alda had been gone sometime. It was understood that ransacking alow-tech world for one
man—or one corpse—might consume time. The Commander was prepared to wait some smal time
longer, before loosing another Agent to the search.

Commander of Agents opened his eyes, seeking the smaller second screen.

This screen showed a sector map. Marked plainly on the map was Interdicted World 1-2796-893-44,
where Tyl Von sg/Aldasought Va Con yosPhelium. An amber light near the world marked the location
of Sg'Aldas ship, asreported by the concealed pin-beam locator beacon. Some time ago, the beacon
had reported that it was on world and Commander of Agents had allowed himself hope.

Alas, the ship lifted very soon, thence to dawdle in orbit now several more days, so the scent that had
enticed Agent Sg'/Aldato the planet's surface must have proved false.

Commander of Agents moved his eyesto the chronometered wall. He was due in conference very
shortly, where another portion of the Department's Plan would be reviewed.

Korva'slinks with outside interests were being attended to, carefully. It was the Commander's thought
that Korval had dwindled to the point of being too few to attend to their own security. Thusatest case. It
would do Korval no good, should Dutiful Passage fall.

Hands on the armrests, the Commander pushed his chair back, glancing to the beacon screen—and
freezing.

For the beacon's light was no longer the placid amber indicative of astable postion. It blazed green on
the star map, its glow eclipsing theworld called "Vandar" by its natives, the pre-Jump coil-charge
smearing the tdltale into a blur. Coordinates appeared at the bottom of the screen, the beacon phased
from green to turquoise, then flared into nothing as it and the ship around it entered Jump.

Commander of Agents reached forth a hand and tapped a command into his keypad. The home system
of the interdicted world melted from the screen, replaced by another map, thiswith aship route limned in
red.

Commander of Agentsleaned back in hischair, and alowed himsdf to believe that dl waswell.
Tyl Von sg' Aldawas Jumping for Waymart.

And from Waymart it was but two Jumps to Headquarters.



STANDARD YEAR 1393
VANDAR ORBIT AND JUMP

She was quick, canny, and careful, aformer mercenary master sergeant with the battle wisdom of a
hundred combat encounters behind her.

He was not without resources, trained first as a scout and then as an Agent, but the knife nearly
penetrated his guard, so smoothly did she manage the thing. He snatched her wrist asit snaked padt,
shifted balance for the throw—and ended the move in an ignominious twisting breskaway as she broke
his grip and rode the attack forward.

She danced back to the metal wall, gray eyes intent, muscles coherent; poised, not stressed; the sweat
bathing her face the residue of physical exertion, rather than strain.

Shelet him regain stance, she dlowed him timefor orientation, time to conceive and launch an attack;
uncommon courtesy from so deadly a battle-mate. He feinted with amove out of L'apeleka, saw the grin
flit across her face even as she shifted balance in proper response to the phrase.

He danced another half-phrase of the Clutch discipline, choosing a subtle variant beyond her current level
of attainment. He was not redlly surprised when she moved smoothly in response, timing perfect asa
heartbeet. His mental Loop, residue of hisdaysasafull Agent of Change, indicated her chance of besting
him in this encounter was nearly seventeen percent—four times higher than it had been haf ayear ago.
She charged.

Training took over and his hands flashed out, faster than thought. The knife soun away as he caught both
her wrigts thistime and took her with him into the somersault, both aware of the congtraining walls.

She twisted and broke haf free. He countered, snaking around and pinning her flat againgt the metal
floor, one hand tight under her chin.

"Yidd" he demanded, trying not to see how eadily hisfingers encircled the fragile column of her throat.
She sghed dightly, consgdering him out of calm gray eyes. "Sure,” shesaid. "What the hdll.”

He laughed, taking his hand from her throat and rolling away to prop hip and elbow against the cold
deck. "Not quite the attitude | might expect from a seasoned mercenary.”

"No sense gettin' killed," Miri said reasonably, grabbing hisfree hand and laying it over her breast. She
squirmed alittle, asif to settle more comfortably against the deck plates. "That's better."

"Fraternizing with the enemy?" inquired VVa Con.

"Taking alittle rest with my partner,” she corrected him sternly. "Liadens and Terransain't enemies—they
just don't get dong too good.”

He opened his green eyesvery wide. "Don't we get dong, Miri?"

"Yeah, but see," she said earnestly, reaching to touch hisright cheek and the scar that marred the smooth
golden skin, "were crazy. And that's besides you being a scout and having this funny idea about how
Liadens and Terrans and for-space-sake Y xtrang are all from the same stock.”

"Itistrue," Vd Con dlowed, feding her heartbeat through the breast nestled in his pam, "that scout
training may have identified those characteristics that are classified as'crazy' and honed them to afine



degree. However, the hypothesis of the common root of the three human racesisfrom my father's
sudies." He smiled. "So you see that insanity is hereditary.”

"Yeah, dl youdoisbdieveit." She stretched suddenly and sat up, face abruptly serious. "Tell you what,
boss: | think I'm cured.”

Herolled over onto his back, crossed hisarms behind his head and considered the other thing inside his
head—a precious gift, baancing the Loop's distasteful, inevitable presence.

Legend sad that lifemates had often been linked thisway, soul to soul, not quite sharing thought, but
rather sharing intent; joying in aknowledge of each other that went deeper than any kin-tie. That he and
Miri should be so linked, now, when Liad's wizards were on the wane and lifemates were merely in love,
waswonderful past belief.

"Boss?'

"Eh?' He started and smiled at the ripplesin the song that was Miri in his head; smiled at the frown of
concern on her face. "Forgive me, chatrez. | wasthinking." He stretched and sat up next to her. "
believe your estimation is correct, however: you certainly fight asif you are cured.”

"Huh." She shook her head. ™Y ou need somebody around can redly give you aworkout."
"S0?You very nearly had me. Twice," he added thoughtfully. "Miri."

"Yo."

"Where did you learn the response to that Clutch move?’

"The second one?" She shrugged. " Seemed the only logica way to go, given how you shifted..." Her
shoulders dipped, upper body sketching the essence of the move. "Yeah..."

"Ah"
She glanced a him suspicioudy. "Ah, isit? What's that supposed to mean?’
"Nothing, Miri," he said meekly; and grinned in shared joy when she laughed.

"S0, partner, seeing as we both agree I'm cured, how "bout you bust thistub outta orbit and we get a
moveon."

"It must certainly be my first wish to please my lady and my lifemate," Va Con said, coming to hisfeet
and offering-her ahand in graceful Liaden courtesy. "But | wonder if you can suggest whereitiswe
should get amove on to?"

"Had to ask, didn't you?' Sheroselightly, gripping hisfingersfor the pleasure of contact rather than
because she required assistance. "Let's go up front and get sometea.” She led the way, hand stretched
behind her to hisasthey moved through the narrow corridor to the control cabin.

"Family of yoursison the lam, right? When'sthis Plan B thing go outtaforce?!

He hestated. Miri consdered hersdf Terran, though she carried a Liaden house-badge among her
dearest treasures, and had agreed, perhapstoo hagtily, to share life with a Liaden. She had not been
raised to the tradition of clan-and-kin, and the firgt eight months of their mating had been spent onan
Interdicted World, learning to survive and prosper in a culture dien to them both.



"Plan B," he began dowly, feding hisway aong thoughts that seemed to shift nuance and urgency ashe
tried to convey them in Terran. "Plan B may be cdled into effect by delm or first spesker in theingtance
of—imminent catastrophic damage to the clan. It isthus not established lightly, nor do | think it—goes
out of force—until the dangerous Situation has been resolved. | believe thismay beitsfirst use.”

"Imminent catastrophic damageto the clan,” Miri repeated, gray eyes sharp on hisface. "What's that
mean? Who's the enemy? And how do we get past them and connect with your family?* She frowned,
chewing her lower lip. "l takeit you want to connect up?'

"l—yes." Such clear knowledge of hisown will was till unsettling to him, who had only shaken off the
mind-twisting Agent training with the help of Miri and the luck. "It is possible that the danger isthe
Department of Interior,” he said. "After dl"—hewaved adender hand & the neet little ship enclosing
them—"the Department managed to |locate us and send an Agent after, and we were most wonderfully
log."

"Much good it did them," Miri commented, meaning the Agent, deed at the Winterfair on the far-below
surface.

"Much good it very nearly did us," Va Con retorted warmly, meaning the wound she'd taken and the
Agent'stoo-near successin completing hismisson.

"Yeah, wdl..." she shifted, reached to take his hand again. "Y ou talked to your brother Shan, you
sad..." and that made her uncomfortable, he could tell from the subtleties of her mind-heard song.

"l an not," he said gently, "an expert at speaking mind-to-mind. In fact, the whole exchange must have
been on Shan's ill, without anything at al from me. | can't even bespeak you, Miri, asclosdy aswe are
linked."

"Tried it, have you?' She grinned briefly. "But didn't your brother tell you what kind of danger?
"Jugt that Plan B wasin effect..."
"Moontopple,” Miri muttered and Va Con laughed even as he shook his head.

"Things were rather confused at the time, recall. The Agent was hunting me, you and | were separated,
Shan was taking insde my head—and very annoyed he was, too! We hardly had timeto set up a
rendezvous before contact was cut.”

"Soyou did set up amesting!" Approva lightened her face. "Where?"
He took adeep breath and looked her steadily in the eyes. At the home of your family, Miri."

"My fam—" She stared at him, dropped his hand and backed up, shock rattling the constancy of her
song. The back of her knees hit the edge of the co-pilot's chair and she sat with adight bump, eyes still
wide on hisface.

"Look, boss," shesadfindly, "I ain't got afamily. My mother's dead—died my second year in the mere.
And if Robertson ain't dead he oughta be, an' | don't wanna be the one does the deed.”

"Ah." Sorrow touched him: Clan-and-kin, indeed. He perched on the arm of her chair. "Thefamily |
meant was Clan Erob."

Her hand dropped to the pouch built into her wide bdlt. "Clan Erob," she said huskily, "don't know me
from Old Dan Tucker. | told you that."



"Indeed you did. And | told you that Erob would not shun you. Y ou have—what? Twenty-eight
Standards?'

She nodded, wariness very apparent.

"So," said Va Con briskly. "It ishigh time for you to be made known to your clan and to make your bow
to your delm. Now that you are informed of your connection, you would be woefully rude to ignore these
duties.

"And besides, you told your brother to meet you there, so that endsthat. Might just aswell go there, first
," Miri glared a him. "l just hope you know whereit is, ‘cause | suredon't.”

"I know exactly whereit is" Va Con said, taking her hand and smiling &t her.

Miri sighed, though she did return the pressure of hisfingers. "Why don't that surprise me?* she asked.
"No," Miri said flatly, teacup clenched tight in ahand gone suddenly cold.

"Chaltrez..."

"l sad no!" Sheglared a him over the cup-rim. "Thisisyour ideg, Liaden, not mine. Y ou wannavist a
buncha strangers and claim favors, you take deep-learning to find out how!"

"| dready know how," Va Con sngpped. "And the caseis, my lady, that you will be claming not favor,
but rightful place, based on kinship. Proof will be properly offered, in the form of—"

Miri dammed the cup down. "A piece of enamd-work my grandmamost likely swiped from some poor
sot in an aleyway somewhere, along with everything elsein his pockets!”

"... ageneted," Vd Confinished, asif she hadn't spoken.
Shetook ahard breath against the upset in her ssomach.

"Don't need to talk to get agenetest done. Comesto that, | can talk, some. Y ou taught me Low Liaden.
No reason why you can't teach me enough High so | don't embarrassyou.”

"Miri—" He sghed, raising ahand to stroke the errant lock of hair out of hiseyes. Miri bit her lip,
knowing asplain asif he'd spoken that held noticed her upset insde his head, just like she could see his
frustration insde hers. And he'd figured out she was far more upset than she should be, given the request,
given the partnership, given thelove.

"Itisnot aquestion,” he said now, "of shaming me. We are lifemates, Miri: | am honored to stand at your
sde. But thereisthis other thing, when oneis lifemated—would you send meinto battle without insuring
that | knew thefield aswell asyou?’

"Huh?" She shook her head. "Likely get you killed, holding back information. And I'd have to give you
everything | had, ‘cause you never know beforehand what's gonna be important.”

"Exactly." He leaned forward, holding her eyeswith his. "We speak of the same stuation, chatrez.
Liadens... Liadens are very formal. Very—structured. There are Sx waysto ask forgiveness—saix
different postures, six distinct phrases, and six separate bows—and none of the six iswhat a Terran
would cal an apology. Apologies are—very rare." He pushed a his hair again, leaning back.

"Y ou spesk Low Liaden—adequately. Y ou have some High Liaden from book-study—enough to get
by, I think, if we merely work together on your accent. But language is such asmal part of



communication, Miri! Itisasif | gaveyou pellets, but failed of giving you the gun.”
She closed her eyes; opened them. ™Y ou studied this Code-thing, right?”

"Right." Hewaswatching her, very wary. "I grew up in the culture; studied the Code through
deep-learning to correct my understanding of nuance; took what | had learned and shaped it in keegping
with my own melant’i. Y our melant'i isnot mine, Miri. | cannot teach you how to present it. But your
lifemate may counsel you on how best to guard it.”

"Isthere abook?' She was conscious of her breath— shortened and ha f-desperate—of blood pounding
in her ears and sweat on her pams. "Can | study it out of abook, and then you and me can work on the
accent?' Doesit have to, HAVE to be sleep-learning, gods?

"The—book—is actualy severd volumes," Vd Con said softly; "severa large volumes. | used to stand
on them to reach the top shdlf in my uncle's study, when | wasachild.”

"Must've been an essier way up than that,” Miri said, haf-grinning.

"Therewas," he said repressively; "but | was forbidden to climb the bookshelves. My uncle was quite
clear onthe point.”

Shelaughed. "That uncle of yours had his share of trouble.”

"It istrue that Shan and | tended to embrace—inappropriate—necessities,” he murmured; "but Novawas
quite well-behaved asachild." A ripple of the shoulders. "Modtly."

Miri choked back another laugh. “"What about the baby? Anthora? She as bad asthe rest of you, or did
your uncle get some degp?”

"Ah, wel, Anthora has aways been Anthora, you see. Her necessities are often on another plane
atogether." Hetipped his head, green eyes very bright. "What distresses you, Miri?"

"I—" Hell, hell, HELL and damnation! Memory triggered and for an instant shewasin the stifling
cubiclein Surebleak Port, fourteen, brain-burned and redling; and thetech wastelling Liz, "I'm sorry,
Commander. Doesn't look like she can take deep-learning.”

"Miri?" Thefingers brushing her cheek were warm; out of the present, not the past. "Chaltrez, please.”

"l can't." She swallowed; focused on hisface. " Can't, boss, get it? Liz took meto aLearning Shopin
Surebleak Port to tack on Trade before we |eft planet. Damn near killed me. Tech said—said | couldn't
take it. Seep-learning. Found out later that—defectives—can't take the—strain on their brains.” She
managed awobbling grin. "I know I'm not supposed to tell you I'm stupid..."

"Nor are you defective." He stroked her cheek, her forehead; lay hisfingerslightly along her lipsand then
let them drop, eyestroubled. "Tell me, were you given aphysica before you took the program?”

She shook her head. "Just plugged in and left alone. It Started to hurt—I remember screaming, trying to
rip the wires out—"

Hefrowned. "Why not use the dead-man switch?
"What dead-man switch?"

Anger, jolting as an dectric shock—his, not hers; then hisvoice, very camly. "A dead-man switchis
required in dl deep-learning modules. Lack of the switch would cost aLearning Shop itslicenseto



operate.”
Miri closed her eyes, suddenly very tired. " So, who checkslicenses on Sureblegk?!
Silence; then asigh and the warmth of hisfingers closing around hers. "L et us go to the 'doc, chatrez."

She stood quietly at his shoulder while he made the inquiry, in Trade, so she could read it: MIRI
ROBERTSON : PROGNOSIS FOR SLEEP LEARNING.

The autodoc took itstime answering, lights flickering while it consulted its data banks. Miri Robertson
will insert her hand into the unit, it directed, asmall dot opening to the right of the keypad.

Miri stuck her left hand in asfar asit would go, felt thetingle; heard the chime and saw the words. Miri
Robertson WILL WITHDRAW HER HAND.

The dot closed and the screen cleared. More lights flickered. Then: Recuperation nearing completion.
Seep-learning ALLOWED FOR MAXIMUM THREE-HOUR SHIFTS, NOT exceeding three shifts
per day; minimum bresk shiftstwo hours. Supplements suggested after each learning shift to insure
recuperation at current satisfactory rate. Dispensed below.

"l suggest,” said Va Con softly, "that you are better nourished than you were at fourteen. | also suggest
that thismoduleis properly tuned and equipped.” He dipped the supplement pack out of the dispensary
and handed it to her. "An Agent istoo valuable to lose to brain-burn; afailed mission far too high aprice
to pay for faulty machinery.”

She stared at him; turned to look at the module, complete with dead-man switch, open and ready to
receive her.

"Three hours?' It scemed like three centuries.

"Itisthe most efficient block of time," Va Con said gravely, and stroked her hair. "Miri, | Swear that you
arein no danger.”

Shelooked at him, remembering the pain and the burning and the terror. "It's redly that important?' But
of courseit was that important. He was her partner. It was his responsibility to see she had what she
needed to survive; what she needed for them both survive.

"OK," shesaid, and suddenly, desperately, reached up to kiss him. He hugged her tight.

"I will bewatching,” he murmured. "Mafunction triggers an darm on the pilot's board. Use the switch, if
you fed any discomfort.”

"Right." She stepped back, stuck the vitamin pack in her pouch and went over to the module. She lay
down and took a grip on the switch. Va Con lowered thelid.

The connectors did out of the mattress and out of the canopy, stinging alittle asthey pierced her. Miri
closed her eyes against the starless black overhead, and et the program take her.

A two-toned chimewas going off ingstently in her left ear, gradudly gaining volume. Miri opened her
eyesand sat up, blinking in bleared confusion at the nest-like unit, its black domelid raised.

Right. Learning module.

She struggled out of the nest and took a couple of deep breaths, head clearing rapidly. Behind her the
chiming changed from a two-note chiding to a one-note demand. Frowning, she turned, saw the dip of



paper sticking out of the dot near the timer and yanked it free.
The chiming stopped.

Miri frowned at the paper. The words blurred out of focus, steadied: Absor ption rate 98% overall.
Feedback accurate 99.8%. Salf test consistent 98.4%.

Miri shook her head, remembered the packet of vitaminsin her pouch and went to get something to wash
them down with.

Va Con was coming toward her as she entered the bridge and she froze, mind presenting agood dozen
waysto address him; combinations of bows and sd utations branching off into a veritable jungle of
possihilities, none seeming more right than another. The combination for greeting asenior officer
presented itself and she grabbed it, executing the bow in barely proper time.

"Sir," she said, remembering to straighten before speaking, and to speak with the inflection of respectful
attention, "'l have completed my session with the Instructor.”

Both brows shot up before he returned her bow, briefly, and with subtle irony. Miri was dismayed,;
recaled that one might accept idiosyncrasies of style, so long asthey did not crossthe line of what one's
own melant'i would tolerate.

"Maam," Va Con said, senior to junior, though with an undefinable under-inflection, which seemed to
echo theirony of hisbow, "I am delighted to find your time with the Instructor so fruitfully spent.
However, | bdievethat the length and—intimacy—of our reationship might allow you use of my name.”

"Yes, cetainly..." But that combination did not arise and the more she scrambled to find amode that
would alow it, the more confusion rose. Shelost the timing of the conversation, shattered cadence and
art, was adrift in an echoing sea of inflection.

"Min."

Shelooked up at him, helplessto choose from the endless and proliferating possibilities;, unable to define
hersdlf, snce she could find no way to define him.

His hand closed over hers. "Miri. Stop worrying at it, chatrez. Let it find itslevel and settle.”

The Terran words wrenched her out of confusion; she sagged against him, suddenly aware that she had
been holding hersdlf at full atention.

"l don't guess | learned how to just use somebody's name," she muttered.

He hugged her. "That's Low Liaden. 'Va Con-husband,’ remember? Eh? And 'Va Con-love. Much
nicer to hear from you than'sir.' | thought | wasin black disgrace.”

She snorted alaugh. "Worried you, too."

"Certanly."

She laughed again and pulled away, shoving the piece of paper under his nose.
"Came out of the machine. Any ideawhét it means?'

"Ah." Hedipped it from her fingers, read it with anod. "On many worlds it would mean that you are a
genius, Miri. Themoduleis set up to test gain and chart the student'srecdll. A defective person, for



instance, would have been expelled from the program after the first test demongtrated that no learning
had taken place. Those scores," he handed the paper back, "will have triggered an accelerated program.”

"Genius?' Shefrowned at him, then at the paper.

"Genius." Vd Con sighed gently; reached to tap the paper. "On Liad, these scores would gain you
admittance to Scout Academy. Since you have a so demonstrated ability to operate—and prosper—in a
low-tech culture, you would likely be admitted to the middle class.”

"l @ntapilot," Miri protested, thinking that scouts were the best there was. Thinking that Va Conwasa
scout. Thinking that it had to be aglitch in the machine somewhere. Thinking...

"It can bearranged,” Va Con was saying, "to have groundwork laid for piloting lessonswhile you are
deep-learning—amatter of appending the program to your study of the Code. It isonly a preparatory
program, of course, but | can teach you the math and the board-drills."

"Sure" Miri said, absently.
"Good. Would you like some tea?"

"Huh?" She shook out of her reverie, looked at the paper again—uwritten in Liaden, she noticed, then, but
was beyond being surprised. "Tedd be fine, thanks. Gotta take my vitamins anyway."

"Yes" He went to the menu board and she followed. "'l suggest you use the Rainbow tonight, chatrez, to
anchor today's learning. Tomorrow you should be ableto do all three sessons.”

"All three—!" She glared at hisback and then sighed, recdling another bit of learning. "Guessif I'm gonna
have this melant'i stuff to take care of, 1'd better get the rulesright." She took the cup out of his hand.

"Genius, huh?' She shook her head. "Tdl you what, though, boss—I don't feel theleast bit smart.”
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"... coffee, flapjacks and VOO-00-OO!" The voice wavered unmelodicaly, though with evident
sincerity, from edge-orbit across the generd beam and into the tiny professoria office. The man at the
desk glanced over his shoulder at the beam-set, frown flickering into a smile as he recognized Number
Three-Fifty-Eight snging hisway into port, if not into the heart of Vail Runner's satiric mistress, ashedid
precisdly a the professor's midnight, every night.

"Speak to me, beautiful captain!” the singer urged againgt the background chatter of half-a-hundred ships,
from port to the fringe of the third world out; and in blithe disregard of the possibility that there might be
any number of beautiful captainswithin hearing.

"Sorry, Three-Five-Eight. Thought you werein the middle of breakfast." The woman's voice was codl,
with an undercurrent of amusement, precisely as dways. The professor smiled again and turned back to
the screen and the thesis he was grading.

A singularly disgppointing document, truth told; even though the author had not been one from whom he
had hoped great things. However, one liked to know that a little learning had taken place, eveninthe
least promising of scholars. Ah, well, they were both at the mid-term. Perhaps guidance might yet



produce thought.

So thinking, he brought hiswandering attention more firmly back to the thes's, seeking the most profitable
means of providing guidance. Behind him, Three-Fifty-Eight pled his case with the cool-voiced lady, one

tilein afamiliar, comforting mosaic of voices. The professor listened with half-an-ear, then with even less,
asthe key to guidance presented itself and he gaveit hisfull attention.

ATTENTION! ATTENTION!

It snarled across the familiar mosaic like an angry boot hedl. The professor had dready spunin his chair,
dark eyesintense on the squat receiver asif he would see through it to the ship that carried so urgent a

message.

ATTENTION! ALL JUNTAVAS EMPLOQOY EES, SUPPORTERS, DEPENDENTS, ALLIESSHALL
FROM RECEIPT OF THIS MESSAGE FORWARD RENDER ASSISTANCE, AID AND
COMFORT TO SERGEANT MIRI ROBERTSON, CITIZEN OF TERRA; AND SCOUT
COMMANDER VAL CON YOSPHELIUM, CITIZEN OF LIAD; TOGETHER OR SINGLY;
REDIRECTING, WHERE NECESSARY, YOUR OWN ACTIVITIES. REPEAT: AID AND
COMFORT TO MIRI ROBERTSON AND/OR VAL CON YOSPHELIUM IMPERATIVE,
PRIORITY HIGHEST.

MESSAGE REPEATS...
That quickly it was done, gone; leaving nothing but dead beam for a heartbeat—for two...
"What the hdll wasthat!" Theirrepressible Three-Fifty-Eight.

"Courier ship,” snapped someone else and, ™Y ou should've seen that brother go! Third planet kick-off,
skimmed in, dropped it and gone!”

Five days out. The professor eased out of his chair, went with wary, silent grace across the room to the
little receiver, garing at it asif it had suddenly become something quite else.

"Scout Commander Va Con yosPhdium,” he whispered, extending a hand to touch the power-off.
"Scout Commander Va Con yosPhdium..."

Heturned, paced the length of thetiny office—five of his strides—and the width—five more—until he
came again to the desk and the work awaiting him. A hand dipped into one pocket; emerged —and he
stood staring down at the flat gleam of aship'skey, incongruousin his soft, scholar's palm.

Professors of cultura genetics did not as a rule own spaceships. He sghed and dipped the key away.
So deep a cover, constructed over so many years...

He shook his head, banishing the thought with the key and sat once again to hiswork, trying to recapture
his previous mood of gentle ingtruction. Screen-light gleamed off his single ring—three stands of slver,
twigted into aflat knot, worn on the smalest finger of hisleft hand. After amoment, he Sghed again,
leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes.

Scout Commander Val Con yos'Phelium...



LYTAXIN
APPROACHING EROB

House. She was sure that was the word. House.

Seep-learning had reinforced her vocabulary, made her comfortable with sounds and meanings, and the
recent socia encounter at the landing field had dmost convinced her she had dl things Liaden by the
scruff of the neck.

House.
It was huge.

Miri stopped on the crest of the gentlerise, staring up at the long expanse of velvet-lawned hill, and the
u-shaped sweep of gray-and-black stone, severd stories high. The house, that was. Shelooked at Vd
Con.

"Areyou sure!”

He glanced away from his own study of the landscape, one brow quirking. "It does seemto bea
clanhouse," he murmured; "but recdl that | have never called upon Erob, either.”

Shetook adeep breath. "It'sasbig asahyatt,” shetold him, stating the obviousin ascam avoice asshe
could mugter. "A big hyatt. Maybe we got the wrong directions. Maybe it isahyatt, which ain't al that
bad. We could maybe get aroom if we got enough money, and call ahead.”

Va Con grinned and stroked her cheek. "Thisisafrontier world, chatrez—the entire clan would livein
one house, plus necessary staff, plus guesting rooms, contract-suites, administration, supplies.”

"Recall thet thisisthe capita-in-fact of the planet until they recover from the revolt—actually the center of
theworld in some ways even before." He lifted ashoulder. "I would say that they have no more space
than they likely need, depending upon the size of the clan and the amount of administration they fed it

necessary to perform.”

"Gods." Shelooked at him, suddenly struck with athought. "Is your house thisbig? The one you grew up
in?'

"I grew upin TredlaFantrol,” he said softly; "yosGaan'sline house. It isvery grand, of course, but not
nearly so large asthis. Korva has never ruled theworld.” He offered his hand, smiling.

After amoment, Miri dredged up asmile of her own, wove her fingers around his and went with him,
toward the house.

The good thing about being on world was the smells. The breeze. The colors. The hand in hers. The
quiet.

That was an odd one, Miri realized asthey walked pathsthat had only recently been guard marches and
troop routes. Quiet.

As many worlds as she'd been on, none of the planetfalls had been like this. Leisurely, and—aside from
her own certainty of ruin at the end—calm. The wegpons checks were habit, the vitamin dosages learning
aidsrather than war-prep, the entry to atmosphere atourist's wonder of ocean, continents, and ice caps.



They'd come in as the cordon around the planet was being dismantled. Troop and guard ships alike had
failed to notice them—as Va Con had prophesied—and thered been no derts, no threats, and no
danger.

For three orbits Lytaxin had spun below them. The radio had told the tale pretty clearly: A stupid and
bungled coup atempt followed by adirty little war mostly confined to asingle continent. The meres had
come quickly.

What they hadn't gotten from the radio they had soon enough from Riaskater'Meulen. Now there was a
person who could talk. She'd limped out of the office of thelittle genera aviation field, to Miri'seye
unflapped by the sudden and unannounced appearance of their—of the Department of Interior's—vessd.

"Scouts," she'd said, nodding arather unconventional kind of abow at both of them. "How may | be of
service? And how shdl | register your vigit?'

Va Con returned the nod with aforma bow. "Of your kindness, register the ship as Fosterling, out of
Liad, piloted by Va Con yosPhelium, Clan Korvd. Business of the clan.”

The woman made her own bow at that point and Miri's new-poured training kicked into gear. Va Con's
bow, acknowledging what?—persona debt, persona respect?—to the clan of an dly or friend of his
clan? And ter'Meulen's bow acknowledging... acceptance of respect and recognition of the—honor,
wasit, of being so acknowledged?

She walked with them acrossthe airfield, discussing the war, her limp growing more evident with each
step. She stopped them in front of an open hanger housing a vintage ground attack aircraft.

"Pilot of Korval, | expect you are well-placed to assst us. Thisisthe officia airfield defense craft. It and
itskin were gifts of Korval, and before the war we had perhaps a double dozen of them. There werefive
here, but dl save this one went off in The Long Raid. | understand that the contingent on the idands were
destroyed by our side, and Erob's dliesin the highlands used theirs until they were rdieved by the
mercenaries. The Long Raid wasther idea, | gather—stuff enough fuel and strip enough weight to get
them ‘crossthe ocean....”

Va Con ligtened, quiet, while Miri nodded at the good sense of the tactic. Sounded like the kind of thing
Kindlewould pull together.

"Many planes were shot down—where Clan Kenso got wegpons like that 1'd give the rest of my leg to
know!—and s0 | havethis..." She bowed toward the plane—fond respect, Miri thought.

"Parts are hard to come by, and while this one flies, and will continue in its duty, it would be good to have
spare parts. If there might be a way—the patterns and the equipment that built them are on Liad, in your
own shops.”

Va Con bowed. "Astime permits| shal speak to thefirst speaker.”
Riaskater'Meulen bowed. "I am grateful .

"Carsareyet in short supply,” shesaid then. "May | cdl the House and have them send, or may | offer
you service of my flitter?" A wave of ahand indicated atiny craft—barely more than acabin over a
lift-fan.

Miri gtirred, in no hurry to raise the house and seeing no need to deprive a wounded woman of transport.

"It'safineday," she sad to Riaskater'Meulen, in the mode of equals, "and we've been long aboard. A



wak will bewdcome.”
The woman bowed again, willing equdity. "Asyou say. Allow meto point you on your way."

They stopped just short of the three low stairs leading to a sort of black stone dais and afront door that
wasal pieces of high-glazetile forming afield of indigo, across which acrimson bird stooped toward a
gold-limned mountain, far below. Miri felt the hairslift at the back of her neck and her free hand touched
her pouch, where aminiature of that very design rode, perfect in every detail.

She shook her head sharply and frowned, danting aglance at her partner'sface; saw him gazing with
sharp interest to the | eft.

"Y ou gonnaring the bell or not?" she demanded.

"Inamoment.” He set off acrossthat soft, resilient lawn purposefully; fingers il firm and warm around
hers.

And stopped in front of atree.

It was alargish tree, Miri thought, with apleasingly tredike trunk and nice, broad, four-fingered leaves a
shade greener and a shade |ess blue than the grass. Nuts or seed-pods hung in clusters here and there
and the whole thing smelled good, in akind of olfactory tree-ness.

Va Con loosed her hand, took another step toward the tree and bowed. Deeply. With the stylized
hand-sign that offered ingtant, willing, and unquestioning service.

"I bring thee greeting, child of Jelashope," he said in the High Tongue, but in adiaect beyond any of
those Miri had studied in her crash-course deep-learning. She thought it might be related to the mode
used by the most junior servant to the ultimate authority—and then thought that was crazy.

"When last this one visited the homeworld,” Va Con wastdling thetree, "thy elder kin yet flourished,
grew, and nurtured. The charge is kept and the guard continues. When next this oneis upon the
homeworld, thy name shall be whispered to the elder'sleaves.”

He stood for amoment or two then, head bowed, maybe listening to the little rustling sounds the breeze
made againgt the leaves. Then he bowed again, like he was going to ask afavor.

"This one has not had grace of Jelas children in some years, and this one'slady has yet to know the
elder. In need, this one asks the boon of two fruit, and one lesf."

He stepped forward then, reaching high; and pulled two nuts free from the lowest cluster. He plucked a
leaf from the same branch and stepped back, bowing thanks.

Grinning, then, he cracked anut and handed it to her; cracked open the second and pulled the shell
apart, reveding aplump pink kerndl.

"Thesearegood,” hesaid, back in Terran. "l ate quite anumber of them when | wasachild, to the
gardener'sdismay.”

Miri pulled her own nut apart, blinking in surprise a the aroma. She paused in the act of fishing the meat
out and looked at her partner.

"It'sanicetree, boss. Doesit tak back?'

"Eh?' He blinked, then laughed. "Ah, | had forgotten... Thereisavery old Tree on Liad that my clan



is—involved with. A long story. The name of that Treeis JdazaKazone. Thistree hereisaseedling of
that, so it behooves meto pay courtesy, wouldn't you say?"

"Um." Miri nibbled the kernd, finding it delicious. "How do you know this one's related to yours?'

"Thereisonly one JeazaKazone," Va Con murmured. "And Korva does occasionaly
Sedl—ocertain—contracts with the gift of aseedling.”

"Right." The nut was gone. Miri sighedin redl regret and looked up as Va Con handed her the leaf.
"Wear thisin your belt, chatrez. Are you done? Good. Let usring the bell.”

The doorkeeper was young, narrow-shouldered and too thin; the fragile bones amost showing through
the trand ucent golden skin. His hair was pae red, shading toward blond, and tumbling over ahigh
forehead, not quite hiding the bruises at both temples, where the combat helmet had been too tight. The
blue eyeswere wary, with adarker shadow, lurking far back.

"Delm Erob?" he repested, looking from VVa Con to her and back again. And seeing, Miri knew from the
dight change of expression, two soldiers, coming where they shouldn't be, asking for somebody they had
no businessto see.

"The ddmisquite busy," he said now, speaking the High Tonguein the mid-mode reserved for strangers
whose meanti wasyet unclear. "'If you will acquaint me with your difficulty, Sr—maam—perhaps| may
direct you to the proper person.”

"Itisessentid,” Vad Con said, his own mode shifting subtly, so that he spoke from senior to junior, "that
we spesk to Delm Erob with al speed, young sir.”

The boy's cheeks flushed darker gold, but he let no hint of that spurt of temper enter hisvoice. "'l must
indst you acquaint me more particularly with your misson, sr. If you are separated from your unit—if
you have not received proper pay—if you have missed your transport—none Of these difficultieswill be
addressed by Delm Erob, though Clan Erob isableto solve any or adl for you. | merely require adequate
information.”

Not too bad, Miri thought, for akid who was obvioudy out on hisfeet and at the tail end of seeing and
doing a bunch of stuff he'd probably rather never have known about. The blue eyes shifted to her and she
gave him agrin of encouragement before the deep-learning kicked in and let her know that was a
mistake. The kid frowned, eyes suddenly hard.

"Have you been in our garden?' he demanded, mode shifting fast toward belligerence, courtesy forgotten
in outrage. "Have you defaced our tree?’

Miri cameto full attention, eyestight on his. "We have certainly not defaced your tree!” she snapped, ina
mode very close to the voice she used to chew out asoldier who'd been particularly stupid. "We asked
gracefor theleaf and it wasfredy given.”

The boy's face dtered amazingly, shifting from outrage to shock to a sudden dawning dread. He touched
histongue to hislips and brought his eyes back to Va Con.

"Wedo," Va Consad, gently, and still only in the mode of senior to junior, though he could have done
much worse to the kid than that, "very much desire to spesk with Delm Erob. Now, if possible. Y ou may
say that the Second Speaker of Clan Korvdl is caling, regarding a daughter of your House."

Thekid had gone to get his boss, leaving the two of them to kick their hedlsin what deep-learning



suggested was aformal reception parlor.

Miri pictured him running down the long halway the minute the door was shut and grinned as she glanced
around, wondering what this room had over the one at the front of the house they'd dmost stopped in.
The kid had actudly crossed the threshold of that room, and Miri got aglimpse of white paneled walls
and uncomfortable looking furniture before he apparently thought better of it and stepped back with a
dight bow and amurmured, "Follow me, please.”

So now, the Yellow Salon, and another kid, alittle younger than thefirgt, bringing wine and glassesand a
porcelain tray of cakes. She kept her eyes averted, after one disconcertingly bright blue glance that
seemed moreinterested in VVa Con than in her, and bowed redl pretty, asking if anything elsewas
required in avoice that said she hoped not.

"Thank you," Va Con said gravely. "The solicitude of the House gives gladness.”
"Sir." The kid bowed again and escaped, forgetting to wait for the door to fully close before she ran.

Miri grinned again, did her handsin her belt and wandered over to look out the window, squinting alittle
agang the sun.

"Theresyour tree, boss."

"S0?' He came over, shoulder companionably touching hers as he took in the view. "Buit that is not my
Tree, Miri. That isErob'stree. Mineis much older—and taller."

"Sounds like aquibbleto me," shesaid. "If thisone's a seedling off yours and yoursisthe only onethere
is, besdesits own seedlings..." She stopped, cheeks hegating in an unaccustomed blush.

Va Con laughed.

"Ah. Clan becomes discovered.”

"Red funny..." she began, and then cut off asthe door clicked.

Va Conwent slently toward the center of the room, Miri haf-a-pace behind hisright shoulder.

The woman who entered the salon had not run full-tilt down the halway, but she hadn't dallied, either.
She was gray-haired, gray-eyed and golden skinned, wire-thin and charged with energy. Two heavy lines
were grooved horizontaly across her high forehead; more lines ran starkly from nose to mouth. Still more
lines radiated from the corners of her eyes, puckered now as she stared against the sun. She was dressed
amply, inwhat deep-learning told Miri was house-tunic, and tight trousers tucked nestly into apair of
buff-colored short-boots.

All business, she marched across the buttery carpet, stopped a precise four paces before Va Con and
bowed crisply, hand over heart.

"Emrith Tiazan," she said in alow, clear voice, "Delm Erob."

Va Con made his own bow, morefluid than hers, though as deep. "Va Con yosPhelium, Clan Korva."
Miri tensed—but the old eyes stayed on VVa Con.

"Yes" shesad. "You have your father'slook.”

Va Con bowed again, dightly—and with irony, Miri thought.



Emrith Tiazan might have thought so, too; she lifted a sharp-bladed shoulder, and let it fall. Miri again
tensed to make her own bow, but the old woman seemed intent on ignoring her.

"I'll tell you plain, Korval, before we St to tea and cake and behaving as though were civilized—it'sno
joy to seeyou at thistime, tree-kin though we be. We're just through with amatter that will hed ina
generation or two—if al goeswell and no one breeds another hothead like Kel Bar Rentava. | am aware
that Erob owes a contract-wife thisterm, but while plain spesking'sin force I'll tell you that the one we'd
settled on went the soulroad in thewar.” The old face shifted then, dl the linestightening, but her voice
stayed smooth.

"They shot her down—Clan Kenso. She wasthe very best we had, and they shot her down. Her ship
crashed in therock plain, east of here. | expect we have al the pieces, by now."

She closed her eyeshriefly; lifted her shoulder again. "I'll have nothing of such excellenceto offer Korva
until Alys comesto her growth—nine years, perhaps. Alys should do very well—but shell be no Kea
Tiazan."

Therewasadlence.

Miri's mind raced, but nothing from her own experience or from the deep-learned stuff helped her make
sense of thisone. The old lady was clearly at the end of her rope, worn to skin, bone, and character. Her
mind might even be wandering, though Miri doubted that. It might have been that Va Con'sclan and
Clan Erob had seded an dliance with amarriage, when thislady had been ayoung delm...

"Forgiveme," Emrith Tiazan was saying to Va Con, "if my frankness offends. I've no time for wasteful
courtesesand it is certainly not necessary for Erob to stand upon ceremony with our old aly, Korval.
We have dways understood each other very well.”

"Inthisingance, however,” Va Con said neutrdly, "understanding may have falen short. | assign no
blame, nor does frankness offend." He reached out to capture Miri around the wrist and drew her lightly
forward to stand at hisside. "I present my lifemate, Miri Robertson Tiazan, Lady yosPhelium.”

The gray eyesin their golden net of wrinkleswent wide, then narrowed as they swept Miri from faceto
feet. The glance scathed, lingering longest on the leaf before whipping back to Va Con.

"So! Y ou discover ahouseessfavorite and you dare bring her to mel | shal acknowledge her, shdl |,
and give her place among the clans? Korval presumes—and presumestoo far. | will remind you that you
guest with Erob. Y our whimisnot law herel”

That was enough. Miri moved, deliberately turning her flank on the old lady and her rage.

"I tell you what, boss," she said, in her flattest, ugliest Terran accent—one-hundred-percent Surebleak. "l
ain't about to join this outfit, genes or no genes."

"Ah," said vVad Con.

"What did you say?' demanded Emrith Tiazan, in Terran, though Terran durred and softened and
pronounced like Liaden.

"l said," Miri snapped, in the stiffest mode she could call to mind from the High Tongue, "that it is not the
place of ahigh commander to reprimand another commander who is cometo parlay.”

For the space of two heartbeats, Emrith Tiazan stood frozen, and then she bowed, very gently.



"Forgive me—madam,” she said, the High Tongue carefully conveying equaity of rank. ™Y ou spoke of
genes. | desirefurther information upon the subject as you believe it to concern yoursaf and—this outfit."
She paused. "If you please.”

Miri hesitated, more than half determined to walk out the door and down that long hallway and out into
the sunshine. Ought to be able to find the mere camp without too much trouble, she thought; get a
hot meal and a place to bunk...

"Miri," Vd Con said softly. "Will you show Delm Erob your heirloom?"

Damn him, she thought; and then sighed and worked the catch on her belt-pouch. She fingered the disk
freeand held it out to the old lady, belatedly remembering to bow.

Emrith Tiazan glanced briefly a the shidld, then turned to the obverse, frowning at the engraved
genedlogy. Shelooked back at Miri.

"How cameyou by this?'

"l haveit from my mother,” Miri said, matching the other's mild tone; "who had it from hers.”
"S0." Theold lady looked a Va Con. "This gppears genuine.”

Helifted abrow. "Many clans possess—protocols—for determining authenticity.”

She gtared at him. "Indeed. Y ou will excuse me for amoment.” She turned and marched out of the room
without waiting for their permisson.

The door had barely closed when Miri swung around. "What is this? How come she thinks you came
here for acontract-wife? If you're pulling one—one—of your damned Liaden tricks, that old lady ain't
gonna have to bother taking you apart, 'cause I'll do it for her, you understand me?'

"Yes, Miri," he said meekly, but for once meeknessfailed to gain her smile. She stood glaring, poised on
the balls of her feet, atrained fighter, more than half-ready to fight.

Va Contook her hand, led her to the couch by the refreshment table and sat down. "Miri." He tugged
gently at her, patting the cushion beside him.

For amoment he thought she'd refuse, yank her hand free and stomp away, as he had been certain she
would earlier, and he with no choice but to follow hislifemate. ..

"Hell." She flumped down next to him and dropped her head on his shoulder. ™Y ou're more trouble than
you're worth, you know?"

" Shan has often expressed that view," he said, Sighing in mock remorse. "The two who know me best
cannot both bein error.”

She snorted a haf-laugh; stirred and sat up. " That kid who died—Kea? Shewas apilot.”
"So areyou.”
"Like hell—" The door clicked and she swallowed the rest of that argument.

Emrith Tiazan sopped before the couch and held the disk out to Miri, bowing with careful equality. "This
has tested genuine." She straightened and looked at Va Con. " Genes, you believe?'



"I have no doubt,” he said calmly. "Y ou will, of course, wish to attain your own surety.”

"Of course." She went across the room to the desk comm and touched a button. In avery short while,
the door opened to admit the young doorkeeper. He flicked a nervous glance at the couch, then bowed
deeply to Emrith Tiazan.

"My delm desires?’

"Y ou will go to the older storehouse and find in Room East 14 alarge package stasis-locked and
wrapped in blue dlk. Bring it here. Y ou will bid Win Den tdl'V osti attend me here. You will likewise bid
the senior medical technician, adding that she shdl bring her sampling kit."

The boy touched histongueto hislips, bowed, turned—
"AnDer."
He glanced back over his shoulder. "Yes, Aunt?

"Y ou will speak to no one, excepting te'V osti and the senior med. Y ou will go to the storeroom aone
and bring what | require away with your own hands."

The boy bowed again. "I hear," he said—and ran.
"Wdl, Emrith?"

The old man leaned on his stick in the center of the room. "To what do | owe thisinterruption of my
sudies?'

"Studies!" The ddm stared at him for amoment, then moved a hand, directing his attention to the couch.
"l make you known to Va Con yosPhdlium, Second Speaker for Clan Korval. Korval, my kinsman,
Win Dentd'Vodti, thoddm."

"S0." The brown eyes watched with seeming amusement as Va Con stood and made his bow.
"My Lordtd'Vodti."

"My Lord yosPhelium." The return bow was more complete than Miri would have expected, given the
cane. "Y our father was arare one for Counterchance."

"So my uncle hastold me, sir.”

"Er Thorn yosGdan? Now there was ademon for the game! Very good he was—a thoughtful, subtle
player, no shame. We came even, the timeswe played. But Daav... | believe | may yet owehima
cantra. Perhapstwo. I'll consult my account books. Do you play?!

"A bit, dr, but not to match my uncle.”

"Pity." The brown eyes sharpened. "Y ou'll want to have that wound looked after, of course, before you
mest the House."

Wound? What wo—Sleep learning surfaced and Miri gulped againgt the sudden under standing of what
it meant, to be aLiaden with your face scarred...

"Thank you, gr," Vd Conwas saying camly. "It'sheded cleanly."



"Win Den." Emrith Tiazan began, but tel"Vosti had come to attention, asif he were a corps captain facing
another, and half-sketched a sdute.

"Itisyour campagn, ar."

"Win Den." Thistime hisdelm's voice could not beignored. She moved her hand. "I am told that thislady
isMiri Robertson Tiazan."

Miri cameto her feet and bowed into those amused brown eyes.
"Well, and why not?" said the old gentleman, returning the bow with acertain flair.

"Lady yosPhelium,” Va Con murmured in the room's sudden stillness and tel'V osti straightened with a
laugh.

"Ahal A man who wishesto be absolute of hisassets! My fdicitations, Sir! Perhaps you are not so poor
aplayer of the game as you would have me believe." He glanced back at Miri.
"You areasoldier?' he asked, in the dmogt-friendly mode of Comrade.

"I was" Miri said, dlowing him the mode, though not without afew mentd reservations. "l retired ayear
or two ago."

"Indeed? At what rank?"

She eyed him warily, wondering where thisline of questioning was going; wondering, with a sudden spurt
of panic, if hewastrying to figure her melant'i and if it was going to come up to par. "Master sergeant.”

"Magter sergeant.” Hesad it like acaress. "And your ageis?’

"Twenty-eght Standards." She considered him, the lurking amusement, the straight shoulders, the cane,
the mane of pinkish hair. "Moreor less”

Helaughed and glanced at Emrith Tiazan, who stood, grim-faced and silent, near the desk.

"So you tell meyou retired two years ago, with the rank of master sergeant. A private troop, perhaps?
Indudtrid ?'

"No," Miri had to tell him, against abuilding wave of dread. "Mercenary unit." She mustered enough
nerveto glareinto his perpetua amusement. "1 was with the Gyrfalksbefore | retired. | beganin Lizardi's
Lunatics, which ishow | cameto be a sergeant in thefirst place. We got into a spot of trouble,
command-chain broke down..."

"So you were made field sergeant.” tel'Vodti tipped his head. "But your rank was upheld, once
the—trouble—was past. And the Gyrfaksraised the stake by astar.”

Suddenly, amazingly, he bowed. "A Master of mercenary sergeants by the time you attained twenty-five
Standards! A significant feat, Lady yosPhdium, for | have seen the Gyrfaksin action. Their conduct is
always professional and they are most resourceful. Their services do not come chegp—am | correct,
Emrith>—but they are worth their weight in cantra, each of them. Korval doeswell to guard his assets.”

The door clicked, and opened to admit the wide-eyed doorman, barely seen behind the flat crate he
carried againgt his chest. After him came astern dark-haired woman in a crisp coverdl: the senior med
tech.



"Great," Miri whispered to Va Con, astel'Vosti and the delm turned away to ded with the new arrivals.
"Now maybe we can get this over and get outta here.”

The crate had been placed against the desk, and the blue silk drawn away. Emrith Tiazan knelt beforeit
and with her own hands |oosened the seals. An Der helped her rise, asolicitous hand at her elbow, a
ready arm by her waist.

She shook him off and stepped back. "Openit," she said harshly, and the boy bent to comply.

Va Con drifted forward, Miri a hisside. They stopped to theright of Win Den td'V osti, who stood with
both hands covering the knob of his cane, no amusement at al in hisface. The med tech had shrugged
and gone over to the couch, perching on the wide arm and watching the proceedings with a sort of
disant interest.

An Der wrestled the cover loose and stepped away.
The med tech drew anoisy breath in through her teeth.

Nobody ese moved at dl, and Miri frowned, wondering why an old mirror should be the focus of such
tension, such expect—

"Oh, shit," she breathed, and moved away from Va Con'ssde, staring at the reflection that didn't
move—didn't move because it was a painting—a portrait, not amirror. A portrait of awoman in flying
leathers and | oose-laced white shirt, arms crossed under dight breasts, legs braced wide, gray eyesdirect
inawillful, inteligent face, and the copper-colored hair donein asinglelong braid, wrapped three times
around her heed.

"Miri Tiazan," Emrith Tiazan sad, voice ill strained. "Who left the clan in disgrace.”
"Who put the clan in disgrace by leaving,” tel'Vosti corrected. "Be precise, Emrith.”
"It isdisgraceto ignore the dedm's order!"

"But she never did ignore it—as you well know. She merely asked leave to postpone contract wedding
until love's seed should bear fruit. Tamishon wasin no greet hurry, being content to know the contract
was valid and eventudly would be fulfilled. Four month's delay was no cause to abort the babe." He
turned to Miri and bowed dightly, indicating fuller information forthcoming.

"Thelad was dead, you see—she'd get no other child from him. And Baan Tiazan was atyrant who ruled
both his daughters hard, eh, Emrith?* He moved his shoulders when she gave no answer, amusement
back in hiseyes.

"She was not aways dutiful, understand—that would be unlike her name. But she acquiesced in the large
things, and made shift to come the sophiticate, in company.”

Miri shook hersdlf. " She ran away to have her kid," shefinished, in Terran, too shaken to sort through
deep-learned modes. " She crashed on Surebleak and couldn't get home..."

"Isthat what came of her?' tel'Vosti asked softly. His Terran was better than the dem's. "We had
wondered.”

She shook herself again, ran the Rainbow, fast, to get distance from the shock of the picture and the
tension focused now on her. "I'm guessing,” shetold tel'Vodti. " She's dressed like a pil ot—and there ain't
any reason to choose Surebleak, when you got the whole galaxy ahead.”



"S0," he said, and looked ready to say more.
"Therewill beagenetest,” Emrith Tiazan snapped. "Med Tech, attend your duty!”

Thetech cameto her fet, looking open-mouthed from the picture to Miri. She looked findly at the old
lady and bowed, rearranging her face into an expression of cool interest.

"Asyou sagy," she murmured, and drew aflat kit from her utility pocket. "If the young lady will attend me
here..."

The bluedressfdt nice.

It looked nice, too, Miri decided. In fact, she looked amazingly respectable for awoman who had lately
been amercenary master sergeant, abodyguard, afugitive from justice, awoman of al work, and a

snge.
Whether she looked respectable enough to please the circus gathering in the reception room below was
something she'd find out far too soon.

Shetook onelast turn before the mirror, admiring the way the bluestone necklace lay just right against
her throat. She was wearing her hair loose, held back with a set of deceptively smple silver combs.
Centra stores, located in the cavernous bel owstairs had provided dress and combs. The necklace and
matching ring were hers, giftsfrom Va Con, from atime when giftsfrom Va Con were potentidly
deedly.

"Very degant," shetold her reflection, and bowed pleasure at making acquaintance, remembering to
include the hand-gesture one used toward newly-met kin.

"Gods," she said, and came dowly erect, asif the woman in the mirror might jump her. "Oh, gods,
Robertson, what the hell have you gotten yoursdf into?!

Va Con's dressing room—the "gpartment” set aside for their use was bigger than Zhena Trelu'swhole
house, back on VVandar—was on the opposite side of the bedroom. There were three other rooms—a
parlor, an office and a bookroom, plus a bathroom the size of Lytaxin spaceport and a balcony that
looked out over the East Garden.

A huge bed commanded the bedroom. Flowering vines grew up two of the postsand dl over the
canopy, dripping long tendrilslike flowering curtains around the Sdes. Miri shook her head. Liadens... A
whole room just to dressin, agarden growing in the bedroom, and abunch of other stuff, here and there,
apparently just donefor pretty. She bit her lip, recaling the gpartments she'd lived in asakid, an endless
succession of rats, peding synth-lam walls and near-panel ess windows leaking Surebleak'sfrigid winter
winds.

"Forget it, Robertson," she whispered; "you ain't going back there. Never going back there.”

The bed-flowers were pale blue with soft white stripes, lightly and agreeably perfumed. Onimpulse, she
pulled one free and tucked it behind an ear as she continued across the cream-and-blue carpet to Va
Con'sdressing room.

He caught her eyesin the mirror asthe door opened, and smiled.
"Chaltrez."

Shetried to smile back—saw her reflection's mouth wobble and then straighten in distress asthe big gray



eyes got bigger, taking in the ruffled white shirt, the rich dark trousers, the green ear-drop and
finger-ring—dl| the accouterments of a Liaden gentlemen about to attend aforma dinner.

Val Con spun, eyes and face serious.
"Miri? What iswrong?'

"|—" she shook her head and managed to dredge up a half-convincing grin. "Y ou look like a Liaden,
boss."

"Ah." Hisface relaxed and he came acrossto her, lifting ahand to touch her hair. "But, you see, | ana
Liaden, which no doubt accountsfor it."

"That's probably it," she agreed and sighed. "Y ou ready to go face the lions?'
One brow rose. "Clan Erob? Hardly lions."

"Y eah, and suppose that gene test comes out negative? You're OK, but | ain't the kind Erob usudly has
to supper.”

"And the portrait of Miri-eklykt'i?' He touched the flower behind her ear with agentle forefinger.

Miri sighed, recalling with a certain queasy vividness the face of the woman in the old painting. The
resemblance was spooky enough if she was that one's granddaughter...

"l don't guess coincidencell cover it, huh?"

"It seemsunlikely in the extreme." He touched the flower again, then drew it from its resting-place.
"Not," he murmured, "for thissort of dinner."

"Huh?" Miri followed him into the bedroom. "It'sagaingt the law to wear flowersto dinner?’
"Thisparticular flower," said Vd Con, placing it gently in acut crysta water glass, "isan gphrodisac.”
Sheblinked at him; blinked at the canopy. "And they've got 'em growing al over the bed?’

"Whét better place?

"Right." She closed her eyes, willing tense musclesto relax.

"Miri?'

She looked at the pattern of him inside her head—bright and clear and bel oved—then opened her eyes
and grinned wryly at the proper Liaden gentleman before her.

"Tdl you what, boss: Thiswhole masquerade's gonna come crashing down over something as stupid as
that flower. If you hadn't been hereto tell me before | went on down, | could've blown everything.”
Everything, shethought: Hismdant'i; the mdant’i of Line yosPhelium; her own inggnificant anount—all
gone. Because of aflower.

"l @antupfor this"" she said suddenly, fegling the panic boiling in her somach. "L ook, boss, I'm asoldier,
not an actor—and nobody down there's gonna believe for one minute that I'm Lady yosPhelium. Let's
seeif we can't catch the old lady and tell her we made amistake, OK? All the meresin the city right
now, there's bound to be somebody around who owes me dinner—"



"Miri—" That quick hewas across the room, arms around her tight, cheek againgt hers. "Itisnot a
masquerade, chatrez. It istruth. We are lifemates. And a portion of our shared meant'i involves standing
aslady and lord to Line yosPhelium.” He laughed softly. "For our Sns.”

She choked a haf-laugh and pushed her face into his shoulder. "I'm gonnawreck your melant'i.”

"No." Hekissed her ear. "My lifemateisalady of intelligence, wit, and courage. How else could it be,
but that her melant'i supports and enhances my own? And together—" He dipped his hand under her
chin and tipped her face so she could see the bright green eyes, awash in mischief. " Together , chatrez,
we are'—he bent his head, put his mouth next to her ear and breathed—"hell on wheels."

"You—" She laughed and hugged him hard before stepping away and taking his hand. "All right, let'sgo
meet thefamily.”

She stopped him at the hall door, though, struck by one more detail.

"Wegonnalet on | don't know your family from diced bread?1 don't think evente'Vodti'd likea
lifemating where | aint met your First Spesker, much lessyou got her permission.”

"A vadid point,” Va Con murmured and tipped his head, staring hard at nothing, with hisbrows pulled
dightly together.

"LineyosPhelium,” he said after abit, "presently includes Kareen, my father's Sster; her son Pet Rin, and
hisheir, Quin. My father is Daav yosPhdlium, who is eklykt'i. Hislifemate, my mother, was Adliana
Caylon. Sheisdead. | wasfostered into the household of my father's chaleket, Er Thorn yosGaan, and
hislifemate, Anne Davis. They, dso, have died. ShanisLord yosGaan, Novais First Speaker, Anthora
is—Anthora" He paused.

"yosGaan children are Padi, who is Shan's heir, and Syl Vor, who is Novas. Korva's seat is Jdaza
Kazone; yosGaan's Line House is Trealla Fantrol. We are located to the north of Solcintra City. The
ship of which Shan is captain and master trader is Dutiful Passage.”

Miri congdered him. "That'sit?"
IIYSII
"Nothing es2?' she perssted. "I don't wannatrip up.”

"This should be sufficient to see usthrough dinner,” Va Con said softly. "It is scarcely to be expected that
anew bridewill have completeintimacy of her lifematésclan.”

"Great." She shook her head as he opened the door and bowed her through ahead of him. "All right,
Liaden. Just remember—it's your neck we're gambling with."

Sheld never seen so many redheadsin one place.

The reception room was jammed with them, male and femae; old, young and in-between, with hair
shading from the lightest strawberry blonde through orange, mere-red, auburn and a particularly striking

mahogany.

Hand resting on Va Con'sarm, Miri considered the crowd, noting the eyesthat did toward them and did
away— and aso something else.

"Youretall!" she blurted, remembering at least to whisper, though there was no one directly beside



them.

One eyebrow did upward. "A little above middle height,” VVa Con acknowledged, lipstwitching. "For a
Liaden."

He glanced across the room to where Emrith Tiazan stood talking to tel'V osti and ayoungish woman
with carroty hair piled high on her head. "Weto the delm, now, chatrez, to make our bows."

And to hear the results of the gene test. She sternly put down the rebellion in her ssomach and walked
head up at hissde, fingers curled lightly around hiswrig, trying to act like she didn't notice the way
conversation ebbed at their approach and picked up again, once they were past.

"Isthisagood idea?" she muttered out of the side of her mouth.
"No, of coursenot,” Va Con muttered back and she dmost laughed.

Emrith Tiazan's face saved her—hdf-relieved and half-approving, asif shed expected them to show up
for dinner in leathers. Miri felt aspurt of sympathy as she bowed respect for the host, Va Con bowing a
the sameingtant.

"Maam," he said, soft voice pitched so that it carried acrossthe still seaof redheads, "we offer thanks for
the grace and care the House has shown us."

"It isthe House's honor," the old woman said into the sllence, "to guest itsancient dly and friend.” She
looked up across the room then, and raised her voice, though it wasn't necessary.

"Hear me, my children, for | tell you of wonder and joy. Cometo usonly today isMiri Robertson, whois
of Erob by Tiazan, thiswithout doubt." She looked hard a Miri out of stern gray eyes.

"Turn," she ordered, gill loud enough for the whole room to hear, "Miri Robertson Tiazan, that your
cousins may see your face and rgjoice.”

Sure. She squared her shoulders and turned, looking out over the mob and seeing preciouslittle
rejoicing—unless you counted an orange-haired somebody around eight or ten— she wasn't too good at
guessng ages that young—who was grinning fit to split her face,

"Seedso Vd Con yosPhdium,” Emrith Tiazan continued behind her, "Thodelm and Second Spesker of
Clan Korva, our oldest and most honored aly. It isthrough Korvd that we rediscover our kinswoman.”
There was something of astir at that and abigger one when Va Con turned around to face them.

"Itisfurther told the clan that Miri Robertson Tiazan and Va Con yosPhelium have each seen the face of
the other's heart and, having seen, joined hands and hearts and lives together.”

Seep-learning kept Miri from agulp; years of dicing and playing cardsfor kynak and money kept her
face draight. Damn, shethought, put that way it sounds all mystic and misty and stuff, when it's just
him and me holding together and doing what needs doing...

The carrot-top who'd been talking to Emrith Tiazan and tel'Vosti came forward and bowed, thin face
earnest.

"Line Tiazan acknowledges Miri Robertson Tiazan and welcomes her with joy."

Miri returned the bow, hand automatically sgning recognition of kinship. "Lady Tiazan, | an honored.”
tel'V osti stepped up next, bowing al courtly over hiscane. "Linete'Vosti sees Miri Robertson Tiazan



with delight, welcomes her with honesty and acknowledges her with anticipation.”

Shedmost grinned a him, but deep-learning kicked in, and pattern recognition with it, adding up dl the
things the Code didn't say, like that Liaden society was controlled, yeah, and forma, sure, and dl those
pretty words and modes and gestures were the wegpons you used to survive in an unending, cut-throat
competition. Melant'i and Balance. Face or no face. And herewaste 'V osti, who had lived along lifetime
immersed in well-bred in-fighting, giving her anon-standard greeting, therein front of delm and
everybody. Tweaking her, hewas. Trying her, to see what she'd do.

She bowed, timing it to centimeter and millisecond. "My Lord te'Vogti." High Tongue Equd, that wasthe
mode; it leaned on Va Con's melant'i, but that was fine, snce he wasthodelm just liketel'Vosti, and the
whole room had just heard the delm say she was athodelm'slifemate. "1 see you with appreciation, hear
you with understanding, and acknowledge you with trepidation.”

The brown eyes gleamed; the rest of hisface remained merely polite. No way to tell if she'd scored
points. She didn't think she had. But she didn't think she'd lost any ether. Even was OK; tel'Vosti'd said
it himself, when held been talking about Va Con'suncle. Insde her head Va Con's pattern held steadly,
inscrutable asamandda

The delm stepped forward, indicating Thodelm Tiazan with a backhanded wave. "Y our cousin Bendara,
daughter of your late cousn Ce Met Tiazan.”

The carrot-top gave alittle bow, barely more than aheavy nod of the head. "Cousin Miri."

Miri gave the bow back, "Cousin Bendara," straightened and felt VVa Con shift, oh-so-dightly, at her
side. She directed Bendara's attention his way with a copy of the delm's backhanded gesture. "One's
lifemate, VA Con yosPheium.”

Bendara bowed again, a shade deeper than equality of rank demanded, asif maybe Va Con had more
timeingrade. "My Lord yosPhelium.”

"My Lady Tiazan." Hisvoice was soft as always. She couldn't see his bow.

The delm waved for her attention again, thistime for aman of late middle years, hair aggressvely red,
hazel eyes hooded.

"Y our cousin Dil Nem, son of your late uncle Kern Tiazan."

Again the heavy nod, the exchange of names; the passonto Va Con.

"Y our coudin llvin, daughter of your cousin Jen Sar Tiazan, who isfrom clan a present.”
"Your cousnKol Vus..."

"Your coudn..."

Miri lost count, very likely lost names, after thefirst dozen or so. Her head was beginning to ache with all
the coal, polite faces and she started to want a dug of kynak. She gritted her teeth and bowed kinship to
tel'Vosti, damn him: ™Y our uncle, Win Den td'V osti, son of Randa Tiazan and P Imtd'Vogti."

There was another blur of names and faces after him; the next shetook clear note of wasthelast.
"Y our cousin Alys, daughter of your cousin Makina Tiazan, who isfrom clan at this moment.”

Alys, who would be "very well," but never aKeaTiazan. Alys, who they were going to offer asa



contract-wifeto Va Con, when she came of age.

She made her bow, very serious, and stood tal, adl three and ahaf feet of her, curly, orange-y hair held
down by the brute strength of three formidable-looking combs. The brown eyes shone with something
past curiosity or even friendliness and Miri caught her breath. She'd seen that Iook on recruits,
sometimes, the oneswho fancied themselves "in love" with the commander.

"Cousin Miri," she piped up, "I'm happy to seeyou."

Oh, hell. Like she didn't have enough trouble without an €f hooking onto her. Miri returned the bow with
meatching dignity.

"Cousin Alys, I am happy to see you." She made the backhand wave toward Va Con and repested the
weary formulafor the last time, moving the kid along. She wanted that drink bad, she thought, and
looked up to find Emrith Tiazan watching her, something like approva in thelines of her face,

"Appropriately done,” the old lady said. "We now go in to dinner. Win Den, attend me, by your grace.”
tel'Vosti stepped forward and offered his arm, which shetook, alowing him to lead her down the room
toward the door at the opposite end. The mob of redheads made room for them to pass, but nobody
followed.

"Usnow, chatrez." Va Con'svoice was soft in her ear as hetook her arm. Y ou did admirably.”
"Easy for you to say," she muttered. "'I'd rather sing for my supper, though. Any day."
"l need adrink."

Miri leaned againgt the wall just insde their private parlor, eyes closed against the scented darkness.
Dinner had been horrible. Her place had been set with an arsend of forks and tongs and spoons and
knives, dl of which, deep-learning told her implacably, had a pecific use. Sheld fair busted her head
while shed waited for the first course, trying to remember the long list of foods that could and should be
addressed with each implemen.

Then thefirst course was served and sheld broken out in an ice-cold swest as dish after unidentifiable
dish went by. Sheld snuck alook to see what Va Con was having; took alittle of that and nibbled while
shetried to do her conversational duty to the woman on her |eft. Sheld |eft the wine Strictly done, terrified
at getting even alittle fuddlied with al those new cousins watching and keeping score.

"A drink," shesad firmly. "A big drink."

"Certainly,” Va Con murmured in her ear. He dipped a hand benegath her elbow. "Come st on the
couch, chatrez... There. Red wine? White? Jade? Canary? | believe—yes, thereismisravat, if you
would prefer..."

Miri sighed, leaned back in the cushions and finally opened her eyes. Va Con had lit the low-lights—the
ceiling sparkled with starring pinpoints; the carpet glittered like new snow.

"What do | know about wine? Y ou pick."

"All right," he said, and poured pae green wineinto two crystal cups. He brought them to the couch and
handed her one, raising hisown in salute.

"To Lady yosPhdium, my love"



Shelaughed and shook her head. "Why not to Lord yosPhelium?”

"Lord yosPhelium was not courageous, nor did he comport himself with anything but mediocrity.” He
touched her cheek. "Miri, you are atreasure.”

"If you say s0," she said dubioudy and sipped her wine. "I think it's pretty brave, mysdlf, to trust
everything to somebody who don't even know what fork to use—" She shook her head. "Who knows
what fork to use," she corrected hersdlf, "if thered been a clue to what the food was!"

"Ah, | had wondered why you ate so little..." Hetipped hishead. "Y ou must not et it burden you,” he
sad softly. Y ou imagine my meant'i isso fragileit will shatter at your dightest error. Instead, it
has—resilience—and certainly strength enough to withstand my lifemate's mistaking afork—or even
using afork instead of tongsl" He tasted hiswine, suddenly serious.

"In al matters of importance—in your conduct toward your delm and the head of your line; in your
answer to tel'V osti—you were above reproach. If inless vital matters you err, or smply chooseto
disregard the Code, then it is—anothing. People will say, if they say at dl: 'Ah, sheisan origind.' Which
isno bad thing."

"An origind?' Shefrowned and shook her head.

Va Con sghed. "It isone of the reasons | insisted you learn the Code from the source, rather than from
my tutoring,” he said dowly. "Each individud takes the Code and— shapesit—according to hisown
character and necessity. Now, | have, perhaps, taken too much from my uncle's tutelage—or learned too
young, as Shan would have it—so my manner tends toward coolness and extreme precision.” He sipped
wine, brows drawn.

"Shanisan origind," he murmured: "his manners are gppalling, but his manner pleases. Anthorafollows
hisstyle. Pat Rin isvery correct, but easy, so the correctness seemsjoined to and flowing from his
melant'i. Nova—" he shook his head, smiling with atouch of wistfulness. "I once overhead someone say
he would rather meet an angry lyr-cat unarmed, than Novaand | in areception line"

Miri laughed.
Val Con leaned over and kissed her.

"Mmmm," she said and shivered delightedly as warm, knowing fingers stroked down the line of her
throat.

"Y ou find metoo Liaden, Miri?' Va Con's voice was husky in her ear, his cheek soft againgt hers.

She bresthed in the scent of him and et the breath go in a half-gasping laugh as desire broke over her.
"The clothesthrew me," she murmured. "Why don't you take 'em of f?"

Helaughed gently, took her wineglass and bent to put it asde, hisweight pushing her into the cushions.
Then hislipswere back, demanding full attention, while his hands stroked and teased and findly found
the fastenings of the dress and loosed them.

Shetried to return the favor, reaching to open the fine white shirt, but he eluded her hands, keeping her
pinned and al but helplesswhile he dipped the dress down over her shoulders and a bit further, nuzzling
her throat, kissing her breasts, her belly...

The dress was gone. She reached again to help him out of the shirt, aching to fed hisskin against
hers—and was fended off with a breathlesslaugh: "Ah, not o greedy, chatrez..."



Mouth and hands engaged her full attention once more, the soft fabrics of trousers and shirt stroking
againg her nakedness dternatdy frugtrating and exhilarating.

At some point, he picked her up and lay her down again on that high, wide bed, and was gonefor a
moment, returning with his hand full of bed-flowers.

He covered her in them, laughing; crushed onein long fingers and stroked the fragrance across her
breagts. She shivered and laughed and twisted, pulling him down and mock wrestling, desperate to have
him, with an urgency the flower-scent fed.

Helaughed, fingers and lips teasing; but allowed the shirt—and at once alowed everything, abandoning
therole of command as she hit and kissed and stroked and the flowers were crushed beneath them and
gave up their seductive odor.

Shelay across his chest, teasing, nearly lazy againgt the flower's urgency. Va Con's eyeswere
half-closed, hisface blurred with desire, hands stroking, beginning to ing<t. But he wasn't in control now,
shewas. She rubbed againgt him, felt his hips move and laughed as she kissed his ear.

"So greedy, Vd Con..."
A laugh—or asoft groan. "Miri.."

She closed her eyes, concentrating on the fed of him, on the warmth, on how well their bodiesfit, on the
desire barely restrained, soon to be loosed.

She looked at the pattern of him insde her head.

And—reached out, very softly, to stroke it and breathe on it and—kiss it—and loveit and desire it
and—

Beneath her, Va Con went utterly sill. Miri opened her eyes.

"Chaltrez..." Hetouched her face, his eyes wide and shocked-looking, asif held been suddenly
wakened. "Miri, what are you doing?'

Shelooked a him through ditted eyes, till more than haf cuddling the pattern of him—the him of
him—againg her, feding the love flow from her; feding it return, enriched and expanded.

"Loving you," she managed. Then, asthe distressin his eyes began to resonate in his pattern. "Should |
sop?'

"No." Hishands closed hard around her waist and herolled, spilling her over into the crushed flowers
and him hard and urgent atop her. "Never stop.”

It was bodies, then, and lust and the flowers and findly two voices crying out as one in joy and wonder.

They were till tangled around each other when the timer shut the room lights down. Both were fast
adeep.

DUTIFUL PASSAGE
IN ORBIT

"Oncemore," First Mate PriscillaMendoza called, "sequence tweve... now?"



Inside the lifeboat the pilot hit the sequence. Outside, the laser turrets swiveled, left, right, up, down,
extended and findly withdrew into their shielding.

"Great!" she said. " Shut her down, Seth; we're meshed.”
Thelittle ship obediently powered down and the pilot dipped out of the dot, damming the hatch.
"Last one" hesaid. "Timeto take on the Y xtrang."

Priscillablinked up at him—Ilong, rat-faced, laconic Seth, matter-of-factly installing laser cannons on
lifeboats.

"Isthat what you think we're going to do?' she asked. "Go to war with the Y xtrang?"

Seth shrugged, bending over to gather up histoolkit. "Can't think of anybody el <€l fire on escape pods,”
he sad camly. "Terranswon'. Liadenswon't—ypay al that weir-gild?' He grinned, a surprise of white
teeth in hisnarrow face. "Never met aLiaden crazy enough to bankrupt himself on asure thing.”

Priscillasmiled back and dung her tool bag over her shoulder. "So it'sthe Y xtrang, by process of
diminaion?'

"Seemsreasonable,” Seth said, ambling a her sde down the service hall to Bay Four. "Either that, or
Shan wants an ace up hisdeeve." He shrugged. "Never known Shan to make a bad play, where the ship
was concerned. I'll follow him on thisone.”

Priscillastopped and looked directly into his eyes—mud brown and smallish—Healer sensetuned to
read every nuance of hisemotive pattern.

"Seth, it'snot Y xtrang. But it could gill be very dangerous. People who well might fire on an escape
pod, and Baance be damned. We don't know that they will, but we aren't a al convinced that they
won't." She paused and packed the next words heavily, timing them to hisinner resonance. "Be certain,
Seth. Theres till time for you to ship down—no blame.”

He stared back into her eyes, more than half-tranced.

"Shan found mein abackworld dive," he said, so softly she strained to hear. "l was scraping out aliving
running in-system ore boats and garbage scows. Drinking too much, doing too much smoke. Lost my
family in an Y xtrang raild— wife, kids, parents. Went off my head, | guess. Cameto, eventualy—no
money, no job, and no friends. Shan needed pilots—"Always need agood pilot," he said—gods, | can
gtill see him coming into that dive—skinny, shoulders not filled yet, cutting dedls like a pro—sixteen,
maybe seventeen Standards—with that white hair and akid's face and those eyes. Never seen eyeslike
that..." He blinked; shook his head and Priscillalet him bregk the trance.

He sighed. "Shan got me out of there—out of all of there. Gave me a chance. 'My man,' iswhat he told
the port guard. That's my man, sir; and he'swanted at his post." He nodded sharply and turned away,
heading doggedly down the hall.

"If it'sYxtrang or if it's something worse," he said as Priscillafdl in beside him, "I reckon | can man my

post.

Shan looked up as she entered his office, smiled wanly and returned to the screen. Priscilla crossed to the
bar and poured two glasses of wine—red, for him; white, for her—and carried them back to the desk.
Shedid into the chair opposite and waited, holding the glass and running through alow-level exerciseto
restore tranquility.



"Thank you, Priscilla”" He picked up hisown glass, waved it in ironic salute and took a hedthy drink.

"Yourewecome," she murmured, reading the worry and the exhaustion and the sparking nervous energy
overlaying hisemotive grid. "The First Mate reports dl lifeships armed. Fidd tests remain to be done, but
everything reads fine on the circuits." She Spped wine. " Seth Johnson chooses to remain with his

cagptan.”
Shan sighed. " Seth Johnson isasentimentd fool," he said, and nodded at the screen. "We have amatch.”
"So soon?!

"Amazing, isnt it? With so many gene-mapsin the gdaxy?' He grinned tiredly. "I played a hunch—that
notation on Sergeant Robertson's birth certificate—mutated within acceptable limits—you recal?'

She nodded. Y ou thought that might mean 'partly Liaden.™

"And my thought has proved correct—I tdll you, Priscilla, I'm not amaster of trade for nothing! Though
you would consider that a scout might more fully communicate—but | digress. How unusudl." He took
another swallow of wine and waved at the screen. "Miri Robertson's gene-map maichesthat of Line
Tiazan." He eyed her expectantly.

She spped her wine, knowing that her temple training had taught her more than enough patience to wait
out one of Shan'srare silences.

"Y ou disappoint me. Don't you have the least wish to know who the devil Tiazan isand wherewell be
meeting my wretched brother?”

"But | was certain you were about to tell me."
"Unkind, Priscilla. | can't think why | lifemated you."
"Because| let you talk as much asyou want."

"Do you? How odd. Especidly as| havethe digtinct impresson that I'm talking lessthan | ever have.
But, | perceive you a-quiver with curiosity and hasten to explain.”

He st hisglass asde with aflourish and sat up straighter in the chair, humor vanishing from face and
emotivegrid.

"TiazanisFirg Line of Clan Erob," he said; "which hasits seat upon Lytaxin. So to go to 'Miri's peopl€e
asdirected by my brother and delm-to-be, we need merely go to Lytaxin. Very smple, once one hasthe
proper information. What astonishes me particularly isthat for oncein hislife Va Con seemsto have
done exactly as he ought.”

Priscillablinked. "He has?'

"As| said, astonishing. Though, to be just, Va Con often does as he ought. Of course, he just as often
does precisaly as he pleases. | expect there's adeliberate pattern involved, caculated to a hair's breadth
to appear random. One afternoon when I'm bored I'll feed the parametersto the tactical computers and
see what they make of it. But to continue! Erob isKorva's most ancient aly. The family diaries spegk of
Rool Tiazan and hislifemate, leaders of the dramliz, who chose to evacuate the Old World on the ship
piloted by CantrayosPhdium.”

Priscillaalowed awisp of inquiry to escape her and Shan nodded.



"Rooal Tiazan had read the luck, you see—and the luck sent him to CantrayosPhelium.”
"Rool Tiazan wasafull wizard, then,” Priscillamurmured. "He had the Sight.”
"Apparently so, since Quick Passage and her passengers eventualy came safeto Liad.”
"And dl that time since the ship cameto Liad, Korval and Erob have been dlies?

"Actudly abit longer than that," Shan said. "Cantras log indicates that she and Jela—her partner before
shetook on the revered yosGalan ancestor—had known Rool Tiazan and hislady sometime prior to the
evacuation. If it comesto that—recall that | promised to amaze, Priscillal—were abit more than dlies.
More accurate to say cousins—or haf-clan, thereésaword! Ever since the ship landed on Liad, Tiazan
and Korva have been sticking to an arrangement—actudly aprotocol, al properly sgned and seded—a
schedule of acontract-marriage every three generations, with the child going, in unfailing sequence: Erob,
Korvd, Erob, Korvd..."

Priscillafrowned. "Y ou said Tiazan and Korva—"

"So |l did, and so it was. Korva seemsto have sent equaly from yosPhelium and yosGaan, but Erob
seems only to have sent from Tiazan, never from the subordinate Line. In any wise, the schedule
demanded a contract wedding this generation. yosGalan was sent last time, and the child cameto
Korva."

"AndVa Con knew dl this?' Priscillademanded.

Shan shrugged and reached for hisglass. "Now that's a different question. Unless he's knocked his head
rather sharply, he certainly recalls our long association with Erob. That a mating was mandated and that
yosPhdlium must send—I doubt he did know that. | only know it because when | was First Speaker in
Trugt, | received anote from Gresat-great-great Aunt Wayr yosPhelium, dated one hundred ten Standard
yearsago." He sighed. "I sent it forward alittle time more, to Va Con'sthirty-fifth Name Day: apuzzle
for him to solve on the day he becomes delm.”

"But Miri RobertsonisLine Tiazan, and sheand Va Con are lifemates. . ."

Shan nodded. "The child of a contract-marriage would have gone to Erob. But the children of alifemating
will cometo the clan sheltering both partners.”

"And Va Conwill not leave Korva for another clan.” She made it ahalf-question, and Shan answered
with unwarranted soberness.

"Vd ConisKorva Himsdf—the one who will be ddm. He can't leave. Theré's no clan in the Book who
would have him." He sighed. "Korva hasthis certain—reputation. Even among our dlies.” He stared into
the dregs of hisglass, then al at once seemed to shake himself and looked over to her with awry smile.

"It'sbeen along day, Priscilla. Will you join mefor angp?"

"Certainly." She came gracefully to her feet, despite the weariness that grated behind her eyes and pulled
at her back. "Ken Rik has shift-authority and will call if theré's aproblem.”

"Wonderful," Shan muttered, stepping asideto let her precede him into their private quarters. 'l dways
wanted to be captain of amilitary vessd, Priscilla Remind me to give my brother avery sound shaking,
when wefindly catch up with him."

"Yes, dear,” she said placidly and turned to give him ahug.



LYTAXIN
EROB'SCLANHOUSE

Va Con struck the last note, held it and looked over to Alys Tiazan, standing aert by the audio unit. He
nodded and she pressed a key, ending the recording. Va Con lifted his hands from the keyboard and
amiled.

"| thank you, Miss Alys. Y our assstance wasinvauable.”

"You arekind to say it," she responded, very properly indeed, for one rising ten Standards, and then
dimpled. "But you had much better have had methan Kol Vus, you know. Hefidgets awfully!"

"Then | was doubly fortunate to encounter you," Va Con said gravely, touching the omnichoras
power-plate. " Shal we play the tape back, do you think? It would not do to give Kol VVus amuddy
recording, when he has been so graciousin accommodating me.”

"But he must do that, mustn't he?' Alys said, with the cool matter-of-factness of childhood. "After dl, you
areKorvd."

"So | am, but | am aso aguest in your house. Allow me to possess some address, | beg.”

That bought a bright glissade of laughter, after which she considered him for amoment more soberly,
faceintent and looking, so he fancied, very much as Miri had, at ten.

"I don't think you're the least frightening,” she stated at last and Va Con inclined his head.
"Yourdieveme"

"Now you sound like Uncle Win Den," Alystold him severely, and bent to the audio unit, pressing three
keysin sequence.

Music swelled out of thetiny unit, filling theroom to thewalls.

The name of the piece was Toccata and Fugue in D Minor and it had been written many years before
Terrans achieved the stars by aman named Johann Sebastian Bach. It had been Anne Davis favorite
piece of music, and for this present purpose Va Con had strivento play it in precisdy her style.

Therole of Clan Radio Tech Kol Vus Tiazan in the project wasto sed the brief recording to Lytaxin's
perimeter beacons. Ninety seconds, Va Con thought, would surely be long enough for Shan to descry
their mother's favorite and read into it verification that Va Con awaited him on world.

The music-fragment ended, snapped off clean at 90 seconds, and Va Con again inclined his head.
"I believe that will servethe purpose quitewell. May | discommode you further, Miss Alys?"

"Y ou would like meto take thisdown to Kol Vus?' she asked, risng and diding the unit's carry strap
over her shoulder. "That's no trouble. | need to pass the comm room on the way to my tutor.” She
hesitated. "Y ou play very nicdy. | would be happy to hear more, if time alowsit during your guesting.”

His touch on the omnichora was god-gift, honed by years of study. He could easily have been amaster
musdat—amaestro, according to Anne, who had taught him his scales. But hewas Korval: Stranger
passions claimed precedence.



He smiled at the child before him, her hair ariot of orange curls, her eyes an intelligent, sparkling brown.
"I would be honored to play for you, Miss Alys. Only name atime.”

Shetipped her head, apparently consulting someinner schedule. "Tomorrow?' she said eventuadly. "In
the hour before Prime?’

"Done," he said gravely, and bowed as one accepting atreasure.

Shedid not, as he expected, erupt into giggles at this, but returned the bow most creditably, murmuring
an exquisitey proper "The pleasureismine.”

She straightened, then, adjusted the strap across her shoulder and smiled. "I have to go before my tutor
tells Aunt Emrith I've been late again.”

"Please do not alow meto be the cause of such distressto the House," Va Con said, and that did draw
agiggle, cut off as she dipped out the door and pulled it closed behind her.

He stood donein the music room, considering his options. Miri was closeted with Erob's Historian, filling
detailsinthelivesof Miri-eklykti and Katalina Tayzin —an interview that promised to be both lengthy
and productive of an uneasy temper in one'slifemate.

Hisduty plainly lay in the direction of Erob. Some explanations must, in courtesy, be made to the delm of
Korva'soldest ally, and yet. ..

Music tingled in hisfingertips, awvakened by hisbrief playing for the beacon. Surely, he might stedl ten
minutes to set the rest of the music free?

Sowly, knowing that duty called him elsewhere, yet unable to resist the lure of aconcert-quality
instrument perfectly set in aroom tuned for its unique voice, he went to the omnichora, sat on the bench
and pressed the power plate.

Thewal hefaced over the omnichorawas mirrored.

Va Con sighed, recalling the revulsion on severd faceslast night, despite the courtesy due aguest;
wondering if he should have followed tel"V osti's hint and had the scar canceled.

The scar was there for areason, after al; he might have had the autodoc erase the wretched thing
anytime during their voyage from Vandar. He had chosen to allow it to remain, a constant and sometimes
panful reminder of the wages of foolishness.

"No more than you traded for, young Sr." He heard Uncle Er Thorn'sdry reprova in hismind's ear, and
half-smiled in agreement.

It would be another matter entirely, he told himself, fingers adjusting stops and frequencies, had the cut
failed to hea—or if one'slifemate objected to the mar. But the wound was clean, as he had told tdl’
Vosti, and Miri made no objection.

"No cdl,"” Uncle Er Thorn'svoice ingtructed him from memory, "to concern yoursdlf with the comfort of
non-kin. Korva acts upon its own necessities. L et others mind their melant’i.”

"Yes, uncle" he murmured, and touched the keyboard, softly playing the cool and logicd line of his
unclesmusica signature, that the boy Va Con had composed many years ago. His ear caught a
possibility in the old theme and he played on haf-aware, letting his fingers find what they might.



Let others mind their own melant'i. An old lesson, that; among the first. One kept one's own care
close, for clan, for servants, for kin... Va Con'sfingersfdtered on the keys.

Shan would be here—soon.

Shan was his chaleket, the brother of hisheart. Shan might well mind the scar. Might well mind other
things, truth told; things that would distress one who had helped a green-eyed fosterling grow. That
would surdly distress one who was a Healer and able to see what was now that fosterling's soul.

The Department of Interior... the Department of Interior had done much damage, severed memories,
stolen home, love, music, mother—"... our mother,” Shan's voice said from years gone. "Y our mother's
gone, but you can share ming, dl right?'

Our mother ... Anne Davis: chestnut hair, merry dark eyes, clever hands, scented with bound books and
flowers, wide-hipped and full-breasted, as many Terran women; full with laughter and passion and more
than enough love for the children of the house—her own three and the child of her life-mate's chall eket.
She had taught him to play the 'chora, taught him hisletters—Terran and Trade—wiped tears, comforted
child-woes and hdfling griefs, shared out justice and kisses, rejoiced with him when he was accepted to
Scout Academy—

And the Department of Interior had stolen her.

"My kinswoman..." Herecalled hisown voice, tdling Miri—aMiri nearly lost, gods, wary-faced and
distrugting, as she had very good cause to be. "My kinswoman—" without feding, without even such a
memory asflashed now, of big, warm hands holding his, shaping tiny fingers above the keyboard.

Hisright hand dandled True Scale as his|eft rose to adjust stops. Both hands centered above the
keyboard, and at once came down, with sure authority, sweeping headlong into the Toccata.

It dlowed much, as great music does, endless opportunity for variation and lessons from one's own
fingers being among the chiefest of itsjoys. But their mother had loved it for its own sake, aswell, and he
played it that way now, as he had for Shan, while memories, suppressed and twisted and made
strange—repulsive—by intent of hisenemies, |loosened and flowed and touched him true, until he closed
his eyes and gave himself to the music and the remembering and didn't even know if he wept.

The music reached anaturd end, asmusic will, and hisfingers went still upon the keys. After amomernt, it
occurred to him that he was no longer alone in Erob's music room and he opened his eyes.

"Hi," she said from her perch on the polished curve of alistening-stool. Her hair was braided today; he
saw the copper length of it gleaming down her back in the mirror. She was dressed in arich yellow shirt
and soft trousers the color of Shan's favorite wine—proper attire for an extended session with the clan
historian. She leaned forward, eyesintent. "Y ou OK?'

"l believe 0." Hetook abreath and smiled. "Yes."

"Good." She shifted on the stool. "Cameto tell you that | got a break from the question-and-answer bit.
Historian says helll see me for more after lunch. Not bloody likely, ‘cause | dready got a headache with
remembering stuff that happened when | was three years old and would've sworn yesterday that | didn't
know anything about." She stood abruptly.

"I'm going down to the mere camp and seeif | can't find the 'falks—maybe Jase." She hit her lip, and he
listened to the song of her that played inside his head, hearing the thin notes of exhaustion, and acertain
wistful sadness.



"I know you don't think much of Jase," Miri was saying; "and you got no cal to love the Gyrfalks. Folks
here seem to appreciate them abit though"—she chewed her lip again, and the chords of her song
strengthened and clarified—"but you're welcome to walk that way with me, if you want to."

"l want to," said Va Con, touching the ‘choras power-down and standing. He smiled &t her, relieved to
see her return smile burn awvay the warinessin her eyes. "Thank you for inviting me."

"When do you think your brother'll get here?!
Va Con laughed softly. "Weary of being clan-bound so soon, Miri?"

Sheld been squinting up into the bright sky, asif she might see the Passage; now she transferred the
squint to him.

"Meansyou don't know," she surmised. "This mind reading stuff don't seem very efficient.”

"Alas. | was offered use of the House's pin-beam so that an answer to when? might be achieved quickly.
Unfortunately, one must know the position of the beam'starget, and Shan hasdl the gdaxy at his
beck—and hyperspace, aswell.”

"Pin-beamsre expendve," Miri commented.
"Erob may not consider it o, weighed in balance.”

"That eager to get rid of us, huh?' She shook her head at him, mock stern. ™'Y ou got some reputation
among the home-folks, Liaden. And to think | wasworried about wrecking your melant'i.”

He laughed and swept a sudden bow—from lesser to greater, as sheread it. "Had | not said that it was
your own melant'i would carry us?

She grinned and took his hand, and they walked across the fragrant, sun-warmed grass.

"Tdked totd'Vogti abit whilel waswaiting for the historian to show," she said, danting anidle glance a
hisface. "Said he knew your father real well.”

The pattern of him inside her head flashed and tightened. " So, it seemsthet al of Erob knew my father,”
he snapped.

"Huh?" She sopped, yanking him to ahdt, and frowned up into hisface. "There something wrong with
thet?'

His pattern snarled and an acid wash of frustrated pain cramped her belly, so that she dropped his hand
and half-cried out in astonishment.

"Miri!" His hands were around her waist, easing her down to St on the grass. "Chaltrez?"
Worry was added to the emotiona hash, mixing badly with the pain and the anger.

"You're hurting me," she gasped, eyes closed as she groped for him insde her head. "Stop it, boss—the
pattern..."

Shock turned her icy, and the next instant she was the eye of a color-storm—
redyellowor angegr eenbl ueviol et—as the Rainbow whipped 'round her, and some unknown inner sense
registered the near sound of adoor opening—and closing.



Stillness, within and without.

"Gods." Shelet out ashuddering breeth, tipping forward in controlled collgpse until her forehead touched
her knee. "Gods, gods, gods." She sat up and opened her eyes.

Va Con sat cross-legged before her, handsloosdaly cupping hisknees. "Isthe pain gone, Miri?' Hisvoice
was as cam as his pattern.

"Gone," she agreed and licked her lips. "What was that?'

Puzzlement shadowed hiseyes. "1 am without information. If you could describe the phenomenon, we
might achieve understanding.”

"Right." She frowned. "Told you that tel'Vosti had known your father, and you got pissed—saw your
pattern—cramp up, kinda. And when | asked you what was wrong with that | was al of a sudden
furious—frustrated—Ilike I'd been banging my head against the same brick wall for years and wasn't any
closer to busting through..." She sighed and reached over to take hishand, looking into his eyes
worriedly.

"Seemslike | must've gotten it straight from you, somehow," she said dowly. "Wasn't redly that the
pattern washurting me.”

"Ah." Hisfingerstightened around hers. "And you have never experienced this before?"

"No..." She shifted alittle, thinking. "But | never did anything like | did last night before, either—just
reaching out and touching the pattern. Never occurred to me. Maybe | got—sensitized—or something.”

Therewasasmall slence before he said, "Or perhaps Priscilla, who is after al dramliza, might have
done—something—to me by way of insuring that | might hear Shan.”

Miri blinked thoughtfully. " Something to that, ain't there? Y ou can't tell—naw, | guessnot.”

"|—felt—despair and distress coming from you at the Winterfair,” Va Con said softly. "But it was clearly
emanating from you. | did not experience your emotionsas my own." A faint wisp of something like
hunger escaped him and Miri chuckled, squeezing his hand.

"Just as well—but you're talking emergency situation. Maybe that's the tip-off. Some kind of emergency
hooked up with your father?"

Va Con sghed and lifted ahand to stroke the hair out of hiseyes. "Only that helogt hislifemate—my
mother—to nsand, after taking Delm's Counsd, |eft hisclan and hisheir in the hands of his
brother Er Thorn, and went off into the wide galaxy, seeking Baance."

"And never sent word back," Miri finished, and shook her head. "Bad business, td'VVosti said.”

"tel'Vosti ismore correct than he knows," Va Con murmured. " The options revealed by Delm's Counsel
were awar with the Terran Party, who had employed the assassin..."

"Which would mean awar with Terra" Miri frowned. "Bad choice."

"My father thought so, aswell. So he took the second option, which was dower, and less sure, but, if it
worked, more fruitful." Hesghed. "Or so it saysin Korva's Diaries. The plan itsdf isnot detailed.” He
glanced away; caught her eyesagain.

"Traditionis, should an individua be estranged for twelve years, heis considered dead to the clan and the



date of his desertion recorded as adate of death. Traditionally, the head of line announces the death and
makes the notation.”

Miri touched his cheek. "Y ou didn't do that."

"Daav yosPhdiumiseklykti," Va Con said, coming smoothly to hisfeet and offering her hishand.
"Momentarily beyond the clan. Korva's records show nothing ese.”

Jason Carmody walked down East Axis, anidand of blonde quiet among the noisy, purposeful bustle
going on dl around.

Every so often, Jase turned aside to talk to this one or that; on two occasions he ducked inside
half-dismantled tech-sheds to supervise some particularly tricksy bit of equipment balancing. Merc
Center would be stripped down to dirt by thistime tomorrow. Dawn the day after would find only torn
meadowlands and a network of synthphalt service roads, aready crumbling back to sand.

Jase ducked out into the sunlight and stood, techs and troops flowing around him like adusty lesther
river, saring a nothing in particular and gently stroking his beard.

Eight daysto Fendor, if the transport was on time. It had been known to happen. More often it wasnt,
but the Gyrfalks had another contract pending, so they'd paid a premium for aguaranteed pick-up.
Sometimes that worked. In the meantime, Suzuki and the spec-team were on their way to negotiations,
leaving Jason, the tyros, and the low-ranks to break camp and tidy up.

Jase sghed and shook his massve frameinto motion, going with the flow down East Axis until it
intersected with Command Way, where he turned off, heading for his quarters.

"Jasel" The voice from behind was familiar, but not urgently so. Jason checked his stride unwillingly,
half-minded to go on.

"Jasel" the voice perssted. " Jason Carmody!"

He sghed and turned, hoping the problem wasn't going to be too time-consuming and scanning the
scurrying crowd, looking for aface to match the voice.

Shewas amerefour of his paces before him, ared-haired Liaden woman in ayellow shirt and burgundy
trousers, comfortable boots, belt, pouch, no apparent gun. Her hair was single-braided and fell below the
holsterless belt. A man stood at her right shoulder. Jase flicked him alook, established that he was
Liaden, too—scar acrossthe right cheek, dark hair, no gun—»before bowing to the woman.

"Yes, maam," he said in respectful Trade, cudgeling hisbrain to recal which of Clan Erob she precisely
was. "What can | do for you?"

The woman blinked, flashed a quick glance at her companion and drifted astep closer. Something in the
way she moved sparked aflicker of degper recognition, gone even as he fumbled for it.

"Whét the hell's the matter with you, Jason?"' she demanded in Terran. "Tell me | can come back anytime
| want, then forget what | ook likeinsde of ayear?'

"Redhead? Jason very nearly goggled, at last seeing past the disguise of rich clothesto the lithe, familiar
body, the sharp face and dark gray eyes. Hefdll to hisknees, which put him only ahead or so taler than
she, and flung hisarmswide.



"Godslove usdl, my darlin he cried. "Come and give Jason akiss"

"Yes, but darlin'," Jason was saying, handing kynak al around in the privacy of his quarters, "if you and
Tough Guy was comin' to Lytaxin anyway, why not just come with usin thefirst case? We'd have saved
you agood bit of time."

Miri lifted a shoulder and flashed agrin at her partner, who was perched on the arm of her chair. "Had a
spot of troubleto clear up first."

"Spot o'trouble, indeed!" Jase sprawled on the thick rug, taking up most of the available floor space, and
braced his wide shoulders against the side of awooden chest, the delicate hand carvingsjust visible
through the mars of rough travel. He waved amassive hand in Va Con'sdirection. "Y ou didn't have that
facid decoration last time | saw you, did you, my lad?"

Va Con considered him out of bland green eyes. "No."

"Wouldn't've thought there was much out there fast enough to touch you," Jason perssted. "Polesta il
ain't recovered from that little love tap you gave her. Actudly heard her say 'please to the muster-clerk
thismorning. Enough to giveaman religion.”

Miri laughed. "Make a soldier outta her yet. How'd the campaign go? When you shipping out?"

"The angelswon," Jase said comfortably; "and the employer was prompt with regard to the fee. Paid in
full, yes, indeed, and due to ship out tomorrow."

"Tomorrow?"' Miri's shoulders sagged; and VVa Con shifted dightly to press againgt her.

"Now, now, my small, take heart. Y ou know what transport pilots are: why book three runs when six're
offered? They're bound to make at least two on time.”

Shelaughed and sipped alittle of her drink, laugh turning to agasp and half-choke.
"A little out of theway of it, darlin?"
She managed agrin and shook her head. "Been drinking wine latdly. 'When on Maris..."

" 'Drink what they offer'," Jase finished and knocked back aquarter of hisglass. "Only too true. About
this other thing, though; you know we're not throwing you to the beasties. Sign back up where you

bel ong and there's a place on the trangport with your name onit. Suzuki and mere till wanting to give
you thet lieutenant's badge. ..."

"Yeah, wdl..." Shesghed, not daring to look at Va Con. "Thing is, we just got here yesterday and
there's some stuff | il gottado, being asthey'remy clananddl..."

Jason stopped with his glass hafway to his mouth. "Whao's your clan, Redhead?"
"Umm—people up at the house."

"What!" Jase sat up straight, hitting his head asolid whack on the overhanging chest-top. "What
house—the big house? Erob's house?'

Shelooked at him doubtfully. "Yesh."

Jase dgpped histhigh. "1 knew they wereright 'ung The old lady with the ring—damn meif | didn't think
shewasfamiliar thefirgt timel saw her!" He suddenly seemed to do adoubletake. "That is your dan,



Redhead? Eh? Not your partner's?'
"My clan," Vd Contold him softly, "hasits seat upon Liad."

"Mine" Miri said, haf-grinning. "Late-breaking news, gppalling everybody from the delm down, except
maybe Alysand td'Vosti."

"The Generd?'Y ou could easily do worse by way of relaives. The General'sworth al four of my
uncles—with a grand-dame thrown in! And young Alys shoots like atrooper. | wish | had atyro as
sharp withayessr assheid" He did back down against the chest and had another dug of kynak.

"But you haven't said what you've been about, my small, besides the clearing up of business.”

"Well, let'ssee... Got into it abit with the Juntavas— their mistake, really—but | guessthat'sall
straightened out by now. Spent some time, ummm,” here she glanced a Va Con for amoment, "out of
touch, sort of. Little bit of action there. Worked some odd jobs, did some singing and celebrating..."

"Directed the defense that turned an enemy invasion into arout,” Va Con's quiet voice picked up;
"without lossto home guard. Learned High and Low Liaden, mastered the sdient points of The Liaden
Code of Proper Conduct, began the study of the opening equations and board-drills, sufficient to attain
thelevd of provisond pilat, third class”

Therewasasmall silence, during which Miri tried to decide whether to bresk Va Con'sarm or only his
jaw, then Jason cleared histhroat.

"That right?' He shook his massive head. "Busy, my smal—and here| was afraid you'd fal into trouble,
what with having idle time on your hands." Helooked at VVa Con.

"You'reapilot, areyou?'
"Madter leve, yes."

"And you been teaching Redhead piloting." He stared off into the far corner of the ceiling for amoment,
then looked back at Va Con. "Y our opinion, asaMaster leve pilot, isthat Redhead is capable of
attaining what class?'

Therewas asmal pause. "Second class, easily,” Vd Con said. "If she choosesto apply hersdlf, first class
is certainly within her reach. Master—" He moved his shoulders. "It istoo soon to know."

"Wdl," said Jase and finished off hisdrink. His eyes came back to Miri with something like wonder.
"Y our partner telling it square, darlin'?'

"Yeah," shesad, throwing aglower at Va Con, who lifted an eyebrow. "Y eah, he'sgot it right.”

"Well," Jase said again. "Might have to make that a captain's badge.” He held up ahand. "Suzuki hasto
OK it, too—you know the drill. Learning how to pilot, tacking on both brands of Liaden..." He sat up
draight, carefully avoiding the chest lid.

"l know Tough Guy'syour partner. If you want to talk further oniit, I can commit the ‘falksto apilot'sdot
at arank comparableto hisgradein—?"

Miri grinned wickedly. "He'sascout,” she sad, feding Va Con shift sharply beside her. " Scout
Commander, Firg-In."

"Ooof!" said Jason—and laughed. "Y ou don't brag on yourself, do you, my son?"



"Onedoes," Va Contold him, "what one does."

"Right you are." He laughed again. " Scout Commander ... but you look to be at liberty, if | might say so.
If you want work asapilat, or if there's something else, the unit could only profit.”

"|—" Va Con hestated, dive to the sudden note of longing in the sense of Miri within him. He glanced
down into her eyes. "There are discussions to be made," he said, and she nodded, wistfully.

"It sounds good,” Shetold Jase truthfully. "And | want it— but him and me still got some stuff to clear up.
Y ou're going back to Headquarters, right?

"For atime—there's anew contract on the burner, though, so it looks to be ajump-in/jump-out. Suzuki's
goneto gtart the talk—which | assume you knew, since you didn't ask for her.”

"Heard it on the chatter when we were coming in." Miri nodded. "I'll leave amessage, after this other
stuff gets settled.” Va Con dtirred dightly. "Or, at least, after we got a better idea of what's happening.”
She sighed and looked up at him. He lifted alight hand to her cheek.

"Know you can't hold an offer like that forever—" she said to Jase's suddenly speculative eyes.

"Never mind it, my smal. If you decide you want us, believe that we want you! Anytime, anywhere, any
terms. Why, I'll even giveyou my dot—"

Miri laughed and cameto her feet. "Gods, look at thetime!" she said, flicking asender hand toward the
window and the reaching orange rays of sundown. "Were gonna be late for dinner, boss.”

"Alas" Vd Con sad, standing. He bowed dightly to the towering Aus. "Honor attended the asking,” he
sad iffly. "My thanksto you and your troop."

"That'sal right, son. | know quaity when | see quality— not quite asthick asthat!" Jaselaughed and
loomed to hisfeet. "Walk you to the accessroad. Pretty planet. Pretty sunsets.”

The three of them stopped at the place where East Gate had been earlier that afternoon, and Jase bent
nearly doubleto hug Miri and plant akissfirmly on her mouth.

"Take care of yoursdf, my smdl."
"Y ou too, Jase. Best to Suzuki. Tdl her..."

The message was swallowed in the sudden appalling uproar—a banshee wail from the lone
communication pole till upright bes de the comm shack—and Startled beeps from ahaf-a-hundred
persona communits.

"Air attack—popped up over the mountains—reentry speed—" Miri could barely hear the words
pouring from Jason's communit againgt the sren'swail and the new sound, a sound like a thousand
thunderstorms, dl letting loose at once.

"Bastardstricked us! Pull everyone..." Jason cut off in the middle of issuing ordersto stare.

Inthe sky: A formation of deadly shapes, black against sunset orange. Asthey watched, one peded
off—another—athird, toward the distant city and the closer town.

"Oh, shit," bresthed Jason. "Redhead—"
Redhead was aready gone, moving flat out down the syn-thphalt toward Erob's house, her partner a



fleet dark shadow at her side.
Warning to the civiliansin hand, Jason whirled, bellowing to histroops.

"Y xtrang coming in! Blood war!"

14TH CONQUEST CORPS

LYTAXIN
Alone and weaponless, he held the planet.

It was an accident and one that would cost someone a stripe or two, though not himsdlf, who had neither
gtripe nor rank to lose. The moment was laden with irony, had one taste for it—that Nelirikk No-Troop
should befirst Y xtrang upon thisworld, before even the General.

Having devoted mogt of ten Cyclesto acquiring ataste for irony, Nélirikk embraced the moment and
looked about him.

The world was beautiful and lush—exactly the sort of place Liadens usudly choseto colonize. The
wind—warm, yet edged now with evening-chill—brushed againg his clean-shaven face, tregting him to
natura odorsfor thefirst time in—ah? those same ten Cycles! The noises behind him were those of war,
but not yet the smdls.

"Try now! Try again!" came the order from the ship.

Nelirikk rotated, put hisfoot back onto the landing chute, and with a swing of the solid metal mallet
struck the recdcitrant holding lug. The malet's head bounced usdesdy on thefirst strike, and the
second—nbut the third strike was true, and the offending lug shot free and rolled away into the crushed
fidd grass.

Automaticstook over then, and Ndlirikk bounded away in timeto avoid being run over by the command
carscoming hadtily to lifein the chute.

Heran farther, perhaps, than was required—and then afew steps more.

Behind him: sounds of motors, of shouting, of feet, hitting the meta plank in troop rhythm. Before him:
free growing plants, high-flying birds, and flowers. Ndlirikk filled hislungswith fragrant air; sghed it out
grudgingly.

A smadll gray anima poked its head out of the high grass just beyond Ndlirikk's grasp, ears perked, eyes
bright. It jerked abruptly upright; showing front paws very hand-like, and in a nose-twitch was gone.
Two soldiers hit the grass from the landing tube, took aim instantly—and held fire pending orders.
Nélirikk breathed a second sigh—and was ingtantly aware of this new irony, that a no-troop attached to
an invason force pledged to day thousands of sentients should fed relief at the escape of asquirre.

Someone shouted then and Nélirikk jumped aside, saluting the Generdl's car, as even ano-troop must,
then melted away, alone of the crowd without duty or orders, to watch as the troops and vehicles of the
14th Conquest Corps turned the pretty land into Field Headquarters.

The General's word brought him to the war room, agrim-faced Captain Kagan as hisguard. Nelirikk's
greedy eyes sought this screen, that, taking information in rgpidly and indiscriminately.

So—therewas no capita ship arrayed againgt them in space, though there was strong resistance on the



coasts of this continent and heavier fighting on the other continent, where they had inadvertently landed in
the midst of mercenaries preparing to leave. Locally—

"Thisisthe man, Generd."

The Generd looked at Ndlirikk, perhaps recognized him. Ndlirikk stood at silent attention, face
expressionless, hungry eyes hooded.

There were three men under guard behind the General. Two were corporas Nelirikk had dedlt with
recently; the other was an officer he didn't recognize.

"No-Troop." The Generd demanded his attention. "Describe to me the situation you encountered at
landfall.”

"Sir." He brought hisfist up in salute. "1 was strgpped in at the advance station. The ship touched down
and the landing chute began its extension, however the lead vehicle—your command car—did not move.
The chute completed its extension, but the column remained ill.

"Under orders, | investigated the Situation and discovered that the explosive lugs had failed to fire and
that the metd retaining lugs prevented your car from moving. | reported and was ordered to remove the
impediment. | pointed out that disarming the explosive devices would prevent potentid injury to the craft
and your car. They were disarmed, | knocked out the metal lugs with amallet, and the invasion
proceeded.”

The General stabbed afinger at thefirst corporal.

"Y ou—what was your role?"

"Sir. | sat and checked theretaining lugsin orbit. All waswell. Sir.”

"Andyou?'

The second corporal was visbly swesting, her youth perhaps preventing soldierly performance.

"Sir. —my duty wasto set the power cordsto the explosive lugs, as ordered by Over-Technician
Akrant. They checked out correctly on Test Circuit B." She choked. "Sir."

"Akrant, your report?’
The Over-Technician answered easily enough—too easily, Ndlirikk thought.

"All tested according to spec, Generd, and was rechecked. It wasn't until we set down that | discovered
that Corpora Dikl had utilized reserve circuits which required pilot intervention to operate in
amosphere”

Corporal Dikl broke into afresh swest, her eyes showing abit of white around the edges.

Ndlirikk, hearing as the General no doubt heard, could have advised her not to worry, but a no-troop
gpeaks when ano-troop is spoken to, and a no other time. Nelirikk turned his attention to the
proliferation of information about him.

Theair power charts showed the largest aircraft concentrations on the coast. The nearest to Field
Headquarters was a smdll base, doubtless related to the—yes; atown and alarge holding were
equidigtant from thefidd. Which meant it most likely held civilian craft—easy pickings. Another screen
showed the numbers of the dropjets sent to secureit, and the trangport bringing in ahundred of the



deadly Spraghentz— the infantry-support aircraft—that would occupy it.

Other screens—uplinks and downlinks—were coming on line now: locations of shipsin orbit, radar and
other scans, visud searches, live transmissions from the front.

"No, gr, " said Corpora Dikl, with unsoldierly fervor, "1 was working from training manuals. I'd never
done the procedure before.”

Nelirikk squinted his eyes dightly, focusing on a screen across the room showing the view from the
combat cameraof an interceptor. He found the cue number, checked the screens.

Bomb and strafing run. That same small airfield, on automatic target. The planelifted and—Nélirikk's
heart climbed into histhroat. He blinked, checked the vision screen against the radar scans, but it had
moved to the next scan—Iooked back at the radar screen.

It wasn't there.

He dghed. His once-exemplary eyesight wasfailing and had played him ashabby trick. Asif suchaship
would befound among asmdl fied of backward civilian craft.

"On Akrant's orders?' the General demanded of the corporal. Nelirikk sniffed. Now, there was adead
career. Called without rank twice by the Genera during Inquiry? Might aswell begin tearing off the
stripes and swallowing the badges.

Again the camera-screen showed thetiny arfield, thistime from the vantage of alow-leve run. And
there, among thetdl treesand with adight hill behind it, was athing of awful beauty.

The beauty lay in the deadly, competent lines.

The awfulness—wasit that such aship should die—if dieit must—fighting, rather than destroyed
ignominioudy upon the ground? Or wasit that he was reminded dl at once of his own ship—the
Command's ship. Always the Command's ship, for atroop owns nothing but hisrank and his booty.

Duty turned him toward the Captain.
Thought stopped him.

Hewas Nélirikk No-Troop, permitted to spesk when spoken to. He had been given leave by his
assigned commander to speak to the Inquiry. Speaking without permission would cost—

The missileswere launched: they struck and crumbled abuilding. The view in the screen dipped asthe
plane turned and set up for the next run. Theradar cross-scans showed no sign, the computer listeners
heard no dightest whisper, the metallics—

And what would it cost him? He'd had ten Cycles of shame.
Decisvely, he sought the Captain's eyes; signed for permission to speak.

The Captain'sface clouded. He deliberately looked away. Ndlirikk glanced back at the screen.
Someone—an air controlle—had findlly sighted the beautiful ship. It sat in avisua freeze-frame asthe
computer made anaysis, the null-image of the comparative radar etched over it.

Theview from the field showed an aircraft risng in oppostion. An antique by itslook and inthe ar only
by the grace of the Gods of Irony. Impossibly, it wavered into the horizonta—-fired, by Jelal on the
rushing dropjet—and was lost to view.



And there, in the corner screen, the spire of that—other— ship!

The screen froze again, asif someone lacking proper information was trying to figure out—
Ndirikk broke position, took three hasty strides toward the Controller.

"Hit that ship! Do it now!" he demanded.

Therewas ingtant silence in the room. The Generd turned to stare. Captain Kagan's weapon wasin
hand.

The screen showed the ship again, and the silly, greathearted antique, aswell, rushing headlong against
the cream of Y xtrang fighters. The camerashowed it circling dightly asif to protect that ship—and the
closing fighterslost one of their number as the antique apparently unleashed dl of itsweapons a once
beforeit was shredded into smoke. But its mission had been accomplished: the attack was diverted awvay
from the beautiful ship.

"Hit that ship now!"
"No-Troop. Explain yoursdf!" Kagan's voice was grim.

On the screen, thefirst pair of Y xtrang fighters leveled out before the camera plane, began a sweeping
turn—

Glarel Glare!
TRANSMISSION LOST

Freeze-screen came back up, picture telescoping in on the deadly ship sitting there beneeth the trees, the
shidding hill behind it.

Nélirikk looked at the gun, looked back at the screen.

"Scout ship,” he said, camly. "That'sa Liaden Scout ship, Captain. If it's not destroyed immediately it
could take out a battleship!"

"Control! ID that ship!" The General at least had ears.
"Sir. No ID on record. Weve never captured or seen one—"

"I've seen one," Nelirikk spoke before the General, against best hedlth. "Take it now, beforeit'sfully
activated!"

"Control!" ordered the Generd. "Get another flight in there. Takeit out.”

"Y ou'll need something bigger. Call the transports back before they get in range—" Nelirikk heard his
traitor voice correcting, apparently determined to have him shot. "It's space-based—coil-fields, power
magnetics—"

"Slencd"
Ndirikk fell glent; heard the mistaken order relayed.
"No-Troop will remain slent!” snarled the Generd. ™Y ou, Controller, will keep meinformed.”

Nelirikk watched the camera screen, heard asif from another galaxy the demotions behind him: the



corporasbusted aleve each, retaining rank but losing pay and timein grade. The over-tech wasnow a
life private in grocery supply, proper punishment for astupid error. To trust to training-manua
performance for athing of such importance!

The camera screen came up, showing four planes ahead of the camera plane. Munitions tumbled away,
heading for the pretty ship—

Glare! Glare! GLARE! And awildly swinging picture, smoke on the fringes—
TRANSMISSION LOST

"Generd, Flight 15 is not transmitting and does not show on scans.” The controller'svoice was levd,
soldierly, merely imparting the facts.

The Genera's voice bordered on frenzied. "'l want the Barakhan. Now. No onewill mention
No-Troop'sinsolence or this occurrence outside of thisroom."

For saveral moments there was nothing to see, and then anew camera—from quitea
distance—hazarded alook-see and then was gone: the flash of an energy weapon was unmistakable.

"Sir, Barakhan isin position and has acquired the target.”

The camera screen came up once more and Nelirikk watched as the horrific fires of proud Barakhan,
dimmed only dightly by atmosphere, punched through to the scout ship, leaving bright, dancing shadows
behind hiseyelids. He saw, incredibly, the smdl ship fire back, thefirst wave of the battleship's energy
deflected up and away by some tremendous effort of shielding.

Now the small ship could be seen from amore distant camera, firing in severd directions asthe Generd
rased hisvoice.

"Bring al available batteries to bear, transports..."

And that quickly it was both too late and dl over, for the Liaden ship had launched missiles and beam
hard on target in the moments before it exploded, leaving asmoking crater inits stead.

He had no doubt of it even before the stunned com tech relayed the word. " General—the
Spraghentz—the trangport isgone! ™

Nelirikk blinked—once, twice. "Honored foe," he thought treasonoudly, for Liadens were never such,
"we sduteyou."

The General turned from the screen and folded his hands upon the table. "No-Troop will report to
Security with Captain Kagan,” he stated. "Now."

Starslikefists of ice above the rocks and trees.

Nélirikk sat with hisback against aboulder, rifle and pack to hand, and stared at the stars until his eyes
teared, ringing each bright dot with rainbows.

Ah, Jela, to be once more upon a world!

This, this waswhét they'd trained him for, from the time they'd plucked him from among hisfelowsin
boot camp. They'd trained him for exploration, made him something other than amere troop, that the
Troop and the Command might be served more fully. Training...



He closed his eyes, abandoning himsdlf, here, under the free stars, to memories he had not dared recdll in
ten full Cydes.

Training, yes. piloting, scouting, weapons—not only the soldier's carbine and grace blade, but aso other,
more subtle things. They'd trained him to operate—to make judgment and form appropriate
response—without recourse to superiors, regulations, subordinates, or comrades. Trained him to make
decisons. Trained him to impart information. Trained him, even, to command.

They'd made him amidfit, that they had. A troop with avoice of command. A commander with
imagination. They'd made him amisfit and sent him aoneto the sars, to find out—to report back. And
when he returned from his most important mission with urgent information? Why, then they'd made him a
no-troop, and buried hisreport so thoroughly that not even a description of the ship had survived.

Nelirikk sghed.

His mess orders had last—and quite recently—changed hands in an al-night betting game of the officers.
Rumor was that Captain Kagan had lost one of the bouts of small-skills, and thus won the housing of the
no-troop. Nelirikk had not been assigned to Captain Kagan's command, nor had he been given duties
within the Troop. He had merely been relieved of the chit entitling him to eat from Captain Bestu's
supplies and given another with Kagan's account number onit. To have that same no-troop cal a
Generd's attention upon himsdlf had done Captain Kagan's credit no good at al.

Nélirikk opened his eyes and stared wearily up at the stars. In amoment, he straightened, ran through a
mind-clearing exercise he'd learned with the rest of his age-matesin the creche.

The Generd, now...

Security had taken him to aroom that held no sign of the devices most usualy employed to punish the
recalcitrant. Neck-hairs prickling, Nelirikk glanced around him, locating at least three grills and two lights
that most likely held microphones and cameras. Three chairs, two computer terminass, atable upon
which sat a carafe of water and three glasses—unthinkable courtesies for arogue no-troop. Ndlirikk was
suddenly very tired.

Without orders he should not Sit.

He st

No voice from ahidden loudspesker ordered him up.

j;tl:urity would have hisrecords and files, Nelirikk considered, and would know histraining and
ilities—

Would know that he was not to be trusted, though some chance cruelty of the High Command dictated
that he should be made to continue living, rather than receive the smple back-of-the-head execution
Security itself had recommended. Security would have the file that said Nelirikk Explorer was hereinafter
and forever Nelirikk No-Troop, shamed and shunned—the only living Y xtrang to have been captured by
aLiaden.

Caught in atrap—tricked, as Liaden scouts had been tricking Y xtrang for untold years—and then let go,
to return to his commander and report, haf-dazzled by the possibilities he glimpsed within the information
the scout had—knowingly?>—given. He'd described the ship...

So they'd taken his report, ignored it, isolated him from the smal cadre of Y xtrang explorers, made him a
no-troop and forgot him.



And now he was here, arogue no-troop, apparently so weary of hisdutilesslifethat he interfered with
command level action in the Generd's own war room! An explorer might possibly have done so, without
punishment.

If there were any explorers|eft. Hed searched for traces of the unit, using stolen computer time and
unauthorized glimpses of ship movements through distant portholes—to no purpose. Histerror was that
they had disbanded the explorers, and made him no-troop in afar different way.

Hup!

He cameto hisfedt, at attention. The Genera stood before him, comrade close, eyesfull of calculation,
the tattoos of rank and achievement not quite disguising the unnatura ruddiness of hisface.

"Y ou retain your dertness, No-Troop."
"A soldier survivesthrough dertness, ar.”
The eyes narrowed.

"I have reviewed your records," the Generd said, "and | understand how you might have been ableto
identify a ship unknown to our scanning program. | understand how you might react without permission
and assume compliance. | understand, aso, that you have disturbed the organization of my war room."

A statement of facts required no reply. Nelirikk continued to look eye-to-eye with the planetary
commander.

"What do you say of your insolence, Nelirikk No-Troop?" the General demanded. Nelirikk avoided the
sgh.

"Sir. | sought to serve the Troop, and gave warning of clear danger. Filots are not to be wasted—"

"Silence!" roared the Generd. "Do not consider yourself apilot, No-Troop. That honor waslong-ago
forbidden you."

He turned abruptly, jabbing afinger toward the table and the computers. " Sit."

The Generd took the second chair, tapped in arequest and leaned back as the battle-sitefilled the
screen.

"Now, No-Troop, why do you think such aship would be on this planet? Why did it remain grounded
rather than rising to the fight? Mere Liaden cowardice?'

The urge to look wonderingly at the Generd was strong; Nelirikk instead Stared at the screen,
restructuring the logic chain he had formed in the war room.

"l have given this matter thought, Sr. However, | havelittle information about the current military
Stuation—"

"Y ou need none. Speak to this casel™
Ndirikk did 9gh, very quietly.

"Yes, ar. Inthis case severd possibilitiesexist.” Unconscioudy, he moved into the lecture technique hed
learned for briefing fellow explorers.



"One possibility isthat the ship was under repair and unableto lift. Supporting information is sparse—no
repair machinery was observed about the craft. Another possibility isthat ajunior officer during the
commander's absence manned the ship. We then have areason for the delay in firing, and dso for the
faluretolift and engage.”

The Generd gave amildly gpproving click.

"Ancther possibility,” Nelirikk continued, "isthat the ship was unmanned and computerized sdf-defense
functionswere in force. Or that the crew was aboard and deliberately sought to escape notice so that a
later strike at acapita ship might be launched. My assumption isthat Barakhan took damage from that
last bolt—"

"An invaid assumption, No-Troop. So smdl aship, and firing through atmosphere, to touch BarakhanT
The Generd waved a hand in negation.

"| saw the ship fire when the particle-beams began the attack. A charged beam could well use the same
path to—"

"I am not interested in traitorous assumptions!” the Generd snarled. "I asked you for whys."

Nélirikk stared at the screen—at the crater where the pretty ship had been—until the view changed to a
map of the surrounding area.

"Sir. It is possible that the ship was ordered to remain grounded in order to defend an important center or
person." He pointed.

"| propose that the town, the nearby command base, or the remaining mercenary troops are of specia
importance. That small plane, trying so bravely to hinder our jets—it may bethat by luck we were
attacking the escape ship of an important person.”

Nélirikk paused, staring at the screen.

"Recall that by drawing fire the ship has taken out anumber of our drop fighters and hasforced a
demongtration of our overhead strength. A scout might trade his ship for such information. For this
possihility, | assume standard invasion policy has been followed and the planetary satdllite net has been
destroyed.”

The Generd was eyeing him, displeasure gpparent. ™Y ou ingst on this scout, do you?”'

"If al Liaden ships of that size were as powerful, gr, | believe Liadens would even now be pursuing us
acrossthe gdaxy.”

"Fool!" The Generd'sfist rose, but, remarkably, no blow landed. He twisted in his chair, frowning heavily
at the screen. "Hear yourself—naming Liadens—Liadens! —brave, assigning soldierly virtueto arace
long known to be weak and honorless—animals, No-Troop. Y ou entertain the possibility that the 14th
Conquest Corps might be routed by animals.”

Nelirikk said nothing.

The General shut down the display. "We have discovered maps and a short-range radio transceiver ina
captured enemy vehicle. | understand from your records that you are fluent in the language of Liaden
animals and can read their scratchings aswell.”

The Generad rose, walked to the brown-gray wall and back.



"You will be outfitted for aspecid misson. You areto infiltrate the area bounded by atriangle of this
arfidd, thistown, and this command center. Y ou will be given the transceiver and the maps | spoke of,
aswell asarecdl sgnaler. | will issue awegpon from my office. Security will issue akit and ablade.”

He cameto Ndirikk's chair.

"We make use of your training and inclinations, No-Troop,” he commented; "and alow you to avoid
fighting."

Ndirikk sat quietly, refusing to show any reaction to an insult that would have demanded blood to
balance—ten Cycles ago.

The Generd'slips pursed, asif hewould spit; then:

"Let mebe clear: Y ou areto gather information—which you will note on the map. Y ou areto return to
the pick-up point no later than the tenth planetary dawn after you are released. Thisisacombat order.”

Nélirikk straightened, unable to control the quickening of his heartbeat. A combat order! Was he
reinstated, then— once more a part of the Troop?

"Be sure you understand your orders entirely, No-Troop," the Generd advised him. "Deviate from them
and you will be shot. Not even aHeroic Explorer's Starburst certificate in your file can protect you from
proper punishment if you fail acombat command!”

Ten Cycles of keegping hisface quiet served him well. But the blow was severe. Odd, that so sudden a
burst of hope should leave such agony initswake.

On thehillsde, under the hard, beautiful stars, Ndlirikk stirred and came out of histhoughts. The
shattered hope of reinstatement had faded in the resolution of amystery ten Cyclesold. Almost, he was
content. For he knew at last why they had not executed him.

The General had thought he'd known—had thought Ndlirikk used the protection of aHero's satusto
wreak havoc in the war room and flaunt command. The General had not taken into account the downess
with which such news trickles down through the leves, from the High Command to the soldier. Even the
announcement of so signal an honor might take a Cycle or two, depending on battles and tours of duty.
Nelirikk smiled at the Sky: Heroic Explorer's Starburst!

It would have been awarded for the odd moon, of course. Strangely dense, with an atmosphere capable
of supporting Y xtrang or Liadens, green-blue bushes and a storm-driven climate that brought daily rainto
every spot on the surface.

He was a Hero, though hisface bore no trace of the honor; and, like al Heroes, his name must now be
listed on the Great Board at Temp Headquarters.

The Command preferred Heroes to die in battle—preferably in great victories.
AsLytaxin waslikely to become.

Nelirikk picked up the pack and the long-arm, though he had no illusons regarding either. He rose easily
to hislean height, smiled again at the stars and |ooked around &t the velvet night.

A pretty planet. To diein open air would be a boon.
LIAD: DEPARTMENT OF INTERIOR



COMMAND HEROQUARTERS

Commander of Agents stared at the beacon screen, which informed him that Tyl Von sig/Aldas ship
tarried yet about the planet of Waymart.

Days, about aminor Terran world offering nothing that an Agent in fulfillment of hismisson might
require?

He thought not.

Alas, other thoughts proliferated, chiefest among them that Va Con yosPhelium had overpowered his
brother Agent during Jump—and yet why Smply hang there, when Waymart's sole charm wasthat it
offered so much possibility in the matter of Jump points?

Commander of Agentsfrowned. Were heVa Con yosPhelium—and not inclined toward a
debriefing—he would make dl hasteto fling hisvessd into Jump, thence to plan and make such
arrangements as he might for re-entry into normal space.

Perhaps yosPhelium had escaped to the planet's surface? But there was no record of the ship having
done other than held this middling, dawdling orbit for severd days. A painstaking reading of back files
discovered no harm the vessel might have taken.

Thething made no sense.
Commander of Agents didiked nonsense—intensdly.

Eyes on the beacon screen, he considered whether it was more prudent to dispatch a second Agent to
Waymart, or ateam of |esser operatives, such asheld dready dispatched to Lufkit, where Agent
yosPhdium's bresk from discipline had first manifested.

He had settled upon sending the team and indeed moved his hand somewhat toward the toggle that
would summon his second to him when the beacon screen flashed. The amber light that denoted
SgAldas ship and its conditions flared bright, began blinking, and brought up windowsfull of warnings:
system overload, weapons rel eased, coils overcharged, Jump coil engaged, error, error ERROR—

Commander of Agentsflung out ahand asif to make adjustments, to resolve the problem, to disengage
the coils— too late.

Commander of Agents blinked, then leaned closer to read the message at the bottom of the black screen.
NO SIGNAL. TRANSMITTER DESTROYED.

SHALTREN
JUNTAVASHEROQUARTERS

Sambra Redllen, Chairman Pro Tem of the Juntavas, folded her hands upon the desk and looked up at
her two large visitors.

"I regret that our actions on your behaf have as yet produced neither Scout Commander yosPhelium nor
Sergeant Robertson, Aged Ones. | would remind you—with respect— that the universeiswide.”

"Indeed itis," rumbled the largest, who caled himsdlf Edger. "Y et | had anticipated speedy reaction from
our kin. News of our search should most surely have reached them by now. Y et we have no word. No



whisper of possibility. It distresses me, Sambra Redllen. | begin to believe our kin are perhapslost more
deeply.”

She drew abreath, careful not to let astart of darm betray her. Had she not been present when these
two beings destroyed both her predecessor and his weapon, and that with amere three notes of aien
song? What might they not be moved to, did they cometo believe these claimkin of theirs dead?

"| think there no reason to consider them so profoundly beyond us," she said, keeping her voice level
with an effort of will that started swest beading in her armpits. "Merdly, they may have gone to ground on
one of the lower tech worlds, where word of our search would not travel so quickly. Eventudly, they
must leave their safe place. And when they do, they will make themsaves known to us.”

"And yet," said the second turtle, with a diffidence that sat oddly upon one so large, "why should they
0?7

Both Edger and the Juntava stared at him, at which he ducked his head, moving his three-fingered hand in
agesture of—apology, thought Sambra Reallen. Or possibly of obeisance to Edger, who was
larger-shelled and therefore in aposition of command.

Edger moved his own hand. "Y ou have asked. Can you answer?"
The smaler—Shesather, hisnamewas—raised hishead. "T'carais, | can."”
"Do0."

"Yes, T'carais. Congder that our sSister and our brother are masters of survival, though pursuit of art
renders them no strangersto violence." He stopped and Sambra Redllen leaned forward, impatient for
once of the mannerisms of long-lived Clutch-turtles, who might take as much as twenty human minutes
for a pause of courtesy.

"Go on," she urged and there was an edge along her voice, so that Sheather looked at her out of his great
eyes, then inclined his head.

"You are correct. | ask forgiveness, that | am careless of your time."
She waved a hand. "Granted. But say on—why shdl your kin hide from us?'

"Why," said Sheather, blinking his eyes solemnly, "only because when last our kin had treat with yours,
the Juntavas did their most to day them. Neither our brother nor our sister is such afool that they would
willingly place themselvesinto the hands of aknown enemy.”

"Hah!" She sat back, staring at him and fedling dread likeice in the pit of her belly. For he was correct.
Va Con yosPhelium—a Commander of Scouts, no lessl—and Mercenary Sergeant Miri Robertson had
no cause to love the Juntavas, and many reasons to avoid them. The message the courier ships carried
was, perforce, brief, and offered no reasons for the abrapt change of Juntavas policy with regard to the
Turtles kin. Who would of mortal necessity be compelled to consider the message a sham—or
bait—and thus exert themsalves doubly to avoid anything even remotely attached to the Juntavas.

Edger waslooking &t her. "Do you agree with my brother's summation, Sambra Reallen?’

Shetook a breath and met his eyeswith what cam she could, who faced abeing that could destroy her
with anote. "Aged One, | do."

"S0." He appeared to consider for amoment, then inclined his great head. "We shdl go now, Sambra



Redllen, to consider between us what might now be doneto retrieve our brother and sister. Do you the
same, of your kindness, and let us cometo you again in three days time to compare thoughts and
perhaps build amore worthy plan of action.”

They were not going to kill her out of hand? Relief left her giddy, yet she summoned the strength to stand,
to bow. "Aged One, | shal be most happy to speak with you, three days hence.”

"Soit shdl be" said Edger, turning ponderoudy toward the door. "I thank you for the gift of your time."

"Itisfredy given," she managed, though her legs shook with the strain of standing. It took them afew
minutes to navigate the door. When they finaly passed beyond the entry-eye, the door did shut onits
track and she collgpsed onto her chair, uncertain whether to laugh, scream, or cry.

"It comesto me," Edger murmured into the soft sllence of their evening habitation, "that you have thought
more widely yet upon our Sster Miri Robertson. Isit so, young brother?”

Sheather lay hishand flat, feding thetiny rug fibers prick hispalm. So many smal bits of fluff, united in
will to become a carpet!

"Itisso," he answered softly, and raised his eyes from the study of the rug. "In truth, elder brother, there
islittle dsewith which | may occupy mysdlf, herein thistime and place. We have set motion upon certain
projects with regard to our brother and sister. And now we wait. At home, waiting is put to use, for the
benefit of the clan. But here, there are no knives awaiting sheathes. There are no young to instruct or any
elder requiring my aid. So, indeed, | have thought much upon our sister, and studied what | might of her

higory."

Thiswasrather alengthy speech for Sheather, who was the most retiring of Edger's many brothers.
However, Edger merdly inclined his head.

"Ah," hesaid. "l would hear thetale of your study, if you would honor me, brother.”
Therefollowed a pause, of middling length for Clutch, then Sheather spoke again.
"Miri Robertson, Mercenary Soldier Retired, Persona Bodyguard Retired, Have Weapon Will Trave."

Edger moved his hand in acknowledgment. It was not o ill aname, for one yet young. A Clutch person
who had seen hisfirgt Standard century might easily and without dishonor tend alesser. Spoken fully,
Edger's own name consumed severa hours. Edger had seen seven Standard centuries, art to finish, and
his name was not yet complete. It was the tragedy of humans, that so many died before attaining even a
tenth part of their name,

"| placed my attention,” said Shegather, "upon that portion of our Sster's name 'Mercenary Soldier
Retired.' | discover that there is a database, elder brother, containing the active rolls of every unit of
mercenary soldier registered with Command upon the planet Fendor. It is accessible from yon device."
He nodded across the room to the termind built into the far wall.

"From thisdatabase | find that our Sster holds the esteem of Suzuki Riato, Senior Commander, Gyrfalk
Unit and Jason Randolph Carmody, Junior Commander, Gyrfak Unit, though she no longer holds hersdlf
at their word." Shesther hesitated.

"I comprehend that the bond between our sister and these commanders of gyrfalksisthat of kin,
T'carais”

"Ah." Edger fdt aflutter of what might have been cdled excitement. "And your studiesled you to believe



that Miri Robertson may have caled upon her kin to shelter herself and our brother.”

"Sothey did," Sheather acknowledged. "However, | felt my understanding to be yet imperfect and set
mysdlf thetask of tracing our sSster through the ranks of mercenary soldiers, in an effort to identify others
of her kindred."

"And has our Sster other kin among the mercenary soldiers, younger brother?!
"One other," Sheather said, and closed his eyesfor aminute or six. Upon opening them, he resumed.

"This other isan el der, brother. She has known our sister since our sister was an eggling and stood as
sbling to our sster's mother. | believe, if our Sster were indeed to seek shelter from her soldier-kin, she
would seek it first from thiselder.”

Edger consdered thisfor atime, eyes ditted in the dimness. Across from him on the floor, Sheather sat
respectfully silent, sudying the weave of the carpet.

"It iswell-reasoned,” Edger announced in the fullness of time. "' Surely even so magterful an artist as our
sster must seek an eder's wisdom in the face of such difficulties as the Juntavas offered. An elder of
quiet renown, based perhaps upon abackworld. .. such might offer greater immediate safety than the kin
of our brother, who live busy and open upon Liad."

"These were my thoughts aswell,” said Sheether. "Most especialy might they seek this elder, should one
or both be in need of hedling." He held up ahand. "I heard the Juntavas say that neither was harmed, my
brother. | heard the recording of our kin, stating the same. Y et my heart whispers that the Juntavas have
lied to us many times. And how easy to compel our kinto lie, aswel! Merely threaten either with further
harm, did they not speak what was required. | think we may not assume our kin were unharmed, merely
upon theword of the Juntavas.”

"Y ou spesk wisdly," Edger said. "Have you the name of thiselder? Her location?”

"Her nameis Angela Lizardi, Senior Commander Retired, Lunatic Unit Inactive. She makes her home
upon theworld cdled Lufkit."

LUFKIT
358 EPLING STREET

The doorchime sounded loud in the cluttered room. Frowning, Liz lowered her book and raised her
head, listening to the tinny echoes fade and die. She listened a moment longer, then bent again to her
book.

The doorchime sounded.

Taking her time about it, she dipped amarker into the book, laid it atop severd other bound volumes on
the table beside her and levered out of the chair.

The echoes of the third chime were gtill fresh when she pulled open the front door to look out. And
down.

Largeviolet eyesthickly fringed with dark gold lashes|ooked up at her.

"Angdalizardi?' Thevoicewasaslovdy asthe eyes, low and seductively accented.



Liz nodded.

"I hope you will forgive thisimposition,” said her caller, gpparently obliviousto Liz'slack of cordidity. "l
am come on behdf of Miri Robertson. Y ou are her friend. | thought you might consent to—help.”

Liz frowned and took amoment to consider the rest of the face: high cheeks, pointed chin, biggish mouth,
complexion carrying the faintest blush of Liaden gold. The shoulder-length hair was aricher gold, but not
asdark asthelong lashes.

She pulled the door wider and stepped back. "Comein," she said, and it sounded like acommand in her
own ears.

Her caller seemed to find nothing amissin her manner; she stepped ingde and waited patiently while Liz
locked the door, then followed her back to the main room.

Liz sat in her chair and the little woman stood before her, putting her forcefully in mind of the last person
to stand there. "Redhead's Liaden," she called him in her head, since he hadn't told her any name. Liz
very nearly snorted. Liadens.

"Well," she sngpped at thisone, "you got my name. Let's have yours.”

"I am NovayosGaan," thewoman said readily, and it seemed she was on the verge of something else,
but stopped hersdlf. Liz saw her right hand move, thumb rubbing over the ring on her second finger.

"And you're here on behalf of Redhead,” she prompted.

"On behdf of Redhead,” the other repeated dowly, and moved her head, sharply. "Miri Robertson. And
aso on behdf of her lifemate.”

Liz blinked. "Redhead aint married,” she said flatly. "Not her style."

"Her partner, then,” the golden woman persisted. "A dark man—green eyes..." Shereached into a
deeve-pocket, offered arectangle of doubled plastic.

Liz took it; sghed at the hologram it enclosed. Well, at least sheld find out hisname.
"Or her friend," the Liaden was saying, softly, amost pleadingly. "They weretogether..."

"Hewas here," Liz admitted at |ast, looking from the picture to her visitor and back again. Even given the
differencein coloring, the resemblance was siriking. She handed the 'gram back.

"Relative of yours, isit?'
"My brother,” Nova said softly. "He was here some time ago, | think. Perhaps as much as a Standard?’

"No moren six, eight months.” She shrugged. "Redhead sent him by to collect something. Her partner, is
what shetold me."

"S0." Theword was ahiss of satisfaction. "They were pursued at that time, though | am not certain of the
nature of thetrouble. It isknown that they |eft planet, traveling together; that they disappeared
together..."

"Then you know morethan | do," Liz said. "Last | heard, he thought they'd be able to outrun whatever
messthey were in. Said when Redheed |eft he was going with her. Glad to hear they got off Lufkit. He
seemed sound enough, and Redhead's no dack.” Shefrowned. "But you're saying they didn't get wide of



it

"No. | am saying that they are presently—missing. They are not in places one would expect; they have
not contacted appropriate persons. My brother has sent no word to his clan, or to—others."

Liz graightened in her chair. "That meansthey're dead.” It was suddenly hard to breathe, thinking of Miri
dead.

"No," said NovayosGdan again; "only that they are missing. There are indications that they may be
missing for good cause. That they dare not send messages.” Shetook a breath. "'l must ask a question of
you, Angdla Lizardi. Forgive the necessity."

"OK," sad Liz, dill trying to figure what kind of trouble was that much trouble, and where the girl would
go to ground.

"Itisinmy mind," Novamurmured, "that Miri RobertsonisLiaden. My edest brother tellsmethat it
sometimes does happen that a half-blooded—even afull-blooded—Liaden will be born on—an
outworld. Will have papers samped 'Mutated within acceptable limits.™

Liz sat very ill, staring at the lovely face before her, while her mind's eye conjured up another face:
Katy'sface; worn to fine, supple gold, stretched over afragile bone frame.

"Redhead's part Liaden,” she said dowly. "Robertson was Terran, no question. Katy could've been
half-Liaden, could've been full—she never said and | never asked. Don't even know for sureif shetold
the kid. Not the kind of thing you tdll your kid, if you figured her to be stuck on Sureblesk for the rest of
her life"

"But Miri Robertson left Surebleak!" Nova snapped. "Do you know the name of the clan? Katalina
Tayzin? Thereis no such name within the clans, though afew might be possible, given accent, vowd
shifts..."

Liz hestated; thought again of Redhead dead. "Something,” she said, grudgingly. "Katy had athing..."
She closed her eyes, reaching for the memory. "Gaudy thing,” she muttered. "Flat disk. Enamel work.
Fine stuff—that's what | know now. Probably Liaden. Liadens do that kind of work—so fine you can
hardly seethe wiresholding in the colors. Lots of colors..." She shook her head. "Never did make any
senseof it

"It looked like this?' Nova held her ring out, room lights skidding off bronze scales and green leaves. Liz
narrowed her eyes.

"Likethat," shedlowed. "Different design, but that'stheidea.”

"Ah." The Liaden woman nodded asif to hersdf. "Then Miri Robertson is descended from oneintheline
direct. The search becomessmpler.”

"That afact.”
Novaglanced up sharply. "Do you recal the design of thisdisk your friend had, Angela Lizardi? If—"

"I'dknow itif | sawitagain,” Liz said lazily, watching through half-ditted eyes. "What're you gonnado
now?'

"Run asearch across dl clans, specifying disgppearances of those in the line direct within the
last—sixty—Standards. That done, | shall try to match Tayzin' and, if the luck iswilling, my brother shall



befound.”
"Not exactly encouraging.” Liz stood. "OK, let'sgo."
Novadared. "AngdalLizardi, | regret—"

"Don't have to. Redhead's my kin, near as | have any kin, and she'sin trouble. Seemsto meyourejust a
little more concerned with recovering this brother of yours than you are about what happened to her.
Come here snatching a vapor-trails, thinking the thing's solved because you got awisp of something to
start a computer scan with—" She shook her head. "Seemslike | got aresponsibility to go dong and
assist the campaign, if you know what | mean. Make sure Redhead getsafair shake, if and when weturn
the pair of 'em up.”

"It may be dangerous," Novasaid flatly.

Liz shrugged. "I ain't out of practice with agun, and | figure| till know atrick or two, hand-to-hand.”
Shelooked down into her visitor'slovely, cold face. " Eldema, your brother called me. That's first

Speaker,' right?"
Nova nodded.

"So, if one of my clan'smissing and likely in somekind of jam, then | got aclear-cut obligation, don't 1?
AsFirst Speaker?'

A pause, followed by asigh.

"That isexactly correct, Angela Lizardi. The obligations of First Spesker are quite clear.” Another sigh,
and a glance a the watch she wore strapped to her wrist. "When can you be ready to leave?”

"Just let me get my kit," said Liz.
LUFKIT
LUFKIT SPACEPORT

Their footsteps echoed off the floor end reverberated in the corrugated metal walls of the service tunndl.
Liz walked one step behind NovayosGalan, duffel dung over her right shoulder and service pistol on her
belt, scanning over thelittle blonde's head into the metallic dimness ahead.

The corridor bent and straightened in an abrupt dogleg, showing Liz the end of the tunnel and the vapor
glow of port lighting againgt the blue-black drop of night.

NovayosGalan continued her rapid, steady pace; stepped over the edge of the tunnel into the yard and
turned to the left, Liz just behind.

There wasn't much doubt where they were headed; only one ship sat on apad in this part of theyard—a
deek little scooter, the unfamiliar lines of which werelit by the honed brightness of alabor-spot, which
also picked out severd crimson coverdls.

"Thought you said you were ready to lift," Liz hissed. "L ooks like the maintenance crew ain't done yet."
The Liaden woman flung one sharp glance over her shoulder. "Maintenance crew! That's a hotpad!™

And she was gone, running toward the spot and the three red-covered figures.



Liz blinked and swore and jumped after her. Sheld figured the Liaden woman wasin a hurry, but to go to
the expense of a hotpad—a guaranteed short-order lift-off, anytime 'round the clock; and an assurance
that no port maintenance crew would do anything but steer wide of the area—!

Ahead, NovayosGaan had checked; Liz came even with her. "Could be just amistake," she muttered,
but her gut didn't believeit, and her head was working the moves, given the three in sight; wondering how
many were out of sght, around the other side; wondering if they were the fighting kind or the running
kind. The Liaden woman didn't even spare her aglance.

One of the coveralsturned, started, yelled, hand snatching at belt. The shot sang past Liz's ear asthe
three of them bolted, fanning wide.

"I've got left,” Nova snapped and Liz was spinning, target marked; gun out and up; spitting—once—and
she kept moving, swinging back toward center, crouching, gun ready. A shot chewed gravel at her feet
and her answer jerked the man's head up and back before he dammed flat and stopped moving at all.

Thethird coverdl was down, Liz saw, straightening dowly: ahuddle of blurred red in the leskage from
the spot. Novawas running toward the ship.

The fourth one broke from behind the ship just as she came level with the spot.

Smdl, dim—Liaden, most likdly; Liz thought, holding her fire—sprinting for the tunnel, no weapon ot,
no backward look.

Liz straightened. Scared stupid, shejudged; might aswell let her go.

By the spotlight, Nova yosGalan spun, knees flexed, gun up and steady in atwo-hand grip, picture-book
perfect.

The dim runner was hdfway to the tunndl, arms pumping.
A pellet pistol spat, once, and the runner ssumbled, staggered another step forward.
The pistol spoke again—and the runner fell, amsflailing.

Liz swallowed her ydl; took abreath againgt the bilerising in her throat and walked, dowly, toward the
Spot.

Strapped into the co-pilot's seat, she stared at the perfect, golden profile; at the shapely hands, steady
and certain over the unfamiliar board. Murder. Nothing but asensdesskilling, no matter that Liadens

rarely took prisoners. Wouldn't done any harmto let that kid go, Liz started to say, and forced the
words back down her own gullet. Not her business.

Novaflipped atoggle. "Tower, thisisKV5625, Solcintra. Lift initiatesin five seconds. Out.”
"Tower here, KV5625. |—umm—"

Liz kept the grin from reaching her face with an effort, trying to remember if sheld ever heard apilot give
the Tower clearance before.

"Isthat aclear?' snapped Nova.
"l—yes," Tower managed, with belated decisiveness. "Y ou're clear to lift, K\V5625. Tower out.”
"Recorded. KVV5625 out." The toggle flicked off and quick golden fingers danced over the board, green



go-lights glowing to life under the magic touch. Liz heard the teeth-aching screech as the magnetics
kicked in; felt the pressure start— and was suddenly dammed back into her seat, shockstrapsjerking
tight.

"Ooof!"

Violet eyesflicked over her and the acceleration eased dightly. Liz took ahard breath against the
pounding of her heart.

"Y ou make that brother of yourslook like aray of sunshine," she snarled, and saw again the runner
fdling, shot in the back, and the woman next to her calmly holstering her gun and turning to ingpect the

hull for damage.

NovayosGdan bardly smiled. "Only wait until you meet my elder brother,” she said, hands flashing over
the board. There was the barest shudder as the ship switched from magneticsto full power. "He takes an
hour to say yes—and two to say no."

"Terrific," muttered Liz and tried to find acomfortable way to sit in the too-smal chair. She gaveit up
about the time they achieved orbit and the power scaled down to maintenance; glanced over at the pilot's
station and took adeep, careful breath.

NovayosGalan sat rigid in her chair, fists clenched on the armrests, eyes screwed shut, lips pinched to a
thin, pale gash. She was shaking. Hard.

Liz cleared her throat. "Y ou get hit?" she asked, knowing, knowing that there was no way—

Nova started, eyes opening and closing immediately, asif the sight of the pilot's board was too much for
her to bear. She took along, ragged breath and leaned woodenly back in the chair.

"I have never—killed—anyone before," she said, and tried another breath.

"Aah, hdl..." Liz thought about that one, suddenly seeing the runner's death in avery different light. She
unhooked the shockwebbing and pulled the flask out of her pouch; telescoped the lid to full extension
and poured a hedlthy dug.

"Hereyou go."
Violet eyesditted. Liz pushed the cup toward her, encouragingly. Nova closed her eyes.

Liz sghed. "When Redhead—M iri—had her first action,” she said, keeping her voice conversationd;
"she had adug outta here.”

The eyes opened again; locked on the cup. "Did it help?’

"The shekes" said Liz, eadly. "It helpswith the shakes, girl. Ain't nothing except experience helpswith
the other."

One dim hand |&ft the armrest, unclenched and took the cup. Liz nodded.

"Y ou want to knock it back quick," she advised. "Don't go Sipping at it like it's some fancy,
hundred-year-old brandy. All it isiskynak. Go."

Obediently, Novallifted the cup and threw it down her throat like medicine.

"Ah!" Tears started to her eyes, ran down her cheeks; she choked and Liz pounded her on the back,



retrieving her cup in the process.
"Drunk likeamere!" she said cheerily and shook her head, abruptly more serious.

"Thing to remember isyou don't haveto kill everybody on thefield," she said, keeping her voice easy,
without judgment or condemnation. "Wasn't any red reason to kill that last one. She wasjust running to

get awey.”
Novashook her head, unlatched the webbing and sighed. "Y ou do not understand.”
"Soexplainit,” Lizinvited, dill easy inthevoice.

Novasighed. "Thereisdanger," shesaid. "l told you that there was danger. My brother—there
are—persons—hunting him. These—they fired on the First Speaker. It isthe First Speaker's duty to
survive, to servethe clan.”

Liz stared. "First Speaker? Girl, I'm no First Speaker— that was just what Redhead's Liaden—"
"l am Firgt Spesker,” Novasad, flatly; "of Clan Korva. | could not take the risk.”

Liz thought about that one, too, as she unscrewed the flask and had herself ashot, and finally shook her
head.

"I can see where you might think that. But you're saying this brother of yours has got trouble of his
own—in addition to the trouble him and Redhead were trying to lose?"

Novasighed again, and leaned forward to stare at the piloting readout. " Circumstances are not quite
clear, AngelaLizardi." She glanced over, violet eyes bland and beautiful. "I have several mattersto
discusswith my brother, when | seehim again.”

"Yeah," sad Liz, thoughtfully; "I can seethét, too."

DUTIFUL PASSAGE
JUMP

A certain awkward pride suffused his ship. Shan fdt it as an electric undercurrent as he approached the
tower.

The ship'smood disturbed him. Barely three hours ago they'd been escorted to their Jump point by
Portmaster Vinikov's hagtily cobbled armada, and the crew—his crew of mannerly merchantersl—was
inebriated with the glory of it.

He'd called baitle stations; and it had become immediately and painfully apparent that there wasn't aship
in-system that outgunned Dutiful Passage. Indeed, the ten military ships comprising their escort were
badly outclassed: the Passage had three battle pods in reserve, with the otherstriple-targeted. They
could have broken the system defenses, held the planet hostage.

Portmaster Vinikov and her fleet had held position until the Passage Jumped.
If he decided to turn rogue. ..
Shan shivered.



The problem was power.
Suddenly the crew was aware of the ship's power. Suddenly, they had an inkling of Korval's strength.

Aswould Korva's enemies, of course, for such an escort could hardly go unremarked. Within daysthe
gdaxy would know that Dutiful Passage had pulled away from Krisko, the Tree-and-Dragon at every
name-point, and transmitting not the neutral 1D of afreighter, but the strident warn-away of a battleship.

| dare: Korva's motto.
Octavia Vinikov knew the motto; knew athread or two of Korva history.

Octavia Vinikov had seen her old drinking friend and chess partner leave dock commanding awarship,
and acted as a portmaster must, to ensure the safety of the port; though she must have known, canny
tactician that she was, that her armada could never withstand an attack from the Passage.

Shan sighed. "Gods defend the innocent,” he murmured, and pushed his pam against the comm-room
door.

"Innocent? Who'sinnocent?' demanded the familiar voice of Senior Radio Technician Rusty
Morgengtern.

Shan managed awan smile. "Were dl innocent, my friend," he said and nodded at the console Rusty sat
before. "How faresthe new set-up?'

"Almost done. Would've been done, if we hadn't got alot of last minute stuff in code because of the
farewd| parade.” Rusty grinned, soft, round face glowing with martia importance before he bethought
himsdf of something €lse and rummaged briefly on the consol€'sledge.

"Got acouple herefor you—"

He held out a sealed envelope with a hol ostripe across the sedl.

Shan lifted hiseyebrows.

"It came out in code after | decoded it,” Rusty explained, suddenly diffident; "so | thought | ought to..."

"Of course." Shan took the package and weighed it idly in his hand. "From now on anything like that
should be routed directly to me on the—"

Rusty nodded serioudy.
"| tried that, but Priscilla said you were amost at the door.”
"l s.e. And did Priscillatdl you anything else?"

"Just that | should double check al outgoing channels and be sure we've got Tree-and-Dragon on
primary and back-up, and to do the same for the lifeboat commswhen | get the chance.”

Shan shook hishead ruefully. "'l see | could have saved the steps.”
"Naw, one of ushad to seethe other. Need your signature on this."

Shan looked dumbly at the officia-looking orange card: Korval's sigil was printed at the top; at the
bottom were the words " Code Confirmation.”



Helooked at Rusty and caught the thrill of the other man'sfear.
"It'sin the book, Captain," he said carefully. "I'm sorry..."

"Yes, itis isn'tit, Radio Tech?' Shan bent and scrawled his name. He handed the card back with a
straight ook into worried brown eyes. "'I'm sorry, too."

Rusty nodded, countersigned the card, carefully peeled back from front, and held out the second copy.

Shan tucked the card away, hoping hed remember to fileit a some point, then stuffed the envelopein
the same pocket.

"Thank you, old friend. Carry on."
Heleft then, weaving abrief tapestry of good will to chase avay Rusty'sfear.

Thefirgt disk held theinformation he'd been expecting from their agent in-system: an up-to-the-minute
listing of the locations and schedules of those Korva and Korva-alied ships till on regular trade runs,
plusthefirst and second choice fall-back points of each.

To obtain more than that would require Nova's First Speaker's key.

Just as well, Shan thought with uncharacterigtic grimness. Better that | don't know it all . He extended
along arm and activated hislink with the first mate's station on the bridge.

"Priscilla, I'm sending up some information to go under Captain's Sedl. Do take amoment to glance at it
and memorize three or four coords from the bottom hdf of thelist.”

"Yes, Captain. I'll takeit at number four."

He copied the information to her terminal and memorized two new coords himself. He dready knew the
others.

That done, he moved to the second disk.
He laughed a oud when the code formed on the screen: "Poor Rusty!™

Of course the key wasn't filed in the ship's codebook— how could it be? It was built on the constantly
changing Situations of four different correspondence chess games.

Shan tapped in the algebraic codes of the last move in each game.
NabxBb2. 0-0-0+. d5xe4. g6.

He paused with hisfinger on go, consdering the last notation. That pawn chain was an awfully tempting
target and would take—

"Fool!" he snarled under his bresth and smacked go with such force that the termina beeped in protest.
Flutter-witted Shan—trust him to worry about the outcome of a chess game with Plan B in effect!

He ran the codebook command and glared at the reformed screen. The decoded message was blunt.
Adrendine surged and he hit the direct line to the cargo master's office.

"Man thereserve bridge," he snapped as soon asthe line came open. "I'll be with you momentarily.”

There was one heartbest of startled silence. "Y es, Captain,” said Ken Rik, and the line went dead.



The next call wasto thefirst mate's station.

"Thisisthe Cgptain. Do me the kindness of calling battle stations—yellow dert. When you have 80
percent compliance, goto red.”

"Shan, werein Jump."

"Indeed we are. Cal battle stations. And put Gordy in charge of ..." He glanced at the snip's master plan
posted above his desk. "Put Gordy in charge of courier boat thirteen. Now."

The sounding of battle stations nearly drowned out his next words, which were, " Always remember that |
loveyou, Priscilla”

The headset of the light duty pressure suit Shan wore brought him the harsh sound of breathing. Deeper
inside weapon pod six, Cargo Magter Ken Rik yo'Lannawore a heavy duty suit againgt the possibility of
booby traps or contamination.

"Fingernails" Ken Rik muttered, fury and terror making an interesting counterpoint to the bloodlust in his
voice. "One an hour, and then the toenails—with my own set of grab cdipers, | swear it. Just promise me
the opportunity— gods! Three more, Shan! I'll ped hisface with a diamond-dust plane..."

"Do you havethat, Priscilla?' Shan murmured into hislink with the bridge. " Three more. Thesein sub-bay
gx. What's our count now?"

"Fourteen.”" Her voice was cool in his ear, soothing Healer nerves rubbed raw with Ken Rik's emotions.
"The computer builds a pattern suggestion. I1t—"

"Another!" Ken Rik snapped. "Thisoné's bad. Active. Rigged into the Jump scans.”
"Location?'

"Access pand between sub-bay six and the emergency power module. Theré'sathin wire running off it
through the panel edge. | can—"

"Don't touch!" Priscillacried, Command Mode freezing even Shan for amoment.

"Asyou say, Lady. Asyou say." The old cargo master's voice held anote of near hysteria.

"Ken Rik, that isnot to be touched," Priscillasaid, very carefully—very gently. "I haveafeding..."”
Shan shivered, though thiswas not the first time Priscillals wizardry powers had saved alife.

"A feding?' he ventured.

He heard the buzz of an open line, but it was nearly a minute before she spoke.

"Intent,” she said findly. "That one has mdiciousintent behind it. [—"

"They dl have mdiciousintent!" Ken Rik brokein, but Shan had aready gotten hislifemate's meaning.
The other devices had been set as—devices, hardware necessary to accomplish agod. What Priscilla
sensed around thislatest trap was the lingering taste of anticipation and desire.

Whoever had set that booby trap had wanted themto die.

"Yes, friend,” Priscillawastelling Ken Rik; "but you cannot see the pattern | have here on the screen.



Therésadensty and—"

"Spare me the obvious, girl," Ken Rik snapped. "It'saspira, any fool can seethat! And asit spirasin
toward the power storage and capacitor banks it gets more and more dangerous. We dare not make one
mistake in disarming them. We dare not believe we might even find them al! | haven't begunto look in
thefiring heads..."

Out of view of everyone, Shan nodded. Someone had carefully planned the death of the Passage.
Panned it to be mysterious and untracesble—an explosion in Jump, confined to the Jump
locus-matrix—not much chance of survivorsfrom that!

"Ken Rik, mark your place, |eave the access panels open and come to me here.” He hadn't intended his
tone to be so sharp, or the order so abrupt.

"At once, Captain." Relief washed some of Ken Rik'sterror away, but Shan scarcely noticed.

"Priscilla, cut pod six to minimum power. Shift as many of the crew as possble to the opposite sde of the
ship. Discounting Ken Rik and mysdlf, you have eight full pilots. Keep three with you, send oneto the
inner bridge, and gtation two outside my quarters, to be given accessto the captain's controls, should
necessity arise. Y ou will have Gordy go to Storage Unit 117-A and remove what he finds there to the
courier boat. Once back at the boat heisto go to interna power and be at battle stations with the other
pilot.

"And, Priscilla—please be good enough to pull and crosslink every file we have on the theoretica and
practical aspects of the mathematics of Jump.”

"Thedtuation," Shan said carefully, "is quite awkward."

He glanced up into the split-screen where nine serious faces watched him, even as he watched them:
Gordy, hisfoster-son—and Priscillas—tight-lipped and gray-faced beside the large eyes and dark face
of ThrinaMakami; Vilobar, mustache shiny with swest; Seth, laconic asdways, Priscilla...

It was hard not to watch Priscilla. He would have rather been on the bridge, where he could teke
comfort from her presence, but the melant'i of the Situation was plain. Resources needed to be spread out
as much as possible. Both ship and crew had a better chanceif at least one pilot survived—

"Weagpons pod six has been—mined. Booby-trapped. Sabotaged while in storage.”
There was abrief outburst of anger and fear; Shan raised his hand and quieted the noise.

"Whao? It doesn't matter for the moment. How? Apparently under the guise of maintenance the proper
fittings were from time to time replaced with fittings containing built-in bombs. How did we know?|
received a coded pinbeam from—an impeccable source. Claiming the pod seemsto have set a number
of rumorsinto motion, not the least of which isthat the galaxy should soon hear of the destruction of a
magjor Liaden trade vessel under mysterious circumstances.

"Asfar aswe are able to determine, there are more than fifteen explosive devices on board, all designed
to do some damage, severd designed to do maximum damage. The difficulty isthat the deviceshavea
variety of timers and triggers associated with them—at | east one appears to be Jump-activated—and we
very probably have not seen dl the devices. Master Ken Rik believes the chance of finding and disabling
al these traps before Jump-end is vanishingly low."

Helooked at each of the nine serious facesin turn. No one seemed unduly distressed. He glanced down
at hishands, big, brown, clever hands, folded quietly, the Master Trader's amethyst shining like asmall



purple suninthelight of the instrument panel. He looked back at the screen.

"In normal space | would merely reset shieds and take the calculated risk that we would be far enough
away from the thing when it exploded—or useit for target practiceif it didnt.

"Here, we have adifferent Situation. We are, asyou al know, in Jump, and cannot maneuver. On the
other hand, the physical laws regulating Jump suggest that an explosion in the connected pod will release
the energy therein which will then duly fill up the Jump locus-matrix with itsdf, the totd energy/mass
equivaency of the system not being dtered. Does anyone disagree?”

Nine dismayed faces reflected agreement.
Shan sighed.

"The captain sees no immediate clear answer ether. | suggest each command location consider
dternaivesfor the next twelve minutes, on my mark. We shdl then reconvene. Rilats, | give you my
mark... three - two - one - now!"

"Pogo stick!" Vilobar protested, smoothing his mustache nervoudy. "1 can't see how—"
"No arguments,” Shan directed. "We're taking ideas now."

"No, but the springs—if rocket thrust won't work maybe springswill!" Gordy pelted on, overriding both
the older pilot and the captain. "Put them in the connecting passage, compressed, attached to the support
arm. Cut the connections—the springs will uncompress and push the pod away. Then we retract the
Support am..."

"... usethe pod's own screens, if we can trust them. Once we achieve separation it dependson
philosophy. Will energy flow through the whole system, or doesloss of physical congraency stop energy
flow?'

Seth looked up from his scrawled notes, and gave awry grin. "If it works well give the philosophers and
physicigts plenty to argue about.”

"... cut the entire pod mount away, if we mugt,” Ren Ze said rapidly. 'The power expenditureiswithin
tolerances, asisthe weakening of overal ship structure. Wed likely lose the cutting team..." He glanced
up, eyesbleak in apolitely expressionless Liaden face. "Necessty, Captain.”

This, too, Shan limited to twelve minutes, there really was not enough time to decide how much time
there was.

Shan stared at a screen filled with agrowing forest of landing struts, braces, jacked platforms, and the
occasiona shadow that was one of the volunteers, making fine adjustments, doing the best they could to
get even pressure.

Ken Rik had charge of the volunteer team. There had to be apilot init, and an old first classer, Ken Rik
had said with asobering lack of hisusual vitriol, would be less missed by ship and crew—if something
went awry—than amaster pilot. Even amaster pilot who was athorough young idiot.

Shan watched and waited. On his second screen he saw Priscilla, likewise waiting, and was surprised by
asurge of longing so intense his eyesteared. He was going to have to do something soon about adjusting
priorities; this keeping the ship's first and second officer apart for security consderations didn't have the
fed of along-term working solution.



"That'sthelast," Ken Rik announced from within the pod, il in that disturbingly calm tone. "We're
coming out now, Captain.”

"Fine" Shan said. "Each of you count off asyou comeinto the hal. We don't want to leave anyonein
therewith that thing."

He touched akey, bringing up an image of the pod's base-wall, and increased magnification until the
painted markers |loomed—one mark every haf-meter, to alow measurement of amovement the
instruments could not detect in Jump. Movement that could not happen in Jump.

According to one theory.

Shan sighed. Hed calculated that they would achieve a separation rate of just under one haf meter per
second, under normal conditions. WWho knew how fast the rate would be in Jump, where there was
neither speed, nor distance, nor direction—assuming Gordy's "pogo stick” worked at all?

"Five" Rusty'svoicein the count-off reflected nothing but exhaustion and Shan felt aburst of affectionate
sympathy for the pudgy radio tech. Then it was Ken Rik, Sgnding into the camera, speaking over the
com.

"Everyone clear, Captain. Give ustwelve secondsto clear thehdl..."”
"Y ou have forty-eight, starting with my mark. Three - two -one... mark. Priscilla?’

"Onit, Captain. At minus twelve seconds we start power-down. The pod sequencer will cut the meteor
shield for twenty-four seconds, after which collision shields come up.”

"Effectively sedling the ship off at pod six access hdl while pod sx tumbles down to hell. We hope." He
shook his head, noted Ken Rik's all clear—twenty -two seconds—and glanced back to screen two.

"Please dlow the ship'slog to show that Gordon Arbuthnot is confirmed this day aspilot third classand
entered as a candidate for provisional second class."

The crew, on battle gations, got a twenty-four second warning, for what it was worth.

The Passage gave adight—even afamilia—shrug asthe externa pod clamps were withdrawn. Nothing
changed on the screens.

Twelve seconds. Nine. Six. Three. Two. One. Shrug... theinterna pod clamps withdrew—

His prime screen showed dozens of landing struts flexing, jack stlands kicking sideways, platforms
shaking—and there wasthe tiniest of lurches, asthe third screen showed the markings on the basewal l:
one haf meter... one meter... more...

The monitor showed a half-second blur as the pod twisted under the uneven push.
And then there was gray. Jump gray. No pod. No base-wdll. No hagtily painted measurements. Gray.
Priscillawas looking at him from screen two.

"Instruments have lost the pod, Captain. No reading from docking radar, Jump-matrix screen shows no
change. Meteor shield goes up in Six seconds.... we've got areport from inertial guidance comp:
point-two-five meter per second adjustment.”

So. For good or for ill. Whatever they had done was done, and the outcome was upon the knees of the



gods. Shan reached for the controls and shut down the grayed screens.

"Thank you, Priscilla. | suggest we meet in our cabin for lunch. We have six hours to Jump-break and |
will spend at least one with you."

LYTAXIN
EROB'SCOMBAT PRACTICE GROUNDS

In the distance was the treg, gift of Korval. Beyond that, the house, and well beyond that, the foothills
and smdl mountain range named Dragon's Back. Somewhere there, on the lower of the mountain humps,
was another gift of Korval.

Thiswas atower. Caled Dragon's Tooth for reasons none could give, it currently housed three spotters,
acircumstance that had charged Win Den tel'Vosti with glee.

"A fine use we make of Korval's contract-suite, en! Well enough, niece Miri, that you cometo us
lifemated, €se you and your term-husband would have taken residence in Dragon's Tooth, and nothing
ether might do to prevent it!"

"Pretty far to walk for breakfast,” Miri commented, which observation tel'V osti was pleased to greet with
laughter.

On the other side of the Dragon's Back was rough country indeed, arid beyond that occasiona farms and
forestry plantations. The Y xtrang had not penetrated there as yet and the spottersin the Dragon's Tooth
were looking down at and beyond the tree, and Erob's House. Using a good telescope they kept watch
on movements close to the coast, ignoring the fields below the house itself, where only those expected
yet trod. The mists of morning made the observer'sjob difficult, the Y xtrang destruction of most of the
satelitesin orbit madeit vitaly necessary.

"Heh up!" Miri's voice echoed over the grounds and the members of Unit 1, Lytaxin Combined Forces,
fell back from defending and attacking positions and turned to face their captain.

"Rotation!" Miri commanded, and those who had been defenderslast round moved left to pair off with a
new partner.

"Ain't proper training if they just work with one partner,” Miri had said at the beginning. "Well keep
shifting 'em around, make 'em learn as much asthey can; force 'em to be flexible. Maybe. .."

Maybe, Vd Con thought now, drifting along the line with seeming randomnessin hisrole asthe captain's
second, just maybe some of them would survive.

Survival, of course, was problematical for al, though ameasure of luck had attended the deployment of
the Y xtrang invasion force. The maority of invaders had landed nearer the coast, with amere battalion or
so landing within striking distance of Erob's lands, though the Loop assured Va Con that a battalion of
battle-hardened Y xtrang was likely sufficient to the task of overcoming the remnants of the mercenary
unitsand Unit 1, Lytaxin Combined Forces.

Miri had nicknamed her command the "Lytaxin Irregulars,” which was acomment after al on the state of
most of the defending forces facing Lytaxin'stidy little difficulty. Aside from one of Jason's crack units,
even the named and recognized forces were amagams and hastily restaffed shadows of standing mere
units. Va Con sighed, hid the Loop's predictions away in acorner of hismind, and came to attention with
the rest of the troop on Miri's command.



"Partners A, C, E," Miri shouted. "Defend!™

His assgnment this drill was the overseeing and correction of the attackers, speaking with the captain's
authority and his own expertise in hand-to-hand technique. It was an assgnment like most of the others
he carried within the troop where he held no rank other than that of scout—and of Miri's partner.

Thefield was slent, awaiting the captain's next order. Va Con closed hiseyes, recdling the Y xtrang
landing.

He and Miri had been running to warn the Erob when the flight of attack craft circling overhead drove
them to cover. The attackers dove toward the airfield, which sustained several passes before
ter'Meulen's plane had risen in chalenge. By then, the biggest roar in the sky had been the approach of
the troop and transport ship.

Stupidly, the Y xtrang had attempted to take Fosterling out with agirafing run. The avesomefall of
wreckage from the sky had been the result of that error—and the locd keep's salvation.

Then came thunder from the sky and thunder from the ground as Fosterling replied to an attack from a
space-based enemy. Vdiant vessd—and dl, eventudly for naught. His ship was gone. Clonak
ter'Meulen's heir was gone. The remnant of Erob'sair fleet was gone. And he, apilot of Korval, was
grounded, charged with training children in the arts of deeth.

"Heh, go!" Miri commanded and the field went from absolute stillness to frenzied motion. Severd pairs
did absolutely the wrong thing. Miri headed for Triannaand Ilvin, asVVa Con cut off An Der's charge
with asharp "Hold!"

"An overhead approach is acceptable for machete or broadsword," he told the boy's bruised blue eyes.
"Itisan inefficient technique for surviva blade, in that it leavesthe attacker vulnerable to afighter with
longer reach. Given thelikelihood that the opponent you may eventualy face with this blade will be
congderably larger than you, the proper thrust islow, to surprise and injure, while making of yoursdf the
gmallest possible target. Then, an upthrust to chest or throat—thus." He demonstirated the sequence
againg an imaginary giant, reversed the blade and stepped aside. "The drill, if you please. Use your brain;
terror wins no battles."

The boy took the weapon, bowed as student to honored instructor, and again faced his partner. Va Con
watched them execute afar more reasoned drill and then moved down-line, pausing as necessary to
correct, demonstrate, encourage.

"Heh, up!" The command rang out and al movement stopped.
"Drill donel" Miri cdled. "Return knivesto Kol Vus. All at liberty until mess-call.”

Vd Confdt hisshoulders sag inrelief. It was amazingly tiring, thistraining of children and the
Housebound. He began to walk toward Miri, and saw Emrith Tiazan and Win Den tel'V osti bearing
down on her from the opposite edge of thefield.

"Scout!" The big voice bellowed from behind, booming with excitement. Va Con ground histeeth and
kept waking; he had no wish to deal with Jason Carmody at thisinstant.

"Hey, Scout!" Jason insisted. "Over here, double-time! Got something to show you! Number one
priority!"

That wasfind, then. Va Con sighed. A commander's priority outweighed any desire aman might haveto
protect hislady from the stresses of dealing with her kin.



Heturned, and very nearly stared.

Jase grinned and dragged a deeve across his forehead, leaving astreak of grime. Hiswell-kept ponytail
wasin disarray, fine golden hairs pulled loose from the ribbon and standing out from his big head like an
aura. Hisleatherswere, muddy and scuffed; there was a purpling bruise on one tan cheek, just above
the beard-line; and hiswide azure eyes were full of demonic glee.

"Look asight, I'll wager," he said cheerfully. "Wasn't timeto find my bdl dress, though. Thisishot, my
son—got somebody you need to talk to!"

Va Con's heart stuttered. Shan! he thought, then nearly laughed.

Yes, hetold himsdlf, very likely. Asif Shanis so lacking in wits he'd endanger his ship and the
a'nadelm'slife by running an Yxtrang blockade.

"Y ou there, Scout?' Jason's eyes were sharp on him.

Va Con raised an eyebrow. "1 am here, Commander. The question is: Where isthis someone | must talk
to?"

"lcehouse." The grin cracked free again, wild with pride. "Man, wait'll you—Hey, Captain Redhead!”

"Jase," Miri'svoice was quiet, and alittle husky from shouting practice commands. Shesmiled at Va
Con and did acomfortable arm around hiswai<t.

"They'relookin’ good out there, darlin’. When you figure on turning 'em loose to whip ass?"

Miri tipped her head and Vd Con felt asharpening in hisown psyche, asif he was engaged in weighing
vaues he recognized on some level past mere thought.

"Can take some hest, if you got it to share," Miri wastelling Jason, camly. "Aintuptoa
pressure-cooker, but | figure to hold our own in aspat.”

"Might have something to share, at that. Depends on what the Scout can get out of —"

"And what," demanded Emrith Tiazan arriving on Win Den te'V osti'sarm, "is of such importance that
Captain Robertson must need turn her back on me and walk away?"

Therewas an ingant's sillence.
"You'retop brass, Jase," Miri muttered, and the big man started dightly before he bowed to the delm.

"Sorry, malam,” he said, schooling hisbig voice to a polite boom. "I need the Scout and Captain
Robertson to step dong with me, Priority One." te'Vosti grinned, but Emrith Tiazan only glared, letting
the slence stretch until it became adanger even Jason fdlt. Va Con shifted dightly, drawing the big man's

eyes.
"Itispossible,” he murmured, "that Delm Erob will wish to survey thistop priority, aswell.”

Jason looked doubtful, but produced another bow on the delm's behalf. "1'd be happy to have your
assistance, malam—and Generd tel'Vodti's, too."

Erob inclined her head, her arm till twined with td'Vodti's.

"Lead on, Commander," she ordered. "We are ddighted to lend our—assistance.”



Designed to withstand the rigors of quick-freeze, the vacuum of freeze-drying and, coincidentaly, the
detonation of asmal bomb, Erob's back-up freeze-plant made an admirable prison.

The corpord on guard at the door offered the information that Doc Tien was still insde, guard-crew with
her, dl according to the commander's order.

Jason nodded and pointed to the monitor. "Take alook," he said. "It'sthe best | can tell you.”

It was difficult to see anything but the Size of the prisoner, with the medic and the guards al around. Still,
Va Con fdt his pulse quicken even as Miri turned to Stare up at Jason.

"What'd you do?' she demanded. "Crack an Y xtrang across the head?”
He grinned. "Damned near broke my carbine. That brother'shead is hard."

"Yxtrang?' td'Vosti squinted at the monitor. ™Y ou captured an Y xtrang? Alive? My dear Commander!
Y ou bring us hope."

Erob turned her head diffly.

"Hope?" she snapped. She glared at Jason, for adl the worlds like a strike-falcon baiting abear. "What
good isit, Commander? Shall we start azoo?"

Jason laughed, short and sharp.

"Guessyou could at that," he said, stroking his beard. ""Put me and him in the same cage. He's just about
my Sze, give or take aheadache." He shook his head. "But hisworth iswhat he knows and where he
was. Found him up the hunting park. Alone." tel'Vosti and Erob got very quiet. "So close?' Va Con
murmured and Jason looked down a him, suddenly serious.

"Up onthe east ridge," he said; "buncha hundred meters down from the top. Couple klicks out from
where Kritoulkasis holding line—show you on the map." He grinned again and pointed at the monitor.
"But what d'yathink, Scout? Ain't he a beauty?'

"He does seem to be indicative of histype." Va Con turned back to the screen, trying to see through a
burly guardsman to the prisoner himsdlf. ™Y ou say you hit him acrossthe head?"

"From behind," Jason admitted, somewhat sheepishly. "He'd just got through sending afongbear oniits
way and | fdl on him like the mountain coming down. Seemed like agood idea, but, damn, then | had to
cary himout!"

Miri laughed, eyes on the monitor. "How bad's he hurt?'

"Doc's checking. Once | found out | wasin one piece | rea quick sprayed him with adouble-dose of
Seep-it from my medkit. Put his gear in the other room, there. 'Spect the scout'll want to seeit.”

"Will you?' Miri muttered.
Va Con sghed. "I anticipate the need. Jason seemsto have surmised that a scout will speak Y xtrang.”
"Oh." Miri blinked. "Havetorig up atakie, | guess”

"Perhaps.” Indde the freezer-bay, the medic had straightened, shut down her monitor and moved toward
the door, shooing the guards out of her way like so many chickens. Va Con felt himsdlf go cold as her
patient was findly and fully reveded.



Something of his shock must have reached Miri through their lifemate link. She leaned close. "Boss? You
OK?'

"OK—yes." He spun as the door opened, claiming the doctor's attention with a hand-wave.
"That man—ishewhole?'

She shrugged, Terran-wise. "Hell do. Slegping pretty sound.” She glanced down at the med-comp. "If
he's got reactions anywhere gpproximating a Terran of like mass, he ought to be out of it in forty
minutes—an hour at the outsde.”

"Hour to look at his stuff,” Jason said. "And to figure out how best to ask him." He paused and |ooked
graight at Va Con. "You can talk to thisguy OK, can't you, son?"

"Tdk toit!" Emrith Tiazan repeated, somewhere between horror and fury. "Korva—are you able to
gpesk to that thing?'

But Vd Con was at the monitor now, studying the image of the man in the room beyond, thinner than his
length predicted, stretched across a bed made of six hastily arranged packing crates, and covered with a
standard mere pack-blanket. His short-cropped hair was light brown in color, the features of hisface
indistinct behind an intricate mask of tattoo.

"Korva." Erob again. He was mightily weary of Erob al at once, as he was weary of Jason and the war
they had not yet engaged. Thisman here. Thisman...

"Korva!" Emrith Tiazan snapped, no doubt relying on the Command Modeto turn him. "I require
response. Are you able to persuade that thing to speak to the point?

It was awrenching effort of will to turn away from the monitor and the image of the deegping giant. He
came about dowly, feding hisface giffen into unaccustomed lines, asit would, of course, following the
tutelage of the old tapes. He felt the proper phrase rise to consciousness, and then to hislips.

Erob's face showed fear; tel'V osti's disquiet. Jason actively goggled. Miri aone moved—to stand
between himsdlf and her delm, and to lay her hand upon hisdeeve.

Theold learning let him loose, so that he smiled at her through the hunger of his need, and lay his other
hand over hers.

"Forgiveme," he said to Erob's startlement. "The Y xtrang language is difficult and in some ways uncouth.
In certain matters, however, it is perfection itsdf.”

He glanced over his shoulder for alast lingering sight of the screen.

"I am ableto spesk to thisman,” hetold Erob softly. "Indeed, we spoke at some length when last we

She diffened. "Do not trifle with me, Korval."
Va Con regarded her blandly. "1 do not.”

It wastd'Vosti who moved thistime, to take the old lady's arm and very nearly shakeit. "L et the boy be,
Emrith! Thisisnot thetimeto stare adragon in the face.”



Va Con turned to Jason. "I will ingpect his equipment,” he said, his eyes straying back to the monitor.
"Do you give me awhetstone, and alength of good rope. | shall speak with him aone, when he wakes."

"Right!" said Jason. "Whatever you say."

Va Con nodded. "Exactly as| say." Heglanced a Miri and smiled, suddenly and joyfully, into her
worried eyes. "With my captain's permission, of course.”

NIMBLEDRAKE
BETWEEN PLANETS

"That one," Liz sngpped, certainty hitting her system like ajolt of Stim.

Beside her, NovayosGaan blinked, then fingered the controls, bringing theimage into close-up.
"Look carefully, AngelaLizardi. Y ou are certain?'

"Toldyou I'd know it if | saw it again,”" Liz said, shaking off the dregs of her drowse. "That's the one."

It wasn't much to look at, compared with some of the other Liaden clan Sgilsthey'd scanned over the last
couple hours, but madeits point with apurity of linethat Liz at least found—refreshing.

NovayosGalan had turned from her study of the screen and waslooking at her out of wide violet eyes.
"You are certan?'

Liz frowned. "How many times you want meto say so, Goldie?"

She had discovered rather early in their association that NovayosGalan did not care to be called
"Goldie." Shethusreserved the name for times of specia aggravation, of which, unfortunately, there were
many. The Liaden woman had agift for setting abody al into angles.

Thistime, however, the nickname earned neither darkling glance nor frown of disapprovd. Instead, Nova
turned back to the computer display and fiddled the buttons on her armrest until the Sigil was replaced
with ascreen full of Liaden characters. Shefiddled some more and the words dissolved. When the clan
badge was back on-screen once more, Nova spoke, calmly and without inflection.

"That isthe badge of Clan Erob."

Liz frowned again, trying to read something from the sSde of her companion'sface or the set of her
shoulders, which was about as useful astrying to read ameteor shield.

"If your friend held such athing, she was of Erob, through Line Tiazan. Tee-AY-sahn," Nova breathed
and grimeced. "Katalina TAY-zin. Pah!" She turned and looked at Liz once more, eyes shielded now,
hard as amethyt.

"Be—very—certain, AngdaLizardi."

"Think I'm playing with your affection? That'sthe design. I'd know it if | wasblind."
"Clan Erob," Novasaid again, flat-voiced.

"If you say s0. Got aproblem, Goldie? What're they, the Capulets?’

Puzzlement flickered in the depths of the violet eyes, and was gone in the next instant. "Indeed, no. Clan



Erob is none other than our eldest ally. We were to have shared genes again this generation, as| recall
it"

"That s0." Liz chewed on it a couple seconds. "Damned if | can see why you're cooked, then. If Redhead
and that brother of yours are married—and | ain't believing that 'til | got it from Redhead herself—but if
they are, seemsto me you oughta be booking the band for the reception and pulling together aguest ligt.”

"Hah." The gtiff golden face relaxed into what passed for her smile. "But you see, |, too, entertain some. ..
agtonishment.... at thislifemating. My brother Va Con, you understand, is not—biddable. It would
require but aword in his ear that he must marry to Erob and we should find him looking in al directions,
savethat one"

Liz laughed. "Him and Redhead are well-matched, then. And you and the rest of the family better stand
back!"

"Well," Nova's smile degpened, actualy touching the depths of her eyes before she turned her attention
back to the screen. "Our search is made easy,” she murmured, plying the buttons and shutting the search
program down. "Weto Lytaxin, AngdlaLizardi, there to put our various questions to my brother and to
Miri Robertson." Sheraose, shaking her golden head at the blank screen before glancing downto Liz,
paelipsill curved in her dight smile.

"And to Delm Erob, most naturally.”

"Soundslikeaplan,” Liz said and climbed to her feet, Sretching tal. ™Y ou know how to get usto
Lytaxin, | takeit."

Novabowed dightly. "Simplicity itsdf."
EROB'SHOLD

FREEZE-DRY PRISON
"Thisguy isasoldier?' Miri'svoice held pa pable unbelief.
Va Conlooked up from his frowning inspection of the captive's pack.

"All Y xtrang are soldiers," he said, only haf-attending what he said. "This one had been something more,
once." He gestured with amouse-nibbled ration bar. "He seemsto have falen on evil times.”

Abruptly, he pitched the bar back into the pack and stood frowning into its depths. " Something's amiss."
Miri laughed. " Screwier than ahive of hurricanes,” she agreed. "Take alook & thisrifle.”

Helaid the pack down and went to where she had the bulky long-arm arranged across two packing
crates. He knelt opposite and looked at her quizzically, but she only grinned and waved ahand. "All
yours™

Therifle was clean and well oiled; to first and second glances a proper, soldierly weapon, though
something about that nagged Va Con as he bent closer to ingpect the firing mechanism and
auto-circuitry. He checked, glanced up at Miri.

She nodded. "L ooks like maybe him and the weapons-master wasn't on terms.”
"So it does." He rocked back on his hedls, brows pulled sharply together. " And no need for him to be



caryingsuchathing a dl.”

"Why not? Makes senseto take arifle with you, if you're going for agtroll in enemy territory.”
"It doesindeed, for asoldier,” Va Con said softly. "But not for ascout.”

Miri blinked. " Scout?"

"Explorer, it would be rendered from Y xtrang. But— scout, yes."

She shifted carefully, drawing hiseyes. "Y ou said you know this guy?'

"Ah, no." Hissmileflickered, banishing dl but a shadow of the frown. "Merely, we had spoken once,
many years ago. | held captain's rank then—very young and very certain of immortadity." He grinned.
"Shan dl but ordered me out of the scouts, when | told him thetale. I'verarely seen him so angry.”

Miri looked a him carefully. "Which tle was that?*

"Theoneinwhich | caught an Y xtrang scout studying the same world | was conducting studies upon,
snared him, spoke with him, and then let him go.”

"Thought you shouldve cut histhroat for him, isthat it?"

"Thought | should have rather cut and run at the firgt indication that there were Y xtrang of any sort
on-world." He smiled again. " Shan has agreat desire for those of us under his care to behave with what
he considersto be proper caution. But he sets so bad an example, chatrez..."

She laughed and shook her head, pointing at therifle, the pack with itsload of defective gear. "Hell of a
way to outfit a scout.”

"| agree." The frown was back. "Even if he were sent as a decoy—an explorer might conceive of such a
plan..."

"Let himsdf be captured?’ Miri stared. "Y xtrang don't et themsalves get captured, boss. Y ou know
that."

"Y es, but this one has had experience of being captured,” Va Con said, "and is ascout besides. Though
it would berational to equip adecoy well, to bolster the fiction that here was a soldier upon some other
misson.”

"Think he's an escapee—a deserter?”

Va Con shook his head. "In that case, one would be certain to appropriate working weapons, good
food—the edge on that surviva knifeisso dull he could only useit asacrowbar or an ice-chop!”

Miri sighed and cameto her feet. "Puzzle, ain't it?' She glanced a her watch. "We're a twenty-five
minutes”

"So0." Va Conrose. "I'd best have these thingswith me.”

"l don't like you going in there by yoursdlf to talk to him,"” Miri said, suddenly not his partner, but hislover
and hislifemate. "Take aguard.”

He smiled and came close, touching her cheek with gentle fingers. "It will bewell, Miri." He bent and
kissed her forehead. "Besides, he'stied up.”



Dream and memory danced for the pleasure of the Gods of Irony.

In the dream, he was caught, trussed like arabbit and swinging from atree, blade and pistol riding,
remote as the Home Troop, in his bdlt.

In the dream, he roared abuse at his captor, who sat cross-legged on the moss below, absorbed in
sharpening hisknife. Memory provided an odor beside dien air, which was the scent of the oil the other
applied now and then to the surface of the whetstone. The dide of blade a ong stone was comforting, a
commonplace in astuation for which there was no analog.

The smell and the sound persisted, though the dream began to fray. The smell and the sound and the
ropes, crossing snug over his chest, pinning hisarmsto his side, binding his anklestight.

He opened his eyes.

Light stabbed, igniting arocketing pain in his head, throwing redity momentarily awry, so that he snarled
out of memory:

"lan't that knife sharp yet?"

"The knife," answered the soft voice that had haunted his deep these long, weary Cycles, "issharp again,
Ckrakec Yxtrang."

The sharpener lifted his head then, wild brown hair tumbling hdf into eyeslike sharp green stones, and his
face—the face—the face of hisruin, smooth and unchanged through the Cycles—though not quite. The
right cheek now carried amark very like a nchaka, or maturity scar.

"You!" He had meant to roar; instead a harsh whisper emerged as he tensed against the ropes.

The Liaden scout bowed from his cross-legged perch atop what seemed to be a packing crate. "l am
honored that you recal me.”

"Recdl you!" Thetradelanguagefailed himin that instant. Almost, breath failed him. Abruptly, he relaxed
againgt the bonds and lay his head back, exposing histhroat.

"If the knifeissharp,” he growled in the Troop's own tongue, "useit."

The scout selected a strand of rope and tested the quality of the edge. Shaking his head, he took up the
whetstone once more and resumed his sharpening.

"It would be more pleasant,” he said, so softly it was astrain to hear him above the burr of stone stroking
ded, "wereweto talk."

"Tak." Hetwisted his head to stare, mouth curling into asneer. " Still no taste for asoldier'swork,
Liaden?'

The unkempt head rose, bright eyes gleaming. "1 seel have not made mysdf plain." Helay the whetstone
by, and held the knife carelesdy in one hand.

"Thelast timewe spoke | was graceless” he said eventudly in High Liaden. "I neglected to give you my
name and rank. Nor did | request yours." He did from the crate to the floor, blade ill negligent in afrail
hand.

"Shall we play the game out?' the Y xtrang demanded in Trade. "Though if you imagine that puny knifeis
enough to—" He hesitated because the little Liaden had moved silently out of hisline of sight.



"Play the game out?"' That soft, womanish voice, so compelling, unforgettable, once heard. .. The scout
came back into sight. He brought the knife up, asif considering its ultimate merit, and brought it flashing
down, suddenly held very business-like, indeed.

The Y xtrang stiffened, anticipating the pain as the blade diced between hisleft arm and Sde, nestly
parting the ropes.

"I am currently attached to the local defenseforce,” the scout said in conversationd Trade, as he moved
south relative to the position of the Y xtrang's head. "A military necessity, as| am sure you understand.
My nameisVa Con yosPhdium, Clan Korva, and | hold the rank of Scout Commander.”

The knife flashed again, parting the ankle ropes. The scout nodded and jumped back to the top of his
crate, folding hislegs negtly under him.

"You are?' heasked in quiet Terran.

The Y xtrang lay unmoving, considering the knife, the scout's smallness, his own reach and the distance
that lay between them.

"Y our name and rank, sir?' The Liaden perssted, thistimein Trade.
Cautioudy he moved hislegs, flexed arm and chest muscles againgt the loose bindings.

The scout sighed. "Conversation consgts of diaog,” he remarked in High Liaden and tipped hishead to
the left. "The request in your own language seems unnecessarily abrupt, though perhaps | judgeit
wrongly." He straightened.

"Name, rank, and troop!"

The 'Y xtrang snorted and sat up, putting hiseyeson aleve with the Liaden's. "Y our accent stinkslikea
charnd-house.”

"Aswadl it might," the scout said camly. "I meet very few people native to the tongue who are willing to
converse with me. Y our name and rank? No?' He reached behind and hauled a battered pack onto his

lap.
"l find here that you are attached to the 14th Conquest Corps.”
He said nothing and after amoment the scout worked the pack's fastening and rooted about inside, head

and shoulders dl but vanishing. He emerged eventudly, held out the bulky Security-issue blade, and
cocked an eyebrow.

"The 14th Conquest Corps equips troops shabbily, don't you think?' He waved it away, thinking of his
own knife, that rodein his boot-top, that they had never taken from him, that had an edge to cut hullplate
and—

"A knifeisaknife, after dl," the scout ingsted. "I admit this one has seeniill days, but afew minutes work
will put it right. And it issurely of asize morefitting to yoursdlf, Explorer, thanto me." A moment
passed... two.

"Take the damn thing!" the Liaden shouted in Troop tongue and thrust the knife forward.

Hounded, hetook it, stared at it, and lay it down beside him. He should unsheathe it, he knew, and use
the dull blade to skewer or to bludgeon the scout. It was his duty to report back to the Troop, to—



The scout was offering the whetstone.
"Your blade," he said, "needs care, Explorer.”
"l am not an explorer!" That came out aproper roar, lancing his head with pain.

Thelittle scout didn't flinch. "No? And yet | first found you behaving in avery scout-like manner, piloting
asingle-ship and making very curious studies. Surely you were an explorer then, at least?”

"No longer." The snarl Sartled stars across his back-eyes, and he winced, unsoldierly.

"Y ou have been given medica attention,” the scout murmured, "though it was predicted that your head
would ache for atime after you woke."

"Medica attention? Why?' He leaned forward, shouting into the small, bland face. " Scout, are you mad?
| am Yxtrang! Y ou are Liaden! We are enemies, do you recall it? We are made to hunt and kill you!" He
sat back, away from the face that neither flinched nor crumbled in terror.

"Occasondly," he continued, more quietly, "you kill us. But it is not done that you hit your enemy over
the head with arock and then call the medic to repair hiswound.”

"l did not hit you over the head with arock, Explorer—"

"l am not an explorer! Look at me! Captured! Captured like a cow for saughter! Twicetofal dive
into Liaden hands! | am afailure, aweakness, and ashame! Rightly | am Nelirikk No-Troop!"

"Catch!" The command was Troop tongue. His hand flashed out—and he discovered he held the
whetstone.

"What shall | do, Scout Commander?' he inquired with heavy sarcasm, "sharpen this blade so you may
cut my throat? Or should | cut my own? That—"

"Would be awaste of talent," interrupted the scout. "1 have contempt for the 14th Conquest Corps, who
put their insignia on such equipment asthey give you—explorer, no-troop or common soldier!" He hurled
the pack off hislap. Ndlirikk caught it asit struck his chest.

"A canteen with worn filters, aknife so dull it's more bludgeon than blade—yes, you gill havetheonein
your boot, and | see you cared for it—out-of-date ration packs, haf-nibbled by mice; afire-starter in
danger of burning out on next use—"

"Surdly, Commander,” Nelirikk said with sudden weariness, "you know how it isto equip the
expendables?’

Therewasasmall slence. "Are explorers expendable, then?' the scout asked softly. "Arethey solittle
va ued that they might be sent out al but weaponlessto chase bearsin our park, with never athought to
the waste, should the bear prove superior today?*

"Explorersare not. No-Troops are."

"Ah." The scout sat quiet for amoment, asdid Nelirikk, who wished he might lay back down and go to
deep againg the pounding misery in his head.

"Here," the scout said abruptly; "thisisaso yours." He opened hiseyes and stared at theriflein dawning
horror.



"You're not going to let me go!™

"Taketherifle" the scout commanded. "It's heavy!" He grabbed and sat holding the thing in one hand
while he stared at the Liaden.

"l would not advise atempting tofireit,” thelittle man said conservationdly. "l am not certainif thefiring
mechanism or the chamber will go firgt. If the pin goes, of course, you are Smply disappointed when you
pull thetrigger. But if the chamber blows, Explorer, | suspect you will be either blind or dead.”

"Scout," hesad, very carefully, "you are aware that | can smash you to jdly with thisrifle, whether itisin
condition to fire or not?'

"Certainly. But, before you do, thereisanother defect | would like to point out.” The scout cameto his
feet upon the packing crate, and there was a sudden crystal gleam in hisleft hand, aflash and apressure
on the rifle—which had abruptly lost four inches of barrdl.

Nelirikk looked at the severed segment, and then at the crystal knife in the scout's hand.
"I note thisfurther defect,” he said. "It isone | might not have discovered until it could not be remedied.”

The scout nodded, crystal blade vanishing as he resumed his seet. "Precisdly. Like the canteen, if you had
come across bad water."

He snorted. "'l am not going to drink bad water, Scout.”
"No. You'll not die of bad water."

"What will | dieof?" Nelirikk looked directly a histiny enemy. "Answver me, Scout Commander—will
you give methe honor of afiring squad? It is more than a no-troop deserves.”

"Yes," sad the scout softly. "I know.”
There was another slence, then the scout spoke again. "But what befell you? Explorer to no-troop..."

"What befell me? You befell me! What el se should happen to asoldier who survived the dishonor of
capture?’ Nelirikk rubbed the back of hisneck, trying to finger away the worst of the headache.

" Security recommended execution. But the Command supposed | might yet have knowledge useful to the
Troop, coward though | am." He looked back at the scout, Sitting so attentive atop his crate.

"Ten dutiless Cycles, of eating after the soldiers had their fill, of speaking when spoken to, of being the
loser's prize in games of skill between the captains! Ten cycles of scut-work and kicks and being
banned from the piloting chambers— because you befell me! Y ou should have cut my throat ten Cycles
ago, Liaden. Beasoldier and do it now."

The scout was staring at him, wonder on his smooth-skinned face. ™Y ou reported,” he bresthed, so
softly he might have been speaking to himsdlf, except the words were Y xtrang, as was the shout that
followed: "Gods damn you for afool, man! Whatever prompted you to report it?'

Nelirikk stiffened. "What else should asoldier do?'
"Who am | to know what asoldier will do? But an explorer will use hisbrain and look firgt to hisduty.”

"You," Ndirikk suggested, with wideirony, "did not report.”



"And be planet-bound for years, while my head was drained of every nuance of our encounter, and my
abilitieslanguished? | wastrained as an explorer and discoverer of worlds—to do less than that work
wasto fall in my duty to my teachers.”

The anger hit al a once—he saw it reflected in a sudden widening of the scout's bright eyes. Thewaste
of it! The years of shame might never have been! He might have advanced the Troop to adozen new
worlds. He might have—

He took abreath and brought the scout back into focus, noting with something akin to approval the
soldierly way in which the Liaden sat his post, eyes wary and hands ready— much good it might do him
againgt Ndirikk's bulk and strength.

"Y ou have endangered your teachers and your people,” he said, "by failing to report. How if they settle
that world we found together, while some of the Troop do the same?"

"My report indicated that | had identified at least one example of apotentidly sapient race," the scout
sad; "and recommended the planet be sudied again in ageneration.”

"Y ou know that planet, Scout! There were no more sapient..." Ndirikk choked suddenly asthe phrasing
overtook him; gasped, "Me?’

"You," sad the scout camly. "I never considered but that you would do the same.”

"Then that isthe difference between us" Nelirikk said heavily. "For | only thought to do my duty, and
report everything to the Troop." He looked up. "Kill me, Scout Commander.”

The scout shook his head and the wild brown hair fell into hiseyes. "Asto that,” he said, "I must spesk
with my captain and receive further orders.” He unfolded his legs and dropped to the floor, soundless and
graceful asasquirrd, passing just beyond Ndlirikk's reach on hisway to the door.

"Carefor your blade, do," he said as he touched the button set into the door. "I will speak with my
captain and return.”

The door opened and the scout dipped through, leaving Nelirikk aone with hisweapons.

The door rolled closed behind him, amber overhead glowing bright.

"Sedled," said the guard, and voices broke al around him, sudden and bewildering as a hailstorm.
In Liaden: Erob and td'Vodti.

In Terran: Jason.

Vaioudy:

"Well, what'd he say?"

"Istheinformation useful ?'

"Arethey going to attack through the park?"

"Wl done, well done, excdlent!"

"Shall we dispose of it now?"



Va Con gulped air, got hismenta feet under him with wrenching effort and ran the Rainbow. He sorted
the crowd and found Miri, silent and serious by the monitor, touched the song of her within his head and
smiled into her eyes before glaring at the noisy rest and waving ahand for slence.

It cameingtantly, and he bresthed asigh of relief.

"The project requirestime,” he said in Trade, to avoid having to say it again. "Circumstances exis.” He
glanced over Erob's head to the towering Aus.

"Commander Carmody, have you plans regarding the upkeep of your prisoner?’

Jason laughed. "Upkeep? That's two steps ahead of me, son—I just thought you might get something
useful out of him!™

"So | may," Va Con said. "However, he has not been well-cared-for by histroop of late. If | might—"

"Hell, bet he's hungry as afreeze-toad at ice-out! Boy that Sze's gottaeat asmuch as| do. Here..." He
dapped aleg pocket; pulled out four ration-packs and tossed them over. After amoment, he unsnapped
his canteen and held it out. "Best believe these filters are good.”

Va Con bowed and heard Erob catch her breath, no doubt scandalized that one of Korval should
acknowledge so deep a debt to amere Terran. "My thanks, Commander. Shall | need to obtain your

permission regarding any steps| might find it necessary—"
Jase waved a hand. "Do what needs done. Y ou're ascout, ain't you?'

"Indeed,” said Va Con softly; "I am ascout.” He turned to Erob, amused to find td'Vosti'sarm firmly
through hisdelm's, fingers curled unobtrusvely around her wrigt.

"Erob." He gave her full measure in the bow, made the sign of an equd requesting favor with his unladen
hand.

"l seeyou, Korva."

"This prisoner was taken upon your lands. He is housed within your prison and lives at your pleasure. In
recognition of thesethings, | request that | be allowed to ded with him— with this person Nelirikk—as
my melant'i and the necessities of Korvd dictate.” He straightened and looked her full intheface. "On
JelazaKazone."

Breath hissed out of her and td'V ogti's fingers tightened about her wrist. "'l require afuller accounting of
Korva's necessities," she said, aswas her right in this.

Va Con bowed again. "I have former acquaintance with this Nelirikk. We met many years ago, when he
was explorer and | scout captain. At that time, | dealt—inadequately— with him, and now wish to
honorably correct an error in judgment.”

"Honor? With that?' She flicked a glance at the monitor, which showed Néelirikk seated upon his
makeshift cot, soicdly sharpening thelarger knife. "It isan animd, Korva."

Va Con sighed. "Erob, heisaman.”

"And you would attempt Balance with it." She stared a him, at Jason, back at the Y xtrang. " So you feed
it and alow it to sharpen itswegpon. Y ou think yoursdlf ableto takeit, | assume. Mad your line and
house may be, but | never heard that you were suicides.”



Hebowed ironicdly. "I am to take this as your agreement to uphold my necessities regarding this man?

Shewas quiet atimelonger, staring at the monitor until tel"Vosti shifted at her Sde. Her permission, when
it came, wasresgned. "Ded asyou mugt, Korva. You will, in any case”

"My thanks, Erob. Korva isin your debt."

He turned back toward the door, rations and canteen in hand; saw Miri lounging by the monitor. "Hey,
Cory," she said in Benish, which only they two among those assembled spoke. 'Y ou have aminuteto
tak?'

"Certainly." He grinned at her. "Asmany asyou like."

"Good." She nodded, keeping to Benish. "Y our intentions with this soldier are? | see no worry, here.”
Shetouched afinger to her temple. "Tell methe plan.”

"Yes. Thisman isatreasure, chatrez. It isimperative that we do not waste him."

"Hmm. But he talkslike he thinks he's got no worth— talks like maybe helll cut his own throat.”
Va Con dtiffened. "Miri. How do you know what he said?!

She jabbed afinger a the monitor. "Heard him."

"Yes," hesad carefully. "But when he said those things, he was speaking Y xtrang.”

"Yx—" Her eyeswidened, finger risng once more to touch her temple. Y ou speak Y xtrang," she sad,
very carefully. "I don't spesk Y xtrang.”

"Not," he agreed with matching care, "so far as| know."

"Shit." Shelgpsed back into Terran. "Tell you what, boss: we gottafigure thisthing out before somebody
getskilled.”

Heflicked aglance a the monitor.
"Y eah, yeah. Necessity and dl that. What's the back up? Y ou want me in there, too?"

He heard the flat note of fear in her voice and in the internal song and reached to touch her cheek,
scanddized old women be damned. "I may need to cal upon you, chatrez, my Captain. But &t this
moment, if you permit, Nelirikk and | have certain philosophiesto discuss.” He smiled and lay hisfinger
lightly on her lips. "It will bewdl, Miri."

"Y ou keep saying that," she complained, around the concern he felt dmost as hisown. "Just don't get
yoursdf killed, OK?"

"OK," hesaid. The door cycled open and he stepped back into prison.
Putting the knife right soothed—and gave him time to think, to measure his weaknesses and his strengths.
Therifle... Ndirikk nearly spat.

Given adecent kit it could be restored; but he lacked the kit. He might dso construct asmall bomb from
the componentsthat till functioned, if he had time. He doubted the scout would be gone for moretime
than was required for the knife, and there was certainly someone monitoring the small scanner inthe



ceiling-corner.

A bomb, therefore, would be usel ess both as a surprise and as a vehicle for escape, given the solid
masonry al about.

The knife-edge was superb now, for the stone was of excellent quaity. These were the sorts of things
onelooted for on a Liaden world: the little things that worked better or were more elegant.

It was odd that beings which the Command taught were merely vermin should have the way of making
such fine things, Nelirikk thought suddenly. Similar objects, made by Y xtrang hands, tended to be
serviceable, but uningpired.

And an enemy had fredy given this stone, that he might bring his blade to an honorable edge!
An edge that could now easily pass entirdly through something asthin and fragile as the scot.

Alas, throwing such a bulky blade would be inexact at best, and it was folly to suppose the scout could
thus be taken by surprise. Worse, the scout carried a persona weapon that diced gun-stedl like cheese.
Wheat it might do to flesh and bone—

He thought about that.

It might be possible to goad the Scout Commander into using the crystal blade. It might be possible, after
all, to dieahero's death, with no Y xtrang ever knowing that Nelirikk No-Troop had failed yet again,
that—

There was anger.
Nelirikk explored it, for anger sulliesthinking.

When he thought of the scout, there was anger, distant and indistinct, asif a cloudy remnant of those
years of intensaly focused pain hung between them, obscuring what might be truth.

When hethought of therifle—

His heartbeat spiked, and he very nearly brought the blade to his own throat as the shame of being given
a usdless wegpon broke across him.

Stupid. Asadways. With an effort, he camed his thoughts and considered the blade and the scout anew.

What did he know of Liadens, in truth? That they were people—sentient and sdlf-aware—must be clear
to the dullest of the Troop, no matter the Command's teachings. As people, then, following custom and
system of their own devising... Wasit conceivable that Liadens practiced some dien honor? Wasiit
possiblethat this one left his enemy specificaly adone, granting him honorable opportunity? The knife was
very sharp: three rapid motions would solve many problems.

Nelirikk hefted the blade; sheathed it with asigh. After amoment, he drew his grace blade from its snug
boot top and used the whetstone on it.

Tending the blade was soothing. Perhaps the scout found it so, aswell.
"| seeyou, Explorer.”

Nelirikk looked up from histask, eyes narrow on the bag the little man carried.



"| seeyou, Scout."

Va Con nodded and resumed hisformer perch, settling the bag firmly in hislap. The Loop was
disturbingly before hismind's eye, ducidating a 27 percent likelihood of an immediate attack, and an even
more disturbing refusal to project an ultimate Chance of Mission Success or Chance of Personal

Surviva.

Light glinted from the blade Nelirikk was sharpening—afine thing, aslikethelarger bladeasa
screwdriver was to the Clutch knife heworein hisdeeve.

He rummaged in the bag and tossed afood pack lightly toward the Y xtrang, who snatched it and the next
comfortably out of theair, and sat holding them in hishand.

"Food," Va Con agreed. "Commander Carmody believes a soldier should be permitted to eat.”

Cautioudy, Ndlirikk bent and returned his knife to its boot-shesth, expression unreadable behind the
tettoos.

"Do eat," urged Va Con. "l suspect they may be better than the rations you were issued.”
Nelirikk frowned &t the Terran-lettered labels.

"You would et this?'

Va Con laughed.

"Itisnot nearly as delicious as the rabbit one snares onesdlf, | admit. But the mercenaries buy their own
food—surely they would not poison themsdalves. Most certainly not Commander Carmody, who gives
thisfrom his own day-kit."

He used his duty blade to open aration pack while the Y xtrang sat watching.

"Shall wetrade?' Va Con murmured, triggering the tiny hesting e ement. "Are you concerned for the
Quelity?”

Almogt, it seemed that Nelirikk might laugh. He pointed toward Va Con'sfood.
"Theexplorer,” he said, hestantly, "isunfamiliar with local custom.”

"Loca cusom isthat hungry persons may est. If you didike what you have, you may have some of mine.
Thereiswater here, too, if you'll share the canteen. Or use your own, if you trust thefilters.”

"Eat," the Y xtrang repeated quietly. He opened the silver packet, discovered the tray and tray mechanism
quickly, triggered it, tared again at the labdl.

"Whet food isthis?'

Va Con glanced at the bright |ettering. "Prime salmon. Excellent—though | hope you will not find it
necessary for meto shareit.”

Nelirikk looked up sharply, wariness clearly visible through the facia decorations.

"No?'



Va Con laughed. "Thefood isgood. But on my last mission the God of Quartermasters saw fit to supply
my captain and mysdf with ayear'srations of salmon and crackers— and nothing else!™

TheY xtrang sampled the fish carefully. In amoment he was esting with gusto.
"Tel me my death, Scout Commander.”

They had finished eating and the small man had passed over the canteen. Together, they had gathered the
remains of the food and put them in arecycle box, and now they looked at each other.

"How shal | die?" Nelirikk repested, the Y xtrang words bittersweet in his mouth.

"I do not know," said the scout quietly, also in Y xtrang. "The orders| have are smply to do what must,
of necessity and honor, be done."

"Honor?" The word seemed to hang overlong between them—he had not meant it asachadlenge, in truth,
but what could a captive-holding troop know of honor?

The Liaden shook his head; shifted on his sesat.

"My curiosity and arrogance seem to have caused you much pain. | had never meant for afdlow
seeker-of-worlds to suffer—certainly never as you have suffered. So, | seek to balance the evil | brought

upon you."

Ndirikk stared, trying to grapple this concept into sense. The scout spoke of personal responsibility—
personal retribution, persond action. The oddness of it made his abused head throb.

"Balance." Hetasted the word for connotation—for implication.

Helooked at the Liaden, sitting so solemn atop his crate, seeing no trace of humor, or maice, or deceit,
or any attitude of attack. No attitude of defense.

Y et—questions of honor with Liadens! Those worthless enemies who had no respect, who—treated a
man like asoldier, when the Troop had thrown him away.

"Baance," he said once more, and contrived a iff, seated bow.
"Y our ship, Scout Commander.”
The green eyes were cutting sharp upon him. 'Y es."

"Thereason | am here," said Ndlirikk, dowly, "isthat during the strike on the landing field | showed your
ship to the forward controller. A no-troop may not speak unless spoken to—" Nelirikk thought a
moment of anger and glanced at the blade, which sat idle as he spoke equitably to an enemy.

"Despite the regulation, | gave warning that your ship was dangerous—that | had seen itslike before. |
told them to teke it out—"

The Liaden had stiffened, face intent.
Nelirikk leaned an elbow on aknee, meeting those sharp eyes with puzzlement and some sadness.

"Thereisyour balance, Scout. Freedom for freedom. For overstepping—for causing agenerd to seema
fool—I was sent to explore boundaries and map the importance of your ship's defense.”



"It ssemsabaance for generds and units,” the scout commented.

"Yes," agreed the Y xtrang. Then, thoughtfully: "Wasthere ajunior officer onboard? Did you lose troops
fromthis?'

"No, thank you. The ship—I could not return in the ferocity of the attack. The ship defended
by—reection.”

"I sawv it return fireto orbit," Ndirikk said, "but wastold that it did not."
The Liaden nodded.

"Fired upon from orbit, it would return fire to orbit. The beam would be weaker, but enough to singe, |
warrant.”

"S0." The Y xtrang's grin was savage. "' Seven drop-jets and a strike on the battleship, at least. Y our ship
did you well, Scout Commander." He paused. "It was a ship to behold.”

The Liaden acknowledged this with a sketched sdute, smiling wanly.

"Did proper duty,” agreed Va Con. "Asyou did. Asl've done." Helooked up sharply, waving athin
hand for emphasis.

"Doesit grike you as awasteful—even artificia—equation, Ndlirikk Explorer, that doing proper duty
tendsto result in destruction?”

The question jolted—the more so because he had asked it of himself, as athinking person must, while he
had been explorer, and while he had been no-troop. His answer came a heartbest later than it should
have.

"The Troop survivest The Command survives!”
The Liaden moved his shoulders, expressive of some emotion Ndirikk could not name.

"Very true. Faceess and interchangeable, Command survives. | tell you that I, Va Con yosPhdium,
know about duty. Duty saysyou and | must fight, eh?' He brushed hair out of hisface. "Duty demands
that | attempt to kill the closest peer I've met in several Standards. Duty demands blood al too often—in
thistime, what does it demand of you, Ndlirikk?'

It was hard, that answer, but it wasin him, blood and bone. Any soldier would have answered the same.

"Duty demandsthat | cal fire on your brave ship, Scout. It demandsthat | kill you, given the
opportunity.”

"And then?' the Liaden ingsted, pushing with merewords! "What demands, after | die?"

"That | escape, back to my unit to—"

"To report and be shot!" shouted the scout.

Nelirikk bent his head in the Liaden way. "1 might instead be used as atarget for knife practice.”
The Liaden looked abit wild-eyed.

"Do you wishto fight?' he demanded.



"Scout, | must!" Nelirikk looked to the blade.

"Isit true," asked the scout, very camly, "that two men of equa rank might fight for the higher position?”
"Yes," Ndlirikk agreed, wondering at this changein topic.

"And that then, the winner commandsthe loser?'

"With the concurrence of the next above in the troopline, yes."

"Ah." The Liaden did abruptly down from his perch, head tipped up to stare into Nelirikk's face.

"| propose,” he said, "acontest.” He turned his back, walked to one end of the room and back, eyes
brilliant. "I propose that we fight—for duty's sake. We will fight as equals—scout to explorer. If you
should win, I will take your orders. If | win, | will sponsor you to my captain for admittance to the
troop—pledged to meand my line.”

Nelirikk sat speechless, staring at the manic little man, who grinned at his supefaction. Fight aLiaden for
troop position? Treat scout equa to explorer? Who would enforce awin? The difficulties. ..

"Are you mad?' he asked dowly. "How could you hope to win such a contest? I'm strong, fast, and
wespon-wise—"

"Mad?' The scout'sgrin grew wider. "It is madness to waste resources. It ismadnessto givein to the
facdless. | will represent you—Nd irikk Explore—to my captain—should | win. | swear it by Treeand
Dragon! If you win—"

"If 1 win, Scout, you will likely be dead!"

The little man came forward, stopping just within Nelirikk's reach, face and eyes gone child-solemn.
"Would you redly waste 0 valuable aresource?!

Nedlirikk stared, put his hand on the troop blade—and took it away again.

"l hope | do not waste resources,” he said. "But where will you find aneutral hereto serve asreferee?
How could we break?"

The scout waved ahand airily. "Technicdity,” he sad. "Meretechnicality. Do you agreein principle? If
30, we will be ableto devise details"

Nelirikk sghed, then dowly stood.

"It is better to do something than nothing. | know that you won't feed an enemy forever." He bowed,
stiffly, but with good intent. "For duty and for balance. May you be strong for the Troop.”

The Liaden returned the bow with fluid grace, then brought hisfist to his shoulder in a proper saute.
"Asyou say," he agreed, and climbed back atop his crate. "L et us now consider technicdlities.”

Together, they pushed the storage cratesin front of the door. On them went: arifle, a pack, along-knife,
boots, another pair of boots, severa more knives—including one sheathed in fine black suede, the handle
of which gleamed like polished obsidian.

They stood, toe-to-toe and barefoot, scout and explorer.



The Y xtrang looked down on histoy-like opponent, aline from acamp-song echoing briefly in his head:
A soldier's opponent is more than might—
Little Jela was a demon to fight...

For clarity they went over the agreement, first the Liaden and then the Y xtrang, each speaking in the
other's language to be sure there was no difficulty in trandation.

"Thusshdl it be" camethe Liaden wordsfrom the Y xtrang: "should | prevail in this contest, | shal pursue
my duty as| seeit, you subordinate. Should the win be yours, | shdl pledge myself and my servicesto
you and your lineuntil released.”

"Thewin," said the Liaden in Troop tongue, "goesto the first able to count three on avulnerable
opponent; the loser yielding at once.”

They backed away, then, each looking the room over, perhaps measuring the luck of this or that corner,
or seeking an advantage of light, or filling their mind with alast living vision, each dready distant from the
world.

Thetimer on Va Con'swatch beeped.

He moved forward dowly, accepting both the necessity for motion—from the L'apeleka stance,
Desiring Difficult Desires—and the need for caution.

From the other side of the large room came the Y xtrang. The face behind the tattoos had gone distant:
intention hidden deep within the eyes while the huge body came forward gently, gracefully, inevitably. Vd
Con noticed that the Y xtrang's feet, like his hands, seemed disproportionately ddlicate.

L 'gpel eka demanded the right e bow forward now; the Y xtrang answered by crouching a shade lower.
Va Con pulled thearm in, saw his opponent's shoulder risein proper reaction.

They were beginning the dance with caution: both testing responses or lack of , until at once they werein
and close, armsin motion, knives the honest threat. Coul d-be threats were of this, that, or the other
throw or kick, a punch hidden behind the placement of elbow or flick of wrist.

Nelirikk feinted, saw the feint ignored, the thregt parried before execution.
Va Con's Loop evauated the Situation: a clear 43 percent Chance of Mission Success.
The Loop flicked away, lost in the sudden hugeness of the explorer, looming above, knife held so—

Va Con ducked, twisted—heard the hum of blade passing over-closeto his ear, saw the big man
recover atrifle dowly, used the heartbegt to barely touch an ankle with the blade—

And was past and behind, where he needed to be, but the foot placement warned him and he whirled
away just ahead of the kick, Ndirikk grimacing with the effort it cost him to keep balanced.

Thewall was bardly an arm'slength from Va Con, forcing him to dart in close again. He found the move
inL'gpeleka: The Blizzard Swirls.

Hands, arms, legs, knees, feet blurred with the sequence— he got akick in on asolid thigh, aknifeless
punch high on a shoulder—and tried to dance away—too late!

The answering blow caught his shoulder, he spun with it, tumbled, whipped around to find the Y xtrang in



full charge, leapt, kicked solidly at the face—and caught the ear asthe other's knife dashed histough
combat lesther leggings.

Disengage.

Theroom was silent but for their breathing, and they backed away, each searching for signs of damage.
The Y xtrang's ankle had asmal spot of blood; hisear was dark red. Va Confdt adight sting; shrugged
it out of consciousness—damage to hisright leg was minor—no more than a scratch.

Ndirikk adjusted his bdt with aquick hand.

Va Contried to movein; was held off by the other'slong reach. He moved left; found himsalf faced.
Right—and again the move was there, checking him, boxing him, trying—

Nelirikk was trying to get him into a corner, arms low and spread.

Va Confeinted right, feinted | eft, went straight in for haf-a-step, then dove for theright arm, blade
nipping out as he tucked—rolled—and felt the force of the blow on the floor behind him, gained hisfeet
and whirled in time to see the Y xtrang's blade bounce, once.

Hewastoo dow: the knife was recovered.

Both were swesting now; the floor was dick with it and with dripped blood, making adip or misstep al
too likely.

Asif by common consent they moved downroom to adrier patch of floor. It seemed neither wished to
be on the right side of uncertain footing.

CM Sflashed behind Va Con'seyes: 41 percent.
He grimaced, and the Y xtrang started moving in, perhapstaking it asasign of despair.

Va Con drew back asif to throw the blade; Nédlirikk glided casudly away, adjusting his bdt as he came
back again, hands protecting face but leaving shoulders and thighs vulnerable. Va Con glanced at the
unbladed hand—empty.

Three seconds! How many times had they aready threatened each other with—

Va Contried again to close; was fended away. Nelirikk lunged, Va Con twisted, avoided, skidded on
dampness— snatched amoment to recover his balance.

A moment was too long—aheavy arm swung out, damming him off hisfeet and into thewall. He
bounced, rolled and came up, knife in hand, shoulder aching, but unbroken. There was blood on the floor
fromhisleg.

Thistime hefeinted adip asthe Y xtrang closed; wrapped himsdlf around that massive knife arm and
punched his blade into the upper shoulder.

Nélirikk grunted, shook—and Va Con was airborne again, flung loose like a hound from abear. He
came up and around as his opponent tossed his knife to the undamaged |eft hand and charged.

Va Con gave ground, saw the trap—

Nelirikk dipped on asmear of blood—and VVa Con raced by, elbow lifting to fend off the descending
blade—which was sharp, gods; aproper soldier's knife, fit for dashing leather, flesh, bone... The blood



was quick. Hot.

CM Sflashed; heignored it. What did the Loop know about necessity?

Hedipped.

The Y xtrang nearly fell ontop of him: he scrambled away in timeto avoid the lunge, jumped to hisfedt,
wiped the blood off hisarm, saw the depth of the cut, shuddered—and moved in.

Movein. Movein. Movein. He needed to be insde that long reach if he had to kill the Y xtrang, if neither
would yidd—

He ducked back, avoiding afist. Saw the curioudy graceful hand move toward belt and check as he
feintedin.
S0 he charged. Straight at the huge man, blade ready to dice or cut and—

He skidded, lost hisknife, did behind the Y xtrang, who snaiched—and VVa Con's good hand flashed
out, snagged the ring of metd on his opponent's belt, and yanked.

Nelirikk saw the scout's knife on the floor, bent, grabbed—

But Vd Con had it now: athin strand of cutting wire aslong as hisarm. He hugged the giant'sleg, pulled
the wireloop hard—twisted, half-avoiding the hammer-blow of a huge fis—and hung on, hung on to the
wire cord while oceans roared inside his ears and his vision went gray, ebbing toward black and Miri

was there, terror sheeting her face, her hands overlaying his own on thewire...

The explorer went down. Va Con hung on grimly; clawed back to sense, pulled hisknife to him with his
bloody leg.

"One, two, three..." he gagped—I et go the wire and cameto hisfeet, ashe mugt, knifein hand.
The Y xtrang lay half-sprawled on hissde, knife held at throat-level, eyes distant. He sat up dowly, knife

gill high, eyesonVVa Con'sface. With hisfree hand he fingered the bloody loop around hislegs, mouth
tight.

Va Con stood back warily, wondering if he could dodge athrown knife, or avoid a sudden desperate
lunge

Nélirikk explored the place where the wire lodged in hisright leg. A spasm of pain crossed hisface,
eloquent despite the tattoos. Carefully, he turned the knife in his hand, holding it by the blade asif to
throw, weighing its balance—

Then hdld it farther out, toward VVa Con.

"I neglected to ask," he said in neutral Trade, "what language | should use when speaking to your
cagptan.”
Va Con sighed, did hisknife awvay, and accepted the offering. He cleaned it carefully againgt the deeve

of hisfighting leethers, ingpected it, and found its edge undamaged. He extended a hand to the Y xtrang,
who hesitated before using the assistance to stand.

"Y ou have accepted abrave chdlenge, Explorer,” Va Con said in Y xtrang. "1 must have the rest of the
pledge before | may present you to my captain.”



The big man haf-lifted afist to saute, caught the gesture, and made aragged bow. "Asyou say.” He
paused amoment, either to recruit his resources or to puzzle out the most proper phrasing.

"I, Ndirikk... I, Nelirikk Explorer, pledge mysdf on Jelas honor to the person and line of Va Con
yosPhdium. My blood isyours, now and until my desth. May your orders bring glory to usdl.”

Va Con bowed and held the heavy knife out across both palms.

"Your blade, Nelirikk Explorer. Wear it and useit asrequired, by my consent. The Tree and Dragon is
now your shied aso: | trust you will bring honor to usal.”

Nélirikk took the blade in wonder.
"Canyouwak?' Va Con asked him.
"If required, my leader.”

Va Con shook his head. "Scout is sufficient for now, | believe. Do you rest whilel go to bring my
cgptain.”

Miri whirled from the monitor as he came through the hatch, damming her gun home with one hand and
unclipping her belt-kit with the other. Behind her was Jason—and behind him were td'V osti andErob.

"Itisdone.” VA Con sad. "Miri, you will need to—"
"Hold him, Jas2"

Va Con diffened; heard asif it had only now begun the song that was Miri within him—heard the terror
and the beginning of the metamorphosisinto anger. He sighed and leaned back into Jason's bulk, muscles
shivering with reection.

Miri dashed the ruined deeve to expose the knife wound, sprayed it with antiseptic; reached for apain
bulb—

"No! Miri, you mugt talk to—"

She looked at him straight, gray eyeswild, and wiped the sweat from hisface with an antiseptic cloth.
"You're mostly OK." Half question, half accusation.

"Y es. Some pain, some wounds that will hed, but—"

"What in hell wereyou trying to pull?* sheyelled, terror abruptly sublimated into rage. "Next time you
want yoursdlf dead, try a step off ahundred meter cliff! Whatever gave you—"

She bent over thearm, il yelling, dipped for amoment into an argot that made even Jason cringe and
dammed back into Terran for, " Jase—gimme a double staple patch outta your kit."

"Miri," Vd Con sad.
She swabbed hisface again—hard; leaving the bitter taste of antiseptic in his mouth.
"Min?'

"You ain't answered me, soldier! | wannaknow where you got permission to pull such adamn fool
Sunt!"



"Necessity. Miri, please. It isdone.”

"Doneisit?" she snorted, and knelt to get at hisleg. "You look it."

"Attend me!" Va Coninsgsted, voicerising. He heard afaint pop as a swest bubble brokein hisear.
She came up fast, eyesblazing. "Don't you lose your temper a me, you scruffy midget!”

For one searing moment, Va Con thought she might actudly strike him, so exated was her fury.
Apparently Jason thought so, too, for he dropped his grip and stepped back.

Miri took a deep breath, hurled her free hand into the air and leaned close.

"Sotell me, partner,” she said, so sarcastically Jason retrested another step; "what's the plan? Huh?
What'm | supposed to do now? What's the new gag? Y ours dl the way—so tell me about it."

The sarcasm hurt; hisarm hurt and every other bit of him, too. Ridiculoudly, he regretted thewarm
solidity of Jason to lean againgt, and took a bresth, pitching hisvoicefor neutrdity.

"Miri, my Captain, | request that you aso give aid to the man inside thisroom, who iswaiting to see if
you will accept him asarecruit.”

Her fear flared and his own anger melted. He reached to touch her cheek, which caress she allowed,
shoulderslosing some of thetension fury hed lent.

"| said that 1 would sponsor him to you," he murmured. Do me the honor of at least speaking with him
before he bleeds to death.”

She stared a him, anger and terror evaporating into wonder. ™Y ou want me to accept an Yxtrang asa
recruit in a Terran-Liaden unit?”

"If the cgptain judgesit wise," he said carefully.

She considered him out of wary gray eyes. "And if the captain thinksit's the worst idea she's heard since
sheleft Sureblesk?!

"That isthe captain'sright,”" he acknowledged. "But you will still wish to spesk to this Nelirikk and show
him some care, chatrez.”

"Why should | care aplugged bit what happensto him?' .

"Heis pledged to serve us, LineyosPhdium," he explained. "There are—obligations. Such as seeing that
one's servant has proper medica attention and does not needlesdy suffer.”

She flung her hand out toward the sedled hatch. "We own that?'
"Certainly not," said Va Con. "One cannot own a sentient being.”

"Right." She closed her eyes. "Other people,” she said, gpparently to the room at large, "give their wives
flowers™

She spun on her hed, eyes snapping open. "Open the door,” she told the door-corpora and glanced
back at Va Con and Jason. "Thetwo of you got meinto this; the two of you can tag dong.”

Nélirikk stood, awaiting the return of the scout. He dared not sit on one of the crates, for fear his



wounded legswould fail when it cametimeto rise to the captain's honor. He had made scant effort to
clean himsdlf, for it was no disgrace, that a captain might see asoldier fresh from soldier's duty.

There had been avoice raised in the outerways, amurmured answer that must be the scout—and the
raised voice once more, swearing, as held monitored from time to time from Terran ships.

If the raised voice were the captain, it would seem to register displeasure with the performance. It
suddenly occurred to Nelirikk to wonder just how persuasive was the scout, and he worried somewhat,
and shifted on hisaching legs—

The door cycled open, admitting a procession.

The scout led, limping, with fild dressings on arm and leg. Immediately behind was a Terran male who
filled the doorway with his bulk—afull-sized soldier, dressed for war, yet looking like some scraggly
farm-peasant, long-haired and bearded, without tattoos of rank or maturity-mark. Still, he moved with
assurance; with command: A proper captain!

Behind came atiny red-haired figment—an apprentice soldier, doubtless brought early from the crechein
the emergency of theinvas on—carrying what appeared to be amedicd kit.

The scout paused, swept abow and nearly dipped on the dick floor. The larger man turned his head to
sngp acommand at the soldier in the doorway: " Get amaop and cleaners!”

"My Captain," the scout began, and Ndlirikk turned hisface more fully to the bearded man, thinking that
it would not be so bad, to serve acaptain at least of proper size...

"My Captain,” the scout repeated, and bowed profoundly, head near touching his knees, asthe figment
continued forward, thumping the equipment she carried onto anearby crate, striding past the big man and
the small one, to stand wide legged directly before Ndirikk, matchstick arms folded across scant chest.

"Well?" she snapped, and Nelirikk's mouth opened in response to the command-voice before his mind
recalled that it was not yet his place to speak. The scout it was that answered, properly—and most

gertly.

"Captain, thisisthe man | proposeto add to the unit. Nelirikk Explorer, heis cdled; athoughtful fighter
and—"

The captain shifted; frowned. "Introduce me."

"Y es, Captain." The scout bowed obedience; Ndlirikk brought himsdlf to tiff attention, striving to ignore
hisinjuries and the persstent buzzing in his ears, the while his mind raced to encompass a cgptain who
was smdler even than the scout and—

"Explorer, atend! Hereis Captain Miri Robertson, commanding Action Unit 1, Lytaxin Combined
Forces! Captain, | bring you Recruit Candidate Nelirikk Explorer.”

Ndlirikk stared straight ahead, as proper, whilethetiny creature unfolded her arms and walked dmost
casualy around him, ingpecting. From the corner of an eye, Ndlirikk saw the large man grin, then go
soldier-faced as the captain completed her circuit.

"Isthis the man who was carrying that stupid rifle?" she demanded of the scout.

Nelirikk kept his countenance. The question was reasonable, after all; and the part of his sponsor to
explan.



"Yes, Captain.”

"Hmmmph." Shewaked behind him once more. "What in the hell isthis?

"I took it from his—"

"Can hetdk?" snapped the captain.

"Yes, Captain." The scout effaced himsdf and the large man grinned into his beard.
"Explorer," the captain demanded his atention. "Thisthing you'retangled in. What isit?"

Nélirikk stared straight ahead, concentrating on the proper formation of the Terran words. "Captain. A
Shibjela. If the captain pleases.”

The scout stirred within Nelirikk's vison, eyes goneintent.
"Trandatethat," ordered the command-voice and the scout bit hislip.

"l... InTrade: Jas Neck-jewd. Jdas Necklace, in High Liaden..." He paused, thumb rubbing over
fingertips, asif hefelt the texture of nuance and sense. "In Terran... perhaps Jeas Noose. Or—"

"Gotit," the captain interrupted. She resumed her cross-armed stance directly in Ndirikk'sline of sght.
"Explorer. Do dl Y xtrang carry one of these?"

Excdlent! The cgptain thought quickly and to the point!

"No, Captain. My—the unit where | take my training pays homage to one of the origind members. All
who train there carry Shibjela. Other units have—"

"Other toys," shefinished for him and barely turned her head.
"Captain Redhead?' The bearded man did not bow, though his expression showed clear respect.
"Got one of your toys?'

The big man grinned, stepped forward and produced an oddly shaped piece of wood. It was perhaps a
club, though it looked frail for such work; dightly edged, highly polished. Nelirikk's hand itched for it, to
test balance and theory.

"Ever seen one of these?' the captain asked, waking to hisleft.

"No, Captain," he said, noting that the captain appeared to possess severa names.

"Good. So we have some secret wegpons, too." She was behind him again.

"Thishurt?' she asked, and he felt asear of pain where she touched him above the bleeding leg wound.
"Yes, Captain," hesaid, neutraly.

"QOught to. Looks pretty ugly. Can you fight?'

"Yes, Captain.” He hesitated. "Now?"



"No!" She was before him again, head tipped back so he could see agrim face no larger than the palm of
his hand, dominated by a pair of fierce gray eyes. "I mean—can you fight well? Ain't no dackersin my
unit, you understand? My soldiersfight!”

"l canfight, Captain. | have many years of training. | usethe autorifle, the—"
" Skip the sales pitch. How many languages you speek?'

"Yes, Captain,” said Ndlirikk, wondering—and then recaling that thiswas the captain who attached a
scout to her command. "'Languages. Y xtrang, Liaden, Trade, Terran, and Rishkak."

"Fine. Y ou know how to take orders?"

"Yes, Captain.”

"If 1 tell you to charge head on againgt armor and dl you got isarifle, will you?'

"Yes Captain.”

The gray eyes consdered him blandly. ™Y ou redly think you can take orders from somebody like me?
He hesitated fractionaly, began the proper answer—was cut off by a sharp wave of achild-like hand.
"You tell mewhat you think, Explorer. Thetruth, accazi?'

"Y es, Captain. It—occursto the explorer that the captain is—very smal."

Incredibly, shelaughed. "Y eah? Wdll, it occursto the captain that you're out of reason tall. If you can't
take ordersfrom me, I'll just hand you over to Commander Carmody and let him sort you out. | didn't go
asking for another scout in thisunit. Seemsto me onesal thetrouble | need.” She blinked thoughtfully.
"Might be easiest just to let you loose."

Nelirikk gulped. "Captan—"

"Dammit, Redhead!" Commander Carmody yelled, drowning every other sound in the room. ™Y ou can't
do that! The stuff he knows? Why, darlin’, the man's beautiful! We can't just be throwing him back in
with some bunch o'rowdies who don't even keep the mice from the larder!”

"Great," shesad expressonlesdy. "Y ou want him?"

"Now, now, my smal, you know he's best off with you. Seems him and the scout there understand each
other fine"

"That'swhat scaresme," said the captain, with anoticeable lack of fear in either posture or face. She
sighed and turned back to Nelirikk.

"All right, Beautiful, you had timeto think it over. Which isit, me or Commander Carmody?"

Helooked at the scout, who returned his gaze blandly; at Commander Carmody, who shrugged and put
his hands behind his back; at the captain hersdf.

"The scout sponsors meto his captain, who has the wisdom to vaue the—resource of an explorer. |
pledge to obey the captain's orders, if she will accept meinto her troop.”

"Hmmph. Y ou know anything abouit first ad?'



"Yes, Captain.”
"Good. Help Commander Carmody patch you up.”
"Yes, Captain.”

The bearded man came forward, med-box tucked under one arm. The captain went to the crate that had
been the scout's seat and hoisted hersalf up.

"Explorer, youre gonna cause melots of problems, you know that?"
"I had not considered, Captain. I—"

"Condder it! You got 'til thisfirst aid tuff isdone and then | want you to tell me what problems| might
have with you and because of you—and how to fix them. Think hard, accazi?

"Yes, Captain." Commander Carmody had set the box aside and was on one knee behind him. Nelirikk
felt him touch the Shibjelaand pick up the ring-end.

"All right, now, boyo. | expect thisll ging amite." His understanding of Terran was perhaps flawed, for
the quick jerk that pulled the cord from its nesting-place excited an agony as exquisite asit was,
mercifully, brief. He bit hislip, soundless, and concentrated on remaining upright.

Therewasadight hiss, acoldness, and then anumbness on the wound, followed by the sound of his
uniform leg parting. Resolutely, Nelirikk turned his thoughts to the problem his captain had assigned.

"Captain. Study indicates that each small problem generated by recruiting an explorer to your troop
comesfrom asingle, large problem.”

The captain turned her attention from the Scout, with whom she had been conversing in alanguage
Nélirikk didn't know, and frowned.

"That 07" she asked, but the question was gpparently rhetorical, as she commanded immediately:
"Elucidate thislarger problem—and its solution.”

"Captain.” He brought fist to newly bandaged shoulder in salute before he recollected such agesture
might well giveinault.

"Thelarge problem isthat the explorer is Y xtrang and the troop you command is not. The solution..."
Embarrassing it was to have to give such an answer. Embarrassing and hardly indicative of any vaue he
might bring to her troop. Nelirikk kept hisface soldierly. "Captain, | conclude that thereis no solution.
Biology isfact.”

"Biology," she corrected, "is a fact." She cameto her feet, there on the packing crate, and crooked a
finger. "Come here.”

He moved forward two steps and stopped as he sensed the scout's increased tension.
"l said," the captain snapped, "come here."

"Yes, Captain." One eye wary on the scout, he came forward until his toes touched the crate she stood
on. Even with that added height, he looked down on her and had amoment to consider the thick coil of
hair wrapped tight ‘round her head before she tipped her face up to him.

"What'sdl this suff?" she demanded, tracing lines across her cheekswith aforefinger.



"Captain. Vingtai—marks of rank and. .. accomplishment. Done with a needle, to be permanent.”
"Right. What'syours say?'
Ndlirikk blinked, dared to flick alook at the scout and was answered by the quirk of amobile eyebrow.

"Captain,”" he said respectfully, returning his gazeto her. "On the right—insignia of born-to Troop. The
nameis perhaps Jeas Guard Corps. In Terran | do not—"

She waved ahand. "Close enough. What about the |eft?!

"Captain. The left cheek marks me explorer. The double lines there show me—show me no-troop.
These others... creche mark, apprentice troop, honors of marksmanship and piloting. This..." Hishand
rose and he ran hisfingerslightly down theright cheek, feeling the old scar, nearly hidden by the layers of
tettoo.

"Thisisnchaka,” he said dowly. "When asoldier is done training and has his own weapons given,
Sergeant of Arsena bloods the grace-blade, to show the edge is sharp.” He hesitated; glanced at the
scout. "Point of information. If the captain pleases.”

Shewaved ahand. "Go."

The word seemed to connote permission, rather than an order to leave, though litera
trandation—Nelirikk sighed. "Y es, Captain. Higtory tellsthat vingtai were used by thefirst soldiers
because it gave fear to Liadens.”

"Gavefear—?" Thefrown cleared. "Right. If it stops 'em for asecond and lets you get the first strikein,
it'sworth the effort. | guess.”

She glanced over to Commander Carmodly.
"Need us a medtech, on the bounce.”

"All yours, darlin," the big man said cheerfully and sirode over to the door, shouting ordersinto the room
beyond for someone or something caled " Chen.”

"Tech'll be able to hack an erase program for the tattoos," the captain was telling the scout; " probably do
askin-tone, too. What about the hair? And—" She turned. "Can you grow abeard, Beautiful ?*

Nélirikk stiffened. A beard? Did she think him afarmer? A merchant? A—Terran commander? Very
nearly helet go another sigh. " Captain, it isthat asoldier does not have abeard. It is part of discipline.”

"Hmph. So, if you just ignored discipline for a couple days, would you start to grow abeard? Or are you
likethis one here?" She pointed at the scout, who lifted abrow, but remained silent.

"If disciplinewereignored,” Ndirikk said stiffly, "the explorer would begin to sprout hair on hisface.
With the captain”s permission, it would then be very hard to read the vingtai .

"Not aworry," she assured him; "we're gonnaget rid of al that facia decoration first off.” Sheturned
back to the scout, leaving Nelirikk gasping mentally. "How 'bout hair and beard? Anything we can do
there?"

"Perhaps hormones and ashot of accelerant,” the scout said softly. ""He should spend the night in the ‘doc
inany case." He made adight bow, danting his eyes upward. "If the captain pleases.”



"Bigjoke, huh? Just wait 'til—"
"Captain." Ndlirikk had found his voice a last. She turned toward him.
llYall

"Captain, will you remove—" his hand went to his cheek, traced the familiar swirl of hisHome Troop,
touched the nchaka.

Shefrowned. "Y ou said you wanted to soldier in my unit, didn't you?"

Nelirikk gulped. "Yes, Captain.”

"And you said you wear those thingsto give fear to Liadens, right?"

"Y es, Captain.”

"Well, my troop ain't giving fear to Liadens. My troop isaming to give fear to Y xtrang, you got that?"

He stared, wrenched his mind toward thinking about Y xtrang as the enemy—and touched his
maturity-mark once more.

"l understand, Captain.”
She shifted on the crate and caught his eyesin aglance so fey he found he could not bresk it.

"Y ou gonna be able to run this gag, Beautiful ?* Her voice was comradely, though the Terran words
confused.

Asif she sensed his confusion, she asked again, in High Liaden: "Are you able to nurture the children of
your actions, Nelirikk Explorer?

He bowed. "I am held by my word to an—honorable opponent. It is understood that the troop failed in
honor and sent me to find my degth. | striveto do better for the children of my actions.”

"Right." Shewas back in Terran. "When were you supposed to be picked up?’
"In 9x days, locd midnight.”

"OK, givethe scout your ID, well take care of that detail. In the meantime, your orders are to cooperate
with Chen, heal up, eat and rest. Have to spend aday or two in here, | think—" she glanced at the scout,
who nodded thoughtfully.

"WEell get you acomputer and atech to show you the basics. The scout'll work up an outline for you to
fallow. Information, OK? And in your spare time, you can brush up on your Terran. Can't haveyou
mistaking an order in the heat of things." She jumped down from the crate and stared up a him, along
way. "Questions?"

His head spun; he was suddenly as weary asif he had been fighting for days and deep seemed very
sweet. "No, Cap—" he began, then: "Y es, Captain. What will be my position in the troop?' Did they
mean to keep him herein this cage, inputting data.until he ran dry? Something in him refused to believeit
of the scout, while dl hislifes accumulated experience clamored that it wasthe only rationd usethey
might put himto.

"Pogtion in thetroop, isit?' Shefrowned. "Y ou will be the captain's persona aide. Y ou will report



directly to the captain." Her eyes gleamed. "That OK by you?'

The captain's persona aide? Ndirikk blinked and looked to the scout, but was unable to read anything in
that smooth face but aweariness as profound as his own.

"That isOK by me," he said, and tried not to sse Commander Carmody's grin. "Thank you, Captain."”
"Don't thank meyet," she said grimly and Commander Carmody laughed.
Sheturned away, the scout attentive at her elbow, then checked and turned back.

" 'Nother thing." She pointed at the Liaden. ™Y ou gave him an oath, swearing to protect him and hisline,
right?'

Ndirikk grabbed after hiswavering atention. "Y es, Captain.”

"Yes, Captain,” sherepeated and sighed. "Y ou ask him what that means! Y ou ask him if he'sgot triplets,
or an aged father?'

Liaden clan structure was a complex socid architecture. Ndlirikk had studied it, as one Sudies everything
available regarding an enemy, but had no confidence that his understanding approached actuality. He
tried to keep the dismay he felt from reaching hisface.

“No, Captain.”

She sghed again. "Gonnalearn the hard way, ain't you? Anything short of adirect order, if aLiaden asks
you to do something, get details, accazi?'

"Yes, Captain.”

"Fine. Now, the details you didn't get in this case include the fact that the scout and me are lifemates.”
She came astep forward, peering up into hisface. "Y ou savvy lifemates, Beautiful 7'

"l—am not certain, Captain.”

"Get certain. The broad outline isthat him and me are one person. If | go down, the scout speaks with
my voice. If the scout goes down—"

Something of his dawning distress must have shown after dl, because she grinned and nodded her head.

"Tricky, right? Gottawatch him every minute.” She glanced at the doorway, which was cycling opento
admit ateam of two, pulling agurney, which supported a whole-body med-box, or autodoc, according
to Terran. Ndlirikk looked &t the captain doubtfully: such things were reserved for generds...

"That's Chen," the captain said. "Gonna get cracking on those cuts and erase the tattoos, all according to
orders." She paused, tapped her cheek where his carried the nchaka.

"Y ou don't worry about this one—man's scars are his own—buit the tattoos make you look like an
Y xtrang, when what you areisan Irregular. Can't have you gettin' shot by our side when Commander
Carmody thinks you're so valuable, right, Jase?"

"Right you are, Captain Redhead! | think helll ook charming in amustache, Chen."

"Do our best," the tech said easily as he approached Nelirikk with ahand-reader. "All right, son, roll up
the deeve, and let's see what you're made of ."



Sighing, Nélirikk obeyed, and when he looked around again, he was aone with the techs.

LUFKIT

EPLING STREET

The day wasfine, the sun high, the air bright and bracing. Sheather filled hislungs appreciatively ashe
moved down the soft strip of concrete toward the living-place of AngelaLizardi, Senior Commander
Retired, Lunatic Unit Inective.

The T'carais, his brother Edger, did not accompany him on thismission. They had reasoned that two of
the Clutch, walking together in an areawhere non-humans were not often found, would excite comment
among theloca population. Worse, the novety of the sighting would doubtless sharpen memories. Dull
remembrance wasin the best interest of Clutch and human-kin, should one such as Herbert Alan
Cogtello, the Juntavas buyer of secrets, find this place and begin hisaskings.

So did Sheather come alone to Angela Lizardi's home-place, bearing amessage from T'caraisto Elder
and another, which wasto be said to Miri Robertson and Va Con yosPhelium, should the Elder deem it
fitting that Sheather see and speak with those valued persons.

The numbers on the door-fronts counted thisway: 352, 354, 356. The door that adorned the number
named 358 was heavier than those other doors adorning other digits. This door was hewn of wood, not
formed of plastic. This door was scarred and gnarled, beaten by westher. It stood before him with the
aoof impartidity of an Elder, minding such duty aswasits own, and which was far beyond the ken of a
mere Seventh Shell.

Halted by the door, Sheather stood, great eyes dreaming on the scarred wood, accepting the awful
dignity of the barrier. After atime, when it seemed right to do o, helifted his hand and pressed afinger
very gently againgt the glowing white button set in the portd'sframe,

Beyond the scarred elder wood, music chimed, high and brief. Sheather waited.
After awhile, it seemed right to pressthe button once more. Again, the music sounded.

The day was noticeably less bright when Sheather assayed the button for the third time. Music sounded,
distant behind the door. Closer to hand, another music spoke.

"Thelady gone away."

Carefully, for hewaswell aware of thefragility of even full-grown humans, Sheather turned. Carefully, he
looked down.

A human eggling stood by hisknee, face uptilted like aflower, brown eyes opened wide.

Humans thought Clutch big-voiced. Sheather made what effort he could, to shape hisvoice smdler.
"I am looking for AngdlaLizardi, pretty eggling. Do you say she has|eft her home-place?’

The petal-pink skin rumpled as feathery brown eyebrows contracted.

"Lizzie-lady gone," she stated emphéticaly. "Mommasay. | like Lizzie-lady."

"Y our regard does you honor," Sheether said solemnly. "Do you know when Lizzie-lady |eft this place?’



The face puckered again, eyes misting in thought. Sheather stood respectfully, awaiting the outcome of
thought.

"Dilly! That voice was older, sharper. Sheather took his atention from the eggling and discovered a
woman bearing down upon him, the child, and the door.

Straight to the eggling rushed the woman, bending to snatch her hand, then snapping upright with such
force the child wasjerked an inch or two off the soft concrete.

"How many timesdo | haveto tdl you not to talk to strangers?' the woman asked the child, her irritation
and anger plain to Sheather's ears.

"Theeggling did measearvice," he said. The woman's eyes flicked to him and she went back a step,
taking the child with her. "I am in possession of amessage for Angela Lizardi and the eggling tellsme she
isaway from home. Might you know the day upon which sheis expected to return?’

The woman blinked, jerking the child closeto her side. "Liz |eft sudden a couple days ago. Sent mea
note to keep an eye on the place. We used to watch each other's places, back when | first come onto
thisstreet. Liz traveled more back then. Where she went thistime or when she's coming back..." The
woman shook her head, backing away another step. "She didn't say. None of my business. All she asked
was to keep an eye on the place.”

"l understand,” Sheather stated, remembering to moderate hisvoice. "It isnot my intention to call you
from your duty. | am... sorry... not to have met AngelaLizardi a home. Perhaps| shdl find her at home
another day."

The woman frowned, thrugting the eggling asfar behind her as possible while ill maintaining afirm grip
on her hand. "If | wasyou and | wanted to get amessageto Liz, I'd go to Soldier'sHall and leave word
there. Chances are shelll have given them someplace to find her.”

"Thank you," said Shegther, inclining hishead. "Y our suggestion has merit.”

"Glad | could help," the woman said and abruptly spun, snatched the eggling into her arms and dashed
hestily down thewalk.

Sheather paused to review his actions, but could identify nothing in his conversation or stance that might
have suggested danger to the woman. Still, he conceded, where the safety of an eggling wasthe stake, it
behooved an adult to be seven-times prudent.

Soldier'sHall, now. He felt he understood the location of that building, on the other side of the city. He
would first go to his brother Edger and report these happenings outside the home-place of Angela
Lizardi. Most especidly would he report the Elder Door and the wise eggling. And then the two of them
might walk out into the coolth of Lufkit's evening and seek Soldier'sHall together.

EROB'SHOLD

PRACTICE GROUNDS

Nelinkk emerged from the luxury of the autodoc healed, well-fedling and clean-faced, but for the nchaka
and agtartling bristle of silky brown hair sprouting between nose and mouth. The hair of hishead had
likewise sprouted from the soldier's crop he had worked so hard to maintain to asoftly curling mop fully

four fingerslong.



As he scraped the stubble from his chin with the razor General Stores had provided, aong with leather
clothing such as he had seen others wearing, he studied this new face in the mirror.

The eyes—dark blue, surrounded by short, thick lashes— were as dways, Sartling in the naked expanse
of hisface. The nchaka—that was comfort, though it was barely more than abeige thread in the
unrelieved brown of exposed flesh. The beard, the salf-same beard that had plagued hisfacefor al of
twenty-five Cycles, was acomfort. By the time hefinished shaving, he thought he might recognize himself,
were he to come upon areflection unaware.

One Wington—a soldier old in war, as Ndlirikk read him—arrived as he was finishing the breskfast that
had been brought to him and for an hour it was drill—signals, emblems, indgniaand cal sgns—until the
old soldier announced himsdlf stisfied.

"That'sfine. Y ou keep that hard to mind, now, hear me? Hate to have to shoot you ‘cause you missed a
cdl."

Mindful of his status asrecruit, Nelirikk saluted as he had been shown. "Sir. | will not shame your
teaching.”

Wington laughed and waved a hand, aready moving toward the door. "Hell, | ain't no'sir,’ boy. Just stay
alive and keep Cap'n Redhead the same, and you done me dl the honor | could want."

The door opened and Winston was gone; it stayed open to admit atechnician and the scout. The
technician pushed a gurney bearing a computer. The scout had aloop of cable over one shoulder.

"Explorer, | find you wel?*

Ndirikk bowed, hand over heart, as he had seen the scout give to their captain, and answered in Terran,
as he had been addressed.

"Scout, | am morewd | than | have beenin many Cycles™

The little man nodded as the tech pushed the gurney against the wall, locked the wheels down and pulled
out the keyboard.

"The med tech tdls us that you were sadly undernourished. He took the liberty of injecting vitamins and
supplementa nutrients.” He smiled. "We are charged with feeding you up,’ which directive | hope you
seefit to take asan order.”

He moved to the gurney. The tech took the cable, deftly made her connections and left with anod to
them both, uncoiling the cable as she went.

The door stayed open after she exited.

Nelirikk looked to the scout, but the scout was at the computer, touching the on-switch, nodding asthe
screen camelive.

"I have congtructed a program,” he murmured, "asthe captain directed. Attend me, if you please."”

Nelirikk came forward and stood at the scout'sright hand, marveling again at the other's seeming frailty.
Y et he had fought like asoldier, winning through to his god despite the logic that said hewastoo small to
preval.

One thin hand moved on the keypad. The screen flashed and Terran words formed.



"Y ou will be given aquestion. Two consecutive returns signals an end to your answer. Should a point
require clarification, you will be prompted. When al is made clear, you will be given another question.”
He looked up, green eyes bright.

"Questions and prompts arein Terran, to ad you in perfecting your grasp of that tongue. Should it be
required, atouch of the query key, here, will bring up arendering of the same question in Trade."

"I understand,” Ndlirikk said, around the chill in his belly. The man beside him tipped his head.

"Shdl you honor your oath, Nelirikk Explorer?' he asked, of asudden in the Liaden High Tongue. "Or is
it that you believe | shdl not honor mine?!

Nelirikk took abreath. " Scout, it will take many daysto empty me entirely, no matter how clever your
program.”

"So it would," the scout said in brisk Terran. "However, the captain cannot spare you from your duty for
many days. Y ou are required to report to her at evening arms practice. In the meantime, thisis your duty
and | will leaveyou toit. After you have given me your recall code.”

Nélirikk stood for amoment, then forced himself to move over to the place where his pack lay beside the
shameful rifle. He had sworn, he reminded himself, as he reached insde and removed the recall beacon.
He had sworn, and the Troop had sent him to die, which was the least of the Troop's Snsagaingt him.

Y et, it was as hard as anything he had donein hislife, to pull the beacon out and lay it in the fragile hand
of aman of the race of the enemy.

The scout received the beacon with abow, green eyes solemn.

"Battle-duty, Explorer. | do not ask you to forgiveit. | only say that | would not requireit of you, for less
than the lives which must be preserved.”

The understanding of an arms-mate, from one who was no soldier? Ndirikk felt something in him ease,
and he nodded in the Terran manner.

"l hear you. It isno shame, that asoldier fight asasoldier must.” He drew abreath. ™Y ou will wish to
know the place," he said, and rummaged in the pack once more for the captured map.

"Here," he said, unfolding it on the floor between them. The scout knelt down to see where hisfinger
pointed, studied the area and nodded—nodded again as Nelirikk recited the procedure for sounding the
recal.

"l shdl contrive," he said, rising lightly to his meager height. "And now | shal leave you to your duty, and
attend mine. | advise you—as a comrade—be on time to the captain.”

A bow without flourish and he vanished through the open doorway. Ndlirikk cinched the pack, picked up
the usdessrifle and walked over to that tempting portal. The smal stone room beyond was empty,
though there was doubtless a sentry outside the door in the right-hand wall. Still, ablow from therifle
would settle a sentry and gain him aworking firearm.

Therifle was heavy in his hand. He had sworn, by Jela. And the Troop had sent him usdesdy to die.

Néirikk walked back insde the larger room, lay therifle next to the pack and carried a packing crate
over to the computer. He sat down, adjusted the height of keyboard and screen, read the first question,

and began to type.



"OK," Miri told her troops. "Dismissed. Armsdrill inan hour.”

The vets shed inherited—a couple 'faks, like Winston, who'd asked for the patrol, and a handful of
others who had been separated from their units by the invasion—swung on out toward the messtent like
they'd just had anap instead of atwenty mile hike. The greenies mooched out considerably dower, a
couple walking like their feet hurt. Which, Miri conceded, they probably did.

In point of fact, her own back hurt from the unaccustomed weight of afull equipment pack, rifleand
comm. But she stood tall until the last of the Irregulars was out of sight before sighing and reaching for the
straps.

"Tired, chatrez?' Hisvoice wasin her ear, his hands taking the weight of the pack as she eased it down.
"Tdl youwhat it is" she said, as hishands settled on her shoulders, "1 got soft.”

"Ah," Vd Con replied, comprehensively. Hisfingerswere kneading gently, finding and smoothing the
knotsin her muscles, apparently by instinct. Miri sighed and bent her head forward. He rubbed the back
of her neck.

"Gods, that's good. Don't get carried away, though. | wanna be dert when | introduce your pet Y xtrang
to hisunit.”

"Our pet Yxtrang," he corrected, softly. She felt him shift balance, and then shivered with pleasure ashe
ran histongue around the edge of her ear.

"Watch that stuff. I'm an officer.”
"Soam|." Henipped her earlobe lightly, hands pressing her waist.

Miri sighed, savoring the sensation a second longer, then dowly straightened. Va Con released her
immediately, though she seemed to fed amoment of wistful lust, echoing and enforcing her own fedings,
just before sheturned to face him.

"Got more ways than akitten, don'cha?’ She amiled, reached out to touch his cheek, tracing the line of
the scar.

"If the captain pleases.”

"Big joke" she said mournfully, shaking her head. "Now, | think the new addition to thefamily isjust as
respectful as he oughtabe. Do you good to watch how he carrieson.”

"l assureyou, | intend to watch how he carries on very carefully, indeed.”

She cocked her head. "Hey, you were the guy took his oath and sponsored him into the Irregulars. Now
you got second thoughts?!

"Say rather that | do not dice with my lady'slife. Ndlirikk undertakes no easy thing here. To completely
cut himsdf off from his people, his culture, hislanguage? Worse, to give an oath of serviceand goto live
among the enemy, the most of whom see him as an object to be vilified, hated, and feared?' He shook
his head.

"Wishing only to honor hisoath, yet he may fail of it."
Miri stared a him. "So you figure hélll crack quick?"



"l figure,” Va Con sad, taking her hand and beginning to walk dowly in the direction of the messtent,
"that the luck has favored us, in that Nelirikk has been so badly used by his people. | take him for aman
who possesses a strong and innate sense of Balance, else he would never have allowed himsdif to be
persuaded to that oath. If we are clever, and give him what he starves for—work, discipline, and
respect—we may yet preserve him.”

Miri chewed on that awhile as they continued their meander across the grass. "How come you're so
interested in thisguy? | know you said you owe him, but there's something more than that, ain't there?"

Therewasasmdl slence. "This Jela whom Nelirikk swears by—he of the neck-jewe ?"
She nodded.

"One of the founders of Clan Korva was CantrayosPhe-lium's partner, aman named Jela, who had
been asoldier. Itis Jaas Tree that our clan watches over, in fulfillment of an oath he had from Cantrato
keep it safe, should hefdl. My study of Korva's Diariesinclines meto believe that Ndlirikk's Jdaisthat
identicd soldier.”

IIG.].II

Diariesfrom atime before Terrahad space. A soldier in the family who happened to have the same name
assome 'Y xtrang war-leader. A tree which was paid the courtesy of abow and a promiseto recdl it to
its parent. Miri sighed to hersdlf.

He believes every word of it, Robertson. Look at the man's pattern. He might be crazy, but he ain't
lying.

"So what's that make you?' she asked, asthey approached the messtent. "Cousins?'
He smiled and squeezed her hand lightly. "More like students of the same master.”
Shelet him see her dghthistime. "OK," she said. "WEell give the man his shot.”

"Thank you, chatrez,” Vd Con murmured, dropping her hand and dlowing her to preceed him into the
tent. "And remember, | will bewetching.”

* kx %

The vets arrived on the field first, took their places and composed themselves to wait for the newbiesto
dragglein and sort themsdvesinto lines.

A tall figure strode smartly acrossthe field, Straight up to where Miri stood near the Stuation board, Va
Con at her back.

"Reporting for duty, Captain." Nelirikk snapped a sharp salute, now he had the mereway of it. Not only
that, he was on time—not late, not early. On time.

Bland-faced, shetook his saute, then walked around him as she had the first time, with him nothing but
blood, sweat, and nerves and looking as much like a street brawler asa soldier.

Today, leathers gleaming and boots glowing, he was clearly asoldier. His utility belt held its pouch and
the knife he had used in the fight with VVa Con, enclosed in a battered but well-oiled sheath. He stood at
attention like he meant it, eyes front while she completed her leisurdly circuit.

Hewas big, but totally lacking the exuberant massiveness that characterized Jase Carmody. NdlirikKk,



Miri thought, lived private. His eyes might give him away. Maybe.

Without the tattoos, hisface was ordinary: two eyes, anose, amouth, and adecidedly square jaw. The
rapid-grown hair was sandy brown and wavy. The mustache was a sandy brown brush over thethin
ungmiling mouth.

Circuit done, she crossed her arms and looked up at him.
"Explorer. Isyour kit complete?*

"If the captain pleases. | havenot asdearm.”

"| seethat. Anything dse missng?”

"No, Captain.”

"Enough ration-barsfor your needs?’

"If the captain pleases. | am not informed of amisson. The kit and rations are more than adequate for
generd ue"

Miri nodded. "Can you march in those boots today ?*
"Yes, Captain.”

"Could you march in them again tomorrow?"

"Yes, Captain.”

What she did then was probably as stupid as anything Va Con'd done on behalf of this man, but she
didn't question theright of it. A soldier who didn't have asidearm was no soldier at all. Ndlirikk, apro,
would know that, right down in hisgut.

"Think you can work with the quartermaster?”

Thetiniest flicker of surprise at the back of those careful blue eyes. "Yes, Captain.”
"Good. After arms practice, you'll draw asidearm and ammo.”

"Yes, Captain.”

"All right,” Miri said, flicking alook over the field. The lines were formed now, soldiersat field rest. Time
for class.

"Congder yoursdlf on duty. And remember to draw extra protein and a second dessert at mess. Orders
from the head med tech.”

"Y es, Captain."

She marched forward, Nelirikk at her shoulder. VVa Con took hisusua place, alittle off to the side of the
main action, and stood there, bland-faced and perfectly calm. His pattern, when she looked at it,
displayed someinteresting tensions, but no real darm. He waswatching, like hed said. Aware of the

possibility of danger.

"All right, Irregulars,” she called out over afidd that was suddenly very quiet, indeed. "Thisis Beautiful.
He'smy aide and helll be assisting in today's hand-to-hand drill. Squads count off by threes and—"



"Thatisan Y xtrang!"

Oh, hell, Miri thought, locating the miscreant. jin'Bardi. Of courseit would be jin'Bardi. Man hadn't
given her aminute's peace since he'd showed up a Erob'sin the first wave of refugeesfrom the city.
Worst part was, when he put hismind to it, he could soldier.

"No chatter!" Reynolds, that was, avet from Higdon's Howlers, and, like the rest of the vets, strawboss
to adouble-dozen newbies. jin'Bardi, predictably, ignored him.

"| say that thing isan Y xtrang, Captain! Do you deny it?"

Miri glared him down thefield, which didn't do much good, jin'Bardi being a mean-tempered somebody,
and answered, voice level and pitched to carry to the last soldiers on the field.

"l say thismanisan Irregular, mister. Report for kitchen duty after arms practice.” Shelooked out over
the quiet field. "Count off."

"And | say no!" jin'Bardi left his place and ran toward her. Shefelt Va Con shift—stopped himwith a
shoulder-twitch.

"At ease, Beauttiful "

"That isnot aman!" jin'Bardi ydled, voice echoing over thefidd. "And if you think that it is, you are not
fittolead thisunit!"

You damn fool, Miri thought at jin'Bardi. The vets exchanged glances among themsalves, and Winston
took the lead.

"Now, see, among us real meres, there'satradition, kinda, where if somebody don't like the way the
captain'sleading, they can go hand-to-hand and whoever wins, their opinion wins, too. | ain't especialy
advising you to try that against Cap'n Redhead. What I'm advising for you isto take the fifty years
kitchen patrol you just earned, and get back in line so'swe can drill."

He paused and looked around the field, his gaze crossing Miri'sfor aningtant. One eydidflickedina
wink.

"l a@n't got no problem with Beautiful joining up. Fact, I'm glad to have him. Can awaystell ared soldier
by the way he keeps himself, and shows proper respect to command.”

The tenson was easing out of the field—or it would haveif jinBardi hadn't chosen that particular moment
to sing out, loud and clear: "Fine, then! | challenge the captain here and now to hand-to-hand combat.”

Miri Sighed wesarily, sensing rather than seeing Va Con drifting in from the sidelines. Beautiful stood at
her back, at ease like she'd told him. She hoped.

"jin'Bardi, you got adeathwish?’
"Afradto fight me, Captain?'

"In your dresms." Damn the man. Nothing for it, now. "Troops!" she shouted acrossthefield. "Form a
arde”

She unbuckled her belt and handed it to Beautiful, who dung it over hisright shoulder, which, by a
fascinating coincidence placed her sde arm in position for areasonably quick draw. He folded her
battle-jacket carefully and placed it between hisfeet.



jinBardi stripped off his belt and jacket and looked around, but nobody was offering to hold them. He
dumped the jacket onto the ground, belt on top.

The circle had formed to include Beautiful. Winston was on one side of him, Miri noticed. Reynolds was
on the other. Va Conwas on thefar side of the circle, not quite directly opposite Beautiful. She hoped
he had sense enough not to interfere with this one. There redly wasn't any need for him to be concerned.
She could take jin'Bardi hand-to-hand. The problem was going to be remembering not to kill him.

In the center of the circle, sheturned to facejin'Bardi.
"Beautiful!" shecaled out. "Givethe mark."

"Mark in three, Captain. One Captain. Two Captain. Three" jinBardi camein fad, like shed known he
would, trying to artle her into astumble. She sidestepped, got afoot around his ankle and a hand under
his elbow and let him do most of thework of flipping himsdf onto his back.

He hit hard, but came up in aquick snarl of motion, and was heading back, low thistime, and it wasn't
until hewasright on her that she saw the tdlltale gleam.

Shetwisted and at |east he knew better than to lead with the knife. She countered with amove Val Con
had taught her, dancing away, feinting in with akick, tempting the knife.

Andjin'Bardi, theidiot, took the bait.

It was quick, then. She dapped the knife away and gave him aride over her shoulder, damming him flat.
Theair went out of him with an audible whoosh and while he was seeing stars, she spun, grabbed the
knife, and spun back, pinning hisarmswith her knees, and put the edge under his ear until she saw the
first drop of blood and red fear in jin'Bardi's eyes.

"Give me one reason why | shouldn't cut your stupid throat! ™

He stared up at her, and it wasterror, now, and she kept the knife snug, wanting to be sure he was going
to remember today's lesson for the rest of hislife. No matter how short it was.

"If the captain pleases.” The recruit's voice was near and respectful.

Now what? " Permission to speak.”

"Thank you, Captain. Thisfighter shows potentid of becoming a skilled soldier, with training.”
Mithras, give me strength.

"Y ou offering to take him on, Beautiful? Whip him into shape?'

"If the captain pleases. For the good of the troop.” jin'Bardi's eyes were showing alot of white. Hisface
was an interesting sort of greenish-gold color and wet with sweset. Miri leaned close, talking red quiet.

"I'm going to move the knife, jin'Bardi, and then I'm going to stand up and back away three paces. Then
you're going to stand up and present yourself to Beautiful. Vary, and you're meat. Are we clear?

"Clear, Captain," he managed, sounding pretty hoarse. He swalowed. "1 yield," he added. High Liaden.
"You bet," shereturned in Terran, and took the knife away.
Sherose, backed away and stood holding the knife while he climbed painfully to hisfeet and walked



over to where the big man stood between Winston and Reynolds, hisfaceimpassive.

jinBardi was shaking and he must've been hurting, but give him credit, he walked right up to Ndlirikk and
sduted.

Nelirikk didn't move. "It is proper discipline to thank the captain for avaluable lesson.”

Therewas amoment of utter stillnessfrom jin'Bardi. The circlewaited. In her head, Va Con's pattern
was cold, watchful, and stringently calm.

Sowly, jin'Bardi turned and bowed. " Thank you, Captain, for avauable lesson.”

"No problem," she said and looked up at Beautiful. "Take this guy to the medics and have them check
him out, then report back here. Give my stuff to Winston."

"Yes, Captain.” A sdute. Her belt and jacket changed hands and Beautiful moved back from the circle,
jin'Bardi, shoulders dumping, began to follow, was stopped by araised pam.

"Itisproper discipline," Beautiful stated, remorsalesdy unemotiona, “to take leave of the captain.”

Once again, jin'Bardi turned, made the effort and straightened his shoulders, snapped asdute. "Captain.”
She nodded. The two of them moved away and the circle began to come apart. Miri walked forward.
As he came even with the situation board, jin'Bardi abruptly spun. "I want my knife back!"

Nelirikk stopped. "If the captain pleases,”" he coached, "may | have my weapon.”

Miri stopped, feding the weight of the thing in her hand, and something tickling at the edge of her mind.
The balance was good...

"Y ou want this?" she snapped.
"Yes," jinBardi snapped back and that quick the knife reversed itself and she threw.

Theknifetumbled inthe air, traveling fast, much too fast for jin'Bardi to have timeto move. The blade
passed so close to his cheek it seemed to glide over the skin, then buried itself deep in the Situation
board, alock of hishair pinned tight.

"Say 'thank you, Captain," Nelirikk directed into the absolute stillness that followed the knifée's thunk, "
‘for returning my wegpon.™ jin'Bardi licked hislips. Thank you, Captain,” he said faintly, "for returning
my wespon.”

After amoment, Ndirikk reached over and pulled the knife from the board. He offered it, hilt first, to the
sheking Liaden.
"Soldier, your wegpon. Inspect it for damage as we walk to the medical center.”

Around her, she arted to hear buzzes as the Irregulars shook themselves back into norma mode. Miri
turned, caught Va Con's eye and decided she/d worry about where she'd learned how to throw aknife
likethet later.

"All right!" she shouted, over the growing noise. " Squads count off by three for hand-to-hand drill!
Double-time"



LIAD
DEPARTMENT OF INTERIOR
COMMAND HEROQUARTERS

The operative commissoned to discover what nature of mishap had desiroyed Tyl Von sg'Alda's ship,
innocently in orbit about the busy world of Waymart, had filed her report.

Despite that this document directly contravened severd apparently known facts, Commander of Agents
readily accepted the operative's assertion that no such ship had been in orbit about Waymart during the
gpan of days designated in the search grid, nor had such a ship exploded upon the day, hour, and
nanosecond a so named. The operative expressed hersdlf quite certain of these things.

Commander of Agents ordered the operative to her immediate superior for degp questioning under the
drug, but it was aformality. He believed her report, utterly. Oh, certainly, he had the raw data received
from the hidden transmitter upon sg'Alda’s ship, aswell as his own excellent memory of event. Mere
facts.

And facts, as any Agent knowswell, are open to manipulation.
Seated behind his desk in the room of chronometers, Commander of Agentsindulged in fantasy.

Tyl Von sg/Alda, thefairy tale went, had not departed the world of Vandar. Indeed, let it be that he had
died there, during that brief period in which his ship had rested on world.

Va Con yosPhdium, rogue Agent, having overpowered the man sent to return himsdlf or his severed
head to Headquarters, used the ship'skey and lifted to orbit. There, he had not after all dawdled, but
engaged himsdlf in afever of busyness, first seeking and then subverting the hidden beacon, the existence
of which he would have easily deduced. That done, he had Jumped, but never, so Commander of Agents
was willing to wager, for Waymart.

Or perhaps he had, as he was both subtle and intelligent.

In short, Commander of Agents concluded hisfantasy, Va Con yosPhelium could be anywherein the
gaaxy, not excluding the halway outside his Commander's door.

A peculiarly unnerving conceit, thet.
It would all, of course, need to be checked.

With afedling not unlike dread, Commander of Agentsleaned forward and touched the switch that
would summon his second to him.

A team of Agents, S0 he considered, in the few moments before that efficient person appeared. Certainly,
ateam of Agentsto Vandar, to discover the whereabouts of Tyl Von sig'Alda, or the manner of his
death. What €lse? How might they now discover ahint to Va Con yosPhdium's thought, a clue that
might point to his ultimate destination?

"Y ou summoned me, Commander?' His second bowed and then stood slent.

Commander of Agents stirred, issued his orders regarding the team and the maximum priority misson
they were to undertake. His second bowed. "Thereis something €l s2?"



Where? Where might he go, whose clan, save one, was scattered to the Prime Points? What cause might
move him more strongly? Balance? Or the safety of hiskin? What reason might be read into random
action? Which actions were deliberately random? Which only mimed chaos, with cold reason asthe
lodestone?

Wherewould he go, with dl the galaxy to choose from?

"Digpatch ateam to Jeaza Kazone," Commander of Agents said to his second. "1 do not wish Anthora
yosGalan to depart her clanhouse just now. Contain her, firdt. If necessary, detain her.”

His second bowed. It would be done.

"Also," Commander of Agents said, hearing himself with something akin to astonishment. "Theraw deta
regarding the Terran female. Robertson. Have that sent to me here, Commander's Priority."

Again, his second bowed. "At once, Commander.”

LIAD
JELAZA KAZONE

It was late when she closed the old book and returned it to its place among itsfellows. That done, she
stretched, hands high over her head, feet above the floor, chair tipped nearly horizontal. For the count of
ten, she held the pogition, taut, every muscle straining. On eleven, she went abruptly limp, breath
exploding outward in a"hah!" that echoed aong the metal walls.

The chair snapped back to vertical and she laughed, using one hand to push the wild tumble of dark hair
up out of her face. The other hand she held negligently downward, pam out, fingers curled in silent
summons at the comb that had deserted its duty and now lay on the floor three feet beyond her languid

grasp.

Thus summoned, the comb flew to her hand. She used it to anchor the hastily twisted knot of her hair,
fingerslingering dong the satiny wood. Thiswas a precious object—carved by Daav yosPhdium, Va
Con'strue-father, to adorn the hair of hisown dear lady. It had come to Anthoraon her hafling
nameday, given by Va Con. Thus, the gift was thrice precious and it was the ornament she wore most
often.

She giretched again, somewhat less heroically and accompanied by ayawn, then gently came erect.

Y oungest of the yosGalans, she had inherited the full body of their Terran mother without the height
necessary to satisfactorily complete the effect. Still, shewas of Korva, and apilot of theline, light on her
feet and eegant in her bearing.

She turned now, spinning agraceful circle, and called doud, "Lord Merlin? Come, sir. Wewak and then
wedeep.”

Her voice came back from the meta walls, deep and nappy as velvet, with aring that glittered off the
edge of the ear and might, after dl, have been thewalls.

From somewhere down within the books came a"Mmer-wef!" and the thump of something solid striking
carpet. A moment later, arather large gray cat sauntered 'round the edge of a shelf and looked up at her
out of round golden eyes.

Anthora smiled and moved toward the door, the cat flowing aong at her ankle. He waited patiently while



she worked the pressure-latch and followed her into the paneled halway, then waited again while she
canceled thelighting and sedled the library tight.

Duty done, the cat and the woman waked down the hallway and out into the inner garden.

The garden waslit by star-shine—well enough for one who knew the way. Anthorawaked dowly,
savoring the night air, cool with the scent of growing things. Down and 'round the path she walked, til she
came to the center, the heart-place, of the garden, and here she l&ft the path, and moved across the moss
to lay her hand against Jelaza Kazone, Jalas Fulfillment, known to the World as Korval's Tree.

"Good evening, Elder,” she murmured, and felt her pam grow warm, whereit lay againgt the bark. She
breathed deeply of the cool, minty scent and leaned back, settling her shoulders comfortably. At her feet,
in avee made by two shdlow roots, Merlin tucked himsdlf, front feet under his chest, golden eyes dits of
satifaction.

In the minty dark, Anthoraclosed her eyes. Purposefully, shefilled her lungswith the scented air, Jelaza
Kazone warming her back through the house tunic shewore. Sowly, asif of their own valition, her hands
rose, pamsvulnerableto the sars.

Anthora opened her Inner Eyes across the dazzle of the gdaxy and in nightly ritual, began to count.

There, the cool flame that was Nova, blurred by the veiling of hyperspace. And, there—Shan, warm asa
hug. Through him, less Seen than extrapolated, Anthorafound Priscilla. And there—there was Cousin
Pet Rin, doof, asever.

It wasafoolishritud initsway, there being no aid she might send to those so distant, should shefind
them in distress. Shelived in no little dread, who was considered the heedless one, of the night she might
count onefrail candle missing and nothing she could do to recover the flame.

Still, she persisted, taking comfort where it was offered— and so far tonight she had counted
four—Nova, Shan, Priscilla, Pat Rin—safe, for now, and treasured.

So, onward. She took another deliberately deep breath and cast her mind out once more. Va Con...

Shefound him, hisflame brilliant as before the Wrongness, which Anthoranow knew was named the

Department of Interior, and a his shoulder abonfire, which was Miri-his-lifemate, whom Anthora had
yet to embracein asster'swelcome.

Wil enough, six, and herself made seven. She brought her thought toward an easier god, touched the
children—Quin, Padi, Syl Vor, Mik and Shindi—and Great-aunt Kareen yosPhelium, and Cousin Luken
bel Tarda, bright, al bright, in their safeplaces, then took deeper bresth and flung her mind wider till.

She had first noted this one during her pregnancy with the twins. In that heightened state of power, it had
been as plain to her as acomet on the horizon. Now, it was the glitter of ajeweled pinhead, sometimes
sensed, sometimes seen, and sometimes logt entirely in the clamor of the worldsintervening. Tonight, she
thought she would missit, then caught aflash of itsunique glitter, at the extreme edge of her ability to
read.

There was no nameto put to thistiny gem of flame, yet she welcomed it as she welcomed the flames of
her named and known kin and dreaded itsloss as nearly.

So then, of adults, counted and known, nine. Of children, the full complement of five. Clan Korval,
numbering precisay fourteen, from the el dest to the youngest. The warmth at her back grew briefly
warmer and Anthorasmiled as she lowered her hands.



Fifteen, of course. One did not discount the Tree.

But even with the Tree, it did seem few—very few, indeed. No skill that lay to her hand would reved the
number of those who hunted them—Dbut she guessed them to be far in excess of—fifteen.

She opened her eyes and stepped away from the Tree, but without the spring of joy the counting of her
kin most usudly gave her. Instead, she bade the Tree good evening in atone that was nearly somber, and
went softly across the mossy carpet to the paved path, where she paused and glanced back.

"Lord Metldin?!

The cat opened his eyes, stood, stretched and sauntered to her, stropping once against her leg before
preceding her down the path, to the house and bed.

EROB'SHOLD
PRACTICE GROUNDS

Quickly, he discovered the joy of having too much to do.

It was made quite clear that he was to be the captain's shadow and bodyguard, and to perhaps carry
extracommunication equipment if required. He was then aspeciaist attached to the captain by her order,
outside the ordinary line of command.

There were times during the day when he was ordered to this place or that to return with amap or disk
or perhaps a bottle of something, and there were times when he stood watch duty as was hisright.

He knew, too, that he never stood watch alone—and that was understood as well.

At firdt, the scout was aways within range, the Captain's Blade, as Ndlirikk came to consider him, ready
to day any who might harm her. Gradually, the scout became less evident—was then missing entirely,
sent here and there by the captain's word—or by the word of those others, of higher command.

He met with those others—Commander Carmody, who proved himsdf an astute and cunning officer,
and an ederly Liaden who was made known to him as" Generd," apatriarch of the captain’'s clan—as
well as seniors of mercenaries and house guard.

By Y xtrang standards they were woefully understaffed in the mid- and low-levd officers, but truth
known, they were fighters and not functionaries.

They asked him fact and opinion, numbers and names, battle plans and supply schemes. Hetold
graightforward, and after a short time he understood they were not threatening when they asked "What
makes you think that?" or "Why would that be the case?’

In short, they trested him as he had not been treated since his days of exploration: asif he had amind as
well as eyes. He spent more time with the Al computer: its questions were wonderfully complex, and his
respect for the scout grew wider.

When he was not with the captain or in mess, he found it difficult not to be doing things. He studied as
well as he could, spending hoursin serious contemplation of colors and their meanings. And, on the
midnight that the scout and haf-a-dozen veteran soldiers awaited what transport the Y xtrang should send
to retrieve one they would rather had died, he began his dedication gift to the troop.

The command of the combined Terran and Liaden forces headquartered here now knew much of what



he knew, Nelirikk thought, as he carefully plied needle and thread. They knew and in the process of
laying dl before them, he had discovered truth. And in truth, after so many Cycles of hitterness, he found
acertain peace.

The 14th Conquest Corps had quite liberdly interpreted the ordersit had received. Hed heard the
rumor—and since none feared a no-troop, whose word was nothing but sound—he'd heard it in
numerous places.

The 14th Conquest Corps had determined to treat the target of along-planned multi-Corpsinvason asa
Target of Opportunity. It was abold move, born of the intelligence that the target world was in upheaval.
It was a move that—if successful—would advance the 14th to leadership over the 15th and 16th after
too dismal aturn as back-up and support auxiliaries.

S0, the 14th was reaching hard, straining for glory. Rather than take one continent fully and await the
15th, it had gone for both of the large ones. The need, after all, wasto own the planet when the other
unitsarrived.

If the 14th merely fdll short of its boldness—took one continent, but not both—the 15th would likely land
troops and claim the victory for its own, relegating the 14th once again to back-up.

However, if the 14th were defested. ..
Could such soldiers as he had seen here defeat the 14th Conquest Corps?
Nelirikk congdered that, snipping and sewing in the nighttime camp.

The Irregulars—his home troop—held anumber of strengths: 1ts captain was war-wise and intelligent,
neither over-bold nor underconfident. The scout was a strength, as the captain's near advisor, astrainer
in hand-to-hand, and as fabricator of weird devices of surprising effectiveness. The unit contained
perhaps twenty such as Wington, old in soldiering and canny inthefield.

That many of the Irregulars were rav—was weskness. Their overal numberswere, aso, aweakness,
but baancing that was the accumul ated experience of the senior officers and the fact that the Y xtrang
genera had not yet had time to secure more than afoothold on either continent as a base.

The 14th, Nelirikk considered, at last laying down his needle and stretching out on his cot, might well find
itsdlf with awar onits hands.

He woke abruptly, aware of some change too subtle to name, opened his eyes and saw the scout—athin
shadow againgt the dimnessin his quarters—cross-legged and at ease on the locker at the foot of the cot.

Thethrill of the discovery lay initsmessage. The scout was indeed that skilled. 1t was an honor to be
aigned with such aman.

"I regret,”" Ndlirikk said to the silent shadow, in Trade, for that was the language of the troop, "that my
current position makes a salute awkward, Scout Commander.”

"A saluteisout of order in the present moment. | come as—comrade, let us say—for your former
comrades have proven themselves unworthy of the honor.” The scout spoke hispiecein Y xtrang.

Ndlirikk felt astrange stir. Was this good news or bad? If the ambush had been successful then—

" waswithin view of the Site designated some time prior to the appointed hour. | remained twelve
twelves of ticks beyond. There was no sound, Explorer. No sighting.”



Shamewas arush of adrenaline that brought him upright on the cot. "By Jela, for aknifeto cut their
throatsl They—"

"They used your drop-off asarecon run. | suspect they even now listen for radio reports to determine
how far you might have come before being beset.” Thiswasin Terran. The captain had warned him of
this—that he would need to "think lively” if he were to follow conversation between herself and the scout.

There was amoment of silence, then in Liaden came a sentence spoken asif it were Y xtrang,
hard-edged and short.

"We speak now of Jela, whom you claim as near-clan.”
Nelirikk went till, looking carefully at the shadowed scout.
"If I have offended, | would know why. Jelas Troop was always honorable.”

"Indeed,” the little man said quietly. "1 am pleased to know that. For you should know that my clanis
respected, my house among the oldest on Liad. We are generdly accounted honorable, if misguided. The
name of my house— and of the tree which stands over it—is Jelaza Kazone."

The Liaden words swept by and it took him amoment to register the under sounds. Running them past
hisinner ear once more, Nelirikk shook hishead, Terran-wise.

"l cannot make whole what you tell me, Scout,” he said, "other than your house nameissimilar to Jelas.”

"No. Not an accident. Not merely smilar. The houseis JdazaKazone." There was a pause then, and a
shiftinlanguege:

"In Terran it becomes 'Jdas fulfillment' or, perhaps, ‘Jelas promise.

The language shifted again, without strain: "Trade might haveit as'Jeas contract' or ‘Jelas dream,’
depending on the speaker and how they think of Korval."

The scout went back to Liaden, the sentence spoken with inexorable exactness: "As| say,
Explorer-bound-to-Korva, my family, Clan Korva, is accounted honorable by many, and we of the
blood 4till live in the house firgt-built by Jelas arms-partner and bed-mate, CantrayosPhelium. Our
motto is| Dare."

The words echoed, found their match in the language of the Troop, and Nelirikk heard his own voice,
chanting the campfire tale from hisyouth:

" And when Jela had faced this challenge, and made his dozen upon the day, a soldier called out
from the ranks, "How do you dare this, small soldier, when one rush could take you down?'

"Jela shrugged, and smiled, and with knife in sheath and empty hands shown all around, said "'l
dare because | must. Who will dare for me, if | dare not dare for myself?' "

Nelirikk sat quietly, recalling the fierceness of the struggle between himself and the scout—and the irony
of it. That two of Jea's own should contend so! And who but the smallest should win? He laughed,
softly, inthe dark.

He sobered then, recalling things that the Troop did not know—or did not tell.
"Did Jdadieon Liad, then?'



"Alas," said the scout, as sober asif the death had been yesterday. " Jelatook one too many rear-guard,
permitting his partner and her ship to escape. That, after all, was the essence of their agreement: heto
guard the ship so the Tree might win through, she to guard the Tree, should hefdll.

"She came away with his son-to-be-born and the very Tree that stands above my house. The tree
here—Erob's large tree—is a seedling sent to sedl the dliance between our two houses. And | must
thank you for the Jelastory, for it isnot onewe havein the Diaries.”

"Diaries?" Ndlirikk felt hunger lick through him. To read Jdas own words? " Jdds diaries?'

"Not precisdly, though some of the log entries are surdly in hishand. Jelaslast years were spent with the
space captain, my ancient grandmother. In her logs and diary she wrote down much wisdom, some her
own and some his. The delms of Korva have kept the Diaries up, and study of them is part of each
clanmember's education, so we do not forget that which must be recalled.”

It was then that the scout offered treasure.

"Should we find oursdves able to leave here and return to Jdaza Kazone | will undertake to show what |
may of Jea, if you like. Thefirgt diary entry of him, and the tree he carried out of adesert far, far away."

Seated as he was, Ndlirikk contrived to bow. "A boon | would count it."
The scout inclined hisheed. "Asit isin my power, Explorer.”

There was not much to say then. Eventudly, the scout stood, bowed formally and with meaning entirely
too fine to be read properly in the available light, and dipped silently into the night.

DUTIFUL PASSAGE
IN JUMP

Primary operations had been moved to the rescue bridge. Priscilla, in charge of Second Team, was at
station on the main—no, Shan corrected himself—on the trade bridge. He gritted histeeth and ran the
board checks with athoroughnessthey scarcely required, sinceit wasthe third check held initiated within
the last half-hour.

The mood on the reserve bridge was of tension harnessed into purpose. The mood of the captain was of
frantic worry degenerating into terror.

Shan closed his eyes, ddiberately removing himself from board-drill and bridge, and ran the Hedler's
mentda exercisefor distance under duress and calmness under calamity.

He sighed once, centered in an unruffled crystaline pool, then opened his eyes again to the reserve
bridge.

Or the"war bridge" as Uncle Daav had used to cal it— most likely to tease Shan's father. Shan's
recollection of Daav yosPhelium was sparse, and memory's eyes had lately tried to trandate the barely
remembered featuresinto Va Con's well-known and beloved face.

Va Con, who they wereto meet at Lytaxin. Va Con, who would be delm—and quickly, it wasto be
hoped, so he might sort this mess they found themsdvesin and show the clan itsenemy.

Va Con, who had supposedly killed aman to gain his spaceship, who had warned Shan away from
"gppaling danger" while the Passage was being rigged for desth—



"We break Jump within the twelve, Captain,” Ren Zd said quietly from second board, and Shan pushed
al such thoughts away, even the growing fear that Va Con had not managed his murder, and was himsdlf
dead on some back-world—aye, and his lifemate buried with him.

"I have the mark," he told Ren Zd. "Prime to me, second string through four toggled in sequence. Courier
boat thirteen is cleared to depart the instant we break—your call, pilot.”

Ren Z€ flashed alook over-full with dark surprise, then inclined his head. "' Captain.”

"Trade bridge standing by, Captain,” Priscillas voice was cam as dways, but the corner of the screen
that should have contained her image was gray, gray, Jump gray.

"Acknowledge," he murmured. "Reserve bridgeis sequenced backup boards two through four. Trade
bridge should stand ready to take fifth string—captain's bridge?'

"Monitoring, Captain." Seth was as matter-of-fact asif they'd been discussing routine shuttle
maintenance. Or asif he didn't know that matters would be very bad indeed by the time control of the
ship shunted to the captain's bridge.

Ten seconds to break-out, by the countdown at the bottom right of the screen... nine... eight... seven...

There was no room now for silly worries; no room for anything but the weary, familiar, bone-known drill
while the ship gave one last gasp around them and the gray screens shattered into starsand an darm
went bong and...

"Courier, hold!" Ren Zd commanded and the collison warning howled as the main screen filled with the
image of the tumbling abandoned weapons pod...

"All shielddl" Shan caled out even as his hands dapped the toggles.

The screen flashed, blurred—and the ship shook as the tremendous energy of the explosion bathed the
Passage in radiation so fierce the shieldsflared.

"Air loss, Captain," Priscillareported from the trade bridge. "'Pod dock holed—emergency sedson.”

"Get it!" Shan commanded, scanning the gauges, shifting afinger to touch another control. "Tower. Rugty,
what do we have?'

"Ears,” camethe laconic reply; "but not many. Y ou're carrying lots of stuff in the shield fields, Captain,
and it'sblocking most incoming....."

The main screen showed athrobbing blue-green shimmer with an occasiond lightning-like flash. Shan
flicked aglance at thefiltering gauge and nearly gasped at the energy required to dim the scintillations to
this near-blinding brightness.

"Mother attend ud" Priscillacried. " Shan—"

"l seeit." Heflicked toggles, shunting computer time to the andysis board, which gobbled every
nanosecond greedily—and offered up a schematic of the problem: The pod's energy and remaining
ionized mass was caught between the shield layers, trapping the ship within a hollow sphere of deadly
energy. If that searing plasmatouched the Passage—

"Ren Zd, cycle the outer shield down to 200 kilogaussiif you please. I'll take the inner up ashigh as|
dare—and then you'll cut entire. On my mark."



"Yes, Captain.”
"Mark."
"Two, Captain. One, Captain. Half. Quarter. Tenth—down!"

Shan nodded, though Ren Zd was too busy to see, and phased the inner shield up. The maneuver was
chancy, placing the lighter coils of the meteor shields at risk—but that was minor for the moment—

Hefdt it then, aswould the rest of the crew: the grate of a piercing headache as the magnetic and other
fields phased in, coursed through the controlled shield and leaked into the ship.

Shan grimaced and cut back, watching the main screen as he did, seeing thefiltering levelsfaling,
fdling...

"Engineering, magnetics check. All nonessential crew, magnetics check!" Priscillals voice cracked over
genera in-ship as Shan brought the shields to amore reasonable level and the remains of the weapons
pod blew into space like the gaseous nebular remnant of a supernova.

"Air report!"

"Under control, Captain. The pod bay took adirect strike from debris—atwelve centimeter hole and
twenty centimeters of fracture.”

Shan shuddered. Debris coming through an armored pod door with that much force—he could have lost
adozen people!

"We've got atemporary patch up,” Priscilla continued. "We can replace that whole wall with amodular
fix once were—"

"Position report, Captain. Tactical report, Captain." Ren Zd's voice betrayed nothing, pitched exactly
loud enough to override Priscillas report.

"Tactica?" Shan asked.
"Tacticd," Ren Zd affirmed. "There arewarships al over thissystem...”

"Tower here! Shan, thisfeed—" snapped Rusty, quickly followed by Liaden-accented Trade: ... system
isunder attack by Y xtrang. Repedt, this system isunder attack by Y xtrang. All shipping be warned. Flee
and bring aid. This message by order of Erob."

"That's from a booster transmitter somewhere about six hoursout,” Rusty said. "I—"
"Bastards! Got you now! Ah-hah! We got you now!"

"No chatter! Shan called out againgt Seth's bloodthirsty glee, and looked to Ren Zel, who was coolly
accessing the military filesavailable to hiskey.

"Hold amoment, pilot,” he said quietly. "I have additiond information here.”

| Ds blossomed across the long-screen as he shunted the auxiliary files available to the captain and first
mate.

What Shan noticed first was the battleship, flanked by two cruisers.



The second thing he noticed were the svarm of smaller vessdls, in-system strike-ships, clustered around
the dreadnought like bees around ated blossom.

The portion of hismind not engaged on thelevel of sight nudged him into awareness that the feed from
the system beacon was till coming through, and that he was hearing— music. Heartbreskingly familiar
musicC.

Va Con had madeit to Erob.

It was Priscillawho noticed the other thing, and who said it quietly, on private line from her sation to his.
"They'velanded on Lytaxin, Shan."

Shan nodded and leaned back in the pilot's chair.

"So they have, Priscilla," he said, Staring at the tactical screen, where the blockade was outlined, ship by
deadly ship, cutting the Dutiful Passage off from Va Con—and from Korval'sfuture.

Hesighed.
"Sothey have"

The annunciator sounded as Shan began the ca cul ations necessary for the final definition of the
secondary equation. He called "Comel " without taking notice of the fact and dove deeper into the
beguiling intricacies of vector-graphs, red-time movement, gravitationd fluctuations, relative massratios,
velocity transfer rate, and the potentidity of random speed shift.

A spiraling approach such as the Passage was currently committed to was impossibly complicated even
without an Y xtrang armada between them and the target planet, he thought hazily, manipulating factors of
seven. The math comp suggested applying afactor of 267 to shift potentia and he OKed that with a
finger-tap.

Not that the Y xtrang had taken any particular note of the battleship in their midst, after an initia flutter of
radio exclamation. It wasto be expected, however, that they were reserving their most serious
displeasure for the Passage's closest approach, and if one extrapolated a grav-flux rate directly
proportiond to the movement of the primary natura satellite. ..

Equation framed, the computer announced some little time later. Shan blinked at the screen.

"So you say." He sighed and leaned back, caling up aHeder'srelaxation drill to chase away the achein
shoulders and back.

"Well," he said to the computer, tapping the go key. "If you think you've got it framed, let's seeit, don't
beshy."

"Captan?'

"Eh?' He glanced up, blinked the larger room into focus, and blinked again as he discovered the figure of
hisfoster son, perched uneasily on the edge of one of the two visitor's chairs across the desk.

"Hello, Gordy. | didn't hear you comein, but | expect | must have let you in, mustn't 1? Math does such
very odd thingsto one's perceptions, don't you find?'

"Sometimes." Gordy's face was paler than usua and showing heretofore unsuspected lines. He pointed at
Shan's computer. "1've been doing some math mysdif, if you've got aminute to check me.”



Such seriousness. One should not have lines of grimness sharpening one's features at nineteen. Shan
sighed and extended along arm, saving the frame with arapid series of keystrokes. He glanced up again.

"The nameof your fileis?"
"Murder."
Shan gtared, ran aquick scan of that utterly serious emotive pattern and lifted both brows. "Auspicious.”

The corners of Gordy's mouth tightened, in no way asmile, and hefolded his handstightly together on his
knee. "Yessr."

Murder was a series of three interlocking equations, as deceptively smple as haiku. Shan's hands went
cold on the keypad as he scanned them. He looked at Gordy, Sitting so till hefairly quivered with strain.

"These are quite attractive. Would you mind awfully if | frame my own s?'
Some of the stress eased from the boy's eyes. "' was hoping you would.”

"Fine. A few moments grace, please. Get yoursdf something to drink, child—and bring me aglass of the
red, if youwill."

"Yes, Father." Mdant'i shift—and of a sort onerarely had from Gordy, who was after dl ahdfling, and
full of agreat many useless notions regarding dignity. Shan returned his attention to the screen.

Fifteen minutes later, he sat back and picked up his glass, tasting the wine before he looked across at the
waiting boy.

"| regret to say that your projections seem accurate in the extreme. My own calculationsindicate
explosive conditions reached elght nanoseconds before your model, but | suspect thisismerely a
reflection of the differencein our ages. Y outh isever optimidtic.”

Again, thetightening of the mouth, while the brown eyes shone with abrupt tears.
"I ranasm," he sad, voice grating huskily and then cracking. "Worst case, we lose everybody, Shan."

"Precisely why it's called worst case." Hetipped back in his chair and had another sip of wine. "Don't
look soill, child. Y ou've served warning. The patch on that thrice-damned pod is an unacceptable stress
point. If we have to maneuver suddenly—if we have to maneuver and fire at the same time— poof! As
you say, we lose everybody.” He shrugged. "Nothing for it but to go out and do a proper fix." Gordy
gared. "With dl those Y xtrang out there?*

"Well," said Shan, with a casuaness Priscillawould have known was dl sham, "'l don't expect they're
going to be leaving soon, do you?'

"Y ou are not going out there to repair that pod mount!”

Shan paused with the wine glass hdfway to hislips, face etched in disbdlief. "Y our pardon, Priscilla? |
cannot believethat | heard you correctly.”

Black eyesflashed and her mouth tightened ominoudy. "Y ou heard me."

"Well, if youwill haveit, | did." He moved to the bar and set the untasted glass next to the decanter of
red before turning to her again, afrown on hisface. "Need | remind you that | am captain of thisvessd?"



"All the more reason for you to stay away and let someone elsedo it!" she cried, body taut asa
harpstring, projecting passion with such force Shan's teeth ached.

Hetook adeep breath. "I suppose you have someone esein mindT' he inquired, keeping any hint of
irony out of hisvoice.

Priscillaglared. "Yes, | do. Me™"
"Oh, much better!" he gpproved, and the irony thistime wasimpossbleto leash.

Hewaswarned by the flare of heat againgt his cheek, had time to think athought and reach before the
wine erupted from the goblet and, given direction by Priscillas fury, smashed into astorm of blood-red
droplets awhisker's breadth from hisface.

"Oh dear," Shan said softly, looking down at the carpet. "We seem to have made amess, Priscilla”

"A mess..." Shewaslooking atrifle dazed, aswell she might. The amount of finely tuned energy required
to move a coherent volume of wine the specified distance with such rapidity and without breaking the
goblet was certainly considerable. She closed her eyes and whispered something Shan thought sounded
suspicioudy like, "Mother grant me patience,”" before opening them again.

"Shan," shesad carefully; "what isthat?"
"Thet?' He caught the glimmer of what his construct must look like to her Inner Eyesand smiled.

"Oh, that! Well, | don't know how it should happen, Priscilla, but | became concerned that you might be
going to dash aglass of wineinto my face. Given the conviction, | thought it expedient to arrange for a
shidld of sorts. Pretty clever | thought it, too, especialy on such short notice. But now | perceivethat |
should have arranged for something a bit more—encompassing—for here'sthe carpet, al spotted up
and—"

"Damn the carpet! Shan—" Passion of adifferent sort broke and he found his eyesfull even ashers
spilled over and she was that quickly across the room, cupping hisfacein her hands.

"Shan, for sweet love's sake, don't go out there! Something—something horrible—will happen. [—"

Gently, he put hisown hands up, running hisfingersinto her black curlsand looking closgly into her eyes.
"A foretdling, Priscilla? Something that you know istrue?"

His palmswere wet with her tears. He saw the uncertainty in the back of her eyes before she shook her
head. "1—I'm not sure." Passion flared once more. "Let me do it. The tests—"

"The tests show that you rate either excellent in manipulation and very good on speed or very good in
manipulation and excellent in speed. The same tests show that the captain rates consstently excellent in
both manipulation and speed. We have two Master pilots on this ship—the captain and the first mate. It's
sensibleto have one with the ship at dl times. Since | out-test you on the repair module—just barely, |
admit it'—and since speed and manipulative excellence are both very likdly to be factorsin making the
needed repairs, | am the best choice." He sighed and dropped all shields, letting her see the truth in him.

"Thisisno act of heroism, | sweer it to you. If Ren Zd, Seth, or Thrinawere more able, the task would
betheirs"

Priscillasface wastroubled. "But not mine" she murmured.



Truth wastruth, and only truth was owed, between life-mates. "Only," he admitted, "under severest
compulson.”

She stepped away from him, shaking her head. "Y ou'd rather make me watch you die.”
"But | have no intention of dying, Priscillal™ he cried, with counterfeit gaiety.
And fdlt her painin hisown heart, twisting like a sudden knife.

Outside repair was tedious, nerve-wracking work, in this case made more nerve-wracking by the
interested presence of severa Y xtrang warships. That the residents of the warships were morethan a
little vocal intheir interest had early on moved Shan to cut his open beamsto three: direct to the Passage
, direct to Seth, and conference.

Seth was assigned as pointguard between Shan and the interested enemy, atask he undertook with a
worrisome degree of enthusiasm. However, though two flights of insystem fighters had passed foolishly
closeto the edge of the Passage's range during the last few hours of welding, swesting and swearing,
Seth, the Passage and the Y xtrang had al managed to keep fingers from firing studs. Shan
indiscriminately thanked every god and goddess he could think of for thisrare digplay of moderation on
al sdes, and swested even more in the heavy-duty suit, in an agony to finish before someone midaid their
COMMOonN sense.

"I believethat'ssedled,” he murmured at too long last. "Ren Zd, check me, if you please. | don't redlly
fedl up to coming back outside tomorrow to patch the keyhole."

"Equations set and Sm running, Captain.” Ren Zel's smooth-toned and proper Liaden voice was as
bracing as a cool breeze. "We have compliance to the one hundredth and fifth percentile, Captain.”

Relief so exquiditeit wasadmogt pain. "Wonderful. Seth, my sharpshooter, we're going back insde.
Allow me, inthe fullness of time, to buy you aglass of that reprehensible rotgut you drink.”

"Y ou're on—ah, hdll, herewe go again. Y xtrang flight-squad just ins de eyes—screen eight. Must be
flying school today."

"Let'shopeit's not target practice, shal we?'

"They've been red polite so far," Seth commented. "I'll swing out and give you some room, Captain. The
sooner | get aglass of rotgut in my hand, the happier I'm going to be."

"Spoken like asane man, Mr. Johnson. Back off to vector sigma-eight-three, and I'll dide around to Bay
x."

"Gotcha. Changing vector—now."
"Passage note following vectors and track. Intend to intersect with Bay Six in—Seth! Screen four!”

Two of the Y xtrang craft had peeled out of formation, local velocity increasing to an insane level. Seth
threw hisown vessel into an evasive tumble that should have skated him toward the Passage's
well-protected belly and safety. Of a sort.

But Seth did not chose the life-saving maneuver. Instead, histumble spun him away from the Passage,
vectoring with the Y xtrang fighters.

One came after him, gun turretstracking as they held the target despite the craft's maneuvering. The



second fighter kept on—adgiraight, one would have said suicidd, run in toward the heart of the Passage.
Toward Shan.

Multiple voicesfilled the void's radio frequencies. Shan's " Seth, return to ship!" was nearly overwhelmed
by Priscillas calm, " Safety interlocks off, full battle condition. On my mark, gunners.™

Seth's voice broke into the end of Priscillas instructions, on the dedicated beam between the lifeboats.
"One family's enough. I'm on your man. They're after thelock."

It wasdl truein the tumbling way things happen in space; Seth's course had atered enough that hisgun
was tracking the lead enemy, the ship tracking him began to maneuver itsway closer, and the lead
Y xtrang was closing rapidly on both Shan and the lock he'd need to enter.

"Your screen Six," came Priscilla's calm voice, thistime tinged with an ice that made even Shan's blood
run cold.

"Thisisthe attack. Gunners, your mark. Three and Five spot Seth. Teams Four and Six spot the captain.
Everyone e se— standard defense.”

Screen six showed aflight of five fighters whose meandering courses had suddenly become one.

Thefighter tracking Shan veered away from the collision course, and Shan's reflexes brought him back
toward the lock, and then away, away ...

"Shan, we..."
"Can't risk an open lock. I'll loop around and see..."
"They're pairing up on you, Shan," came Seth'swarning.

Shan felt amomentary touch of love so sweet and full it nearly overwhelmed him. Then hefelt a
wrenching he understood al too well; Priscillahad gone behind her strongest shidlds, as she must. Ashe
mud.

"Shan, closein on pod four!" Seth urged.

Shan cursed thelittle lifeboat: fighter it was not, despite the add-on guns. M ore massive than the fighters
by dint of its planetary capahility, it was never meant to fight a space bettle.

He stabbed at the release button, flinging the valuable remote repair unit into space to gain ameasure of
response.

"Shen!"

Seth's scream came at the ingtant the first Y xtrang fired; then there was static and amissile to be dodged
and another. Shan felt the g-forces pushing him sdeways asthelittle craft answered helm and then the
first Y xtrang ship was piecesin the void as Seth's el ation echoed across the radio and the second

Y xtrang was turning ever so quickly for another run at Shan.

Shan's screens glared bright as Dutiful Passage went to war.

The very first concern wasthe larger fighter flight; the two that were behind that, closing a high speed
with somelarger shipsintermingled, would wait.

Priscillaignored the screen that showed Shan's ship: held done as Seth suggested and closed in on the



Passage as best he could. Her concern now was wegpon-mix and security; it wouldn't do to show their
full cgpability quiteyet.

"Team Two," she said quietly into her mike. "Fire a will."

The ship'sautomatics cut in. She felt the minute tremble as the guns began their rapid fire and the ship
compensated. It would be seconds before the Y xtrang crossed their path, and agood radar system might
givethem warning. Priscilla spoke to the mike again.

"Team Three, wide area coverage around Team Two's center. If you get aveer, target it in."
"Cluster incoming; looks serious.” Thisfrom Ken Rik on theinner bridge.

Priscillas attention snapped to screen three—saverd of the larger shipsfarther out had launched their
weapons and were aready dropping away from their escort of fighters. Too far for amissile shot. Still.

"Team One, your target isthe hindmost of the midrange shipsin Sector Three; your next target is next
closest to us. Y ou are cleared for two bursts each. At will."

Her eyes had aready found the sight she wanted to see: Shan'sboat close in to the Passage, firingan
occasiond burst toward something out of her sight.

The next screen showed it: Seth was till hanging away from the Passage, staying between Shan and the
remaining fighter from the origina attack group. He seemed to have earned some respect from the
Y xtrang pilot.

A shudder went through the ship, followed by another.

"Team One. Bursts away, Priscilla,”" Vilobar's voice in her ear was cam. Perhaps he was calm. Inner
senses stringently locked away, she choseto believe so.

The beams were a battleship's weapon. The beams— pulses actualy—technically moved at just under
the speed of light and carried with them abaleful mixture of particles, magnetic flux, and high speed
atomic nuclei. Shelooked to her screens.

Unanticipated, Team One's burgs tore through the incoming cluster of missiles, and afew of the
intervening fighters aswell, leaving behind an awful shadow of explosons. A moment more, and the
hindmast ship was incandescent fog.

Radio noise, aready full of sputters and cracklesfrom the first beam's passage through the Y xtrang,
became aroar and hiss, and a second roaring followed as the second of the midrange shipsfollowed its
gder to vacuum.

"Heas! Flead" Seth'svoicewasingstent in her ear. "Flead"
She dgpped the switch, grabbed the screen and saw Seth's boat madly whirling and firing.

Watching, she thanked the Goddessfor Seth, for hisloyaty, and behind her Wall, among that which was
locked away for thiswhile, she feared—terribly—for hislife.

For, infighting to stay between Shan and the enemy, Seth had encountered a horde of the stealthy
fleas—one-man ships barely more than a powered and hyper-armed space suit.

On visud she saw what she feared: his boat was dodging adozen or more of the things, and though he
had speed, they were acloud around him, each firing and trying to attach wegpons meant to mine a



warship'shull.
"Seth!"
That was Shan, and now hisboat was closing, firing, whirling, ramming.

"Twenty-three, Shan," Seth said. He might have been counting cargo pdlets. Then, sharper—"'| seetheir
mother!”

The little boat whirled purposefully, the gunsfiring at asmall dark spot in space asit picked up speed.
Out, out, into the cloud of fleas and beyond. Away from the Passage.

"No!" Shan's voice was strong with Command. It made no difference.

The sde of Seth'sboat erupted. It spun, then—incredibly—straightened course, moving yet toward a
nearly invisble spot againg the gars.

"Damn," Seth said, and he was gasping. "Drinks are on me! Thirty-three." A pause. "Don't do anything
supid, Shan."

Then Seth's boat crumpled and exploded against the dark plastic mother ship of the Y xtrang fleas.
"Priscilla™ Shan'svoice, high and hoarse.

"TeamsFive and Three. Takeit out." The ship shuddered and the bursts were away. The fleas mother
died in aflare of vapor.

"Priscilla, acclerate,” Shan—no, the captain said into her ear. "Therésacloud of fleas closing on you.”

His boat was spinning, moving, dodging, guns flaring— and each move taking him further and further
from the Passage. From safety.

"That isan order," he said, cold in command. "Accelerate!”
"Yes, Captain.”" Behind the Wall, she screamed and railed and rent her garmentsin anguish.
Onthewar bridge, she spoke quietly into her microphone, relaying the order to accelerate.

She had memorized this computer code seven Standards ago, offering at the sametime aprayer to the
Goddess, that she would never need to useit. Her fingers shook as she entered it now, but there was no
shamein that. Neither the Goddess nor melanti demanded fearlessnessin the performance of duty,
merely that duty was done.

The screen blanked as she entered the last digit, taking even the window at the bottom right corner,
which eucidated the progress of lifeboat number four toward the planet surface. Therewassilencein the
captain's office, asif the Passage were mulling over her request, and more than haf-inclined to refuseiit.
Priscillafolded her cold hands together on the wooden desk, waiting.

The Passage made up its mind with abeep and aflash of |etters on her screen.
DUTIFUL PASSAGE OFFICER ALTERATION ROUTINE. BEGIN RUN:
RANK:



CAPTAIN

HISTORY':

SHAN YOSGALAN, CLAN KORVAL

ER THOM YOSGALAN, CLAN KORVAL

SAE ZAR YOSGALAN, CLAN KORVAL/p
CANDIDATE:

PRISCILLA DELACROIX' Y MENDOZA,

CLAN KORVAL

HISTORY':

PET LIBRARIAN

PILOT THIRD CLASS,

TRAINING SECOND CLASS

SECOND MATE

PILOT SECOND CLASS, TRAINING FIRST CLASS
FIRST MATE

PILOT FIRST CLASS, TRAINING MASTER
ACCEPT: COMMUNICATIONS MODULE
EMERGENCY MODULE

LIBRARY MODULE

OVERRIDEMODULE

NAVIGATION MODULE

WEAPONS MODULE

MAIN COMP ACCEPT: PRISCILLA DELACROIX Y MENDOZA,
CLAN KORVAL RANK: CAPTAIN
ADJUSTMENT: CAPTAIN'SKEY FILE ACCEPT

AUXILIARY INFORMATION: RANKSFIRST MATE, SECOND MATE, THIRD MATE
UNMANNED. HIGH RISK CONDITION NOTED. OPTIMUM SOLUTION: APPOINT
OFFICERS: FIRST MATE, SECOND MATE, THIRD MATE: MINIMUM SOLUTION TO
UNACCEPTABLE RISK CONDITION: APPOINT FIRST MATE. END RUN

The screen blanked once more. Priscilla extended a hand that till showed atendency to quiver and
tapped in aretrieva request. A heartbest later, Plan B lit her screen.



A changing array of safeplaces shall be maintained at all times, in the event of immediate,
catastrophic threat to the Clan. There is no shame in strategic retreat. Even Jela sometimes ran
from his enemies, the better to defeat them, tomorrow.

Keep the children safe. Honor without love is stupidity.
This by the hand of Cantra yos' Phelium, Captain and Delm, in the Third Year after Planetfall.

The screen beeped, indicating the existence of an auxiliary file. Priscillaaccessed it with the touch of a
key.

This message was not nearly so ancient. In fact, it was mere weeks old, dispatched by NovayosGaan,
Korva'sfirst speaker in trust, to Shan yosGaan, captain and thodelm.

Plan B isin effect. Assume our enemy omnipresent and dedicated to Korval's utter ruin. Contact
no one, for we cannot know which alliances stand firm and which are rotted out from the core by
the work of our enemy. Arm the Passage. Secure yourself. Repeat: Plan B isin effect.

Keep safe, brother.

Priscillasat back in Shan's chair, staring at the screen. They had armed the Passage. They were, asfar
as conditions alowed, secure. The ban on radio contact was subject to captain'sinterpretation, given
those same conditions. She touched another key, sedling the files once more. The diagram of Shan's
descent to Lytaxin regppeared in the bottom right corner of the screen.

Eyes closed, she considered priorities.

The ship's priority, that there be at least one other in the command chain, should the captain fail, was best
acted on a once. Theradio... She reached out and flipped atoggle.

"Tower."
"Rudty, thisisthe captain,” she said quietly.
There was a short, €lectric pause, then arespectful, dmost somber, "Y es, maam.”

"Please do me the favor," she continued, hearing her own voice take on Shan's speech pattern, " of
constructing an anonymous message to the appropriate authorities regarding Lytaxin's Stuation.”

"Yes, maam," he said again, then: "I'm assuming we don't want to give away our name or our location.”
"That's exactly what we don't want, Rusty. Can you do it?"

"Takealittlefiddling, but—yeah. | can doit. Y ou want to review before implementation”?”

=

"Will do," he said, and hisvoice was brighter, asif the promise of aproblem he was able to master had
cheered him up. "Tower out.”

"Thank you, Rusty. Captain out.”

* kx %

The screen on the side of the desk wasllive, displaying the current crew rogter, but the decision had been
made before ever she keyed in the request to see that document.



Priscillasighed. Ten Standards she and Shan had captained the Passage between them. To name
another to take the place she had made for hersdf, as duty demanded that she take Shan's rightful role
was—not easy. Y et it must be done, for the safety of ship, crew, and kin. The temple had schooled her
well in duty, before she had ever dreamed of Liad.

Priscillaclosed her eyes and cdled up an old exercise— one of thefirgt taught to novicesin temple,
honing her anxiety into purpose. She had barely opened her eyes again when the door chime sounded.

"Come," she said, and the door, obedient to the captain's voice, did open.
"Acting Captain." He bowed respect from the center of the room and straightened, awaiting her notice.

Shetook amoment to consider him: A medium tall man, as Liadens messured height, skin an
unblemished medium gold, hair and eyes amatching medium brown, neither beautiful nor ugly, not fat nor
yet thin. He wore no rings of rank nor any more smple adornment. His shirt was plain and pale, his
trousers dark, his boots comfortable and well tended.

Hewas apilot of some note—first class verging on Master—and she knew him for aquick and incisve
thinker. Theinformation that he possessed humor would have startled many of his crewmates, but none
of those would have said his judgment was unsound, or that his temperament was other than steady.

Hewas dso inclined toward augterity, which wasworrisome, Priscillaalowed, even when it was
austerity applied to the best good of ship and crew.

From her seat behind the desk, she inclined her head and moved a hand toward the pair of visitor's
chairs.

"I have aproposd to put before you, my friend,” she said in mild, modeless Terran. "Will you Sit and
listen to me for amoment?'

"Gladly," he responded. His Terran was heavily accented, though his comprehension was excdlent. He
took the chair nearest the corner of the desk and folded his hands neatly upon his knee.

Priscilla closed her eyes briefly, opened them and considered Ren Zdl's quiet face. She remained,
perforce, behind her Wall, reduced to reading the emotions of others from the shifting clues of expression
and bodyline. Like most Liadens, Ren Zel was amaster a keeping his emotionswell away from hisface.

"An announcement will be made to the entire crew within the hour,” she said, and took a breeth, enough
air, certainly, to force the few words out. " The ship has accepted me as captain.”

Face smooth, Ren Zd inclined his head. "Has there been—word—of Captain yosGdan?'

Priscillashook her head, gesturing at her screen and the diagram describing the descent of lifeboat
number four. "Hewill make planetfal within the next few hours. After thelifeboat isstable, well riga
punchbeam. For the moment, we—assume— that Captain yosGaan isdive, but unavailableto us.
Circumstances dictate that the ship be served by afull captain.”

"Assume," Ren Zd sad, voice expressng interest without judgment, which was only prudent from aman
reared in a culture where ajudgment expressed outside of on€e's proper area of concern might well result
in honor-feud. Priscillawas free to ignore him, but she would have to stretch—and endanger her own
melant'i—to read insult into his question.

"Assume," she repeated, and smiled with good intent, if limited success. "Understand that | am—shielded
away. Without Hedler skill. There are exercises | must soon undertake so that | may servethe ship asit



must be served, but for the moment, | have no more knowledge of Captain yosGaah's safety than what |
can read from the tracking computer and from my own desires."

Something moved in the brown eyes. She thought it might have been pity. "I understand. Forgive me. |
had not intended to cause you pain.”

"Y ou have aright to ask—to know. Shanisyour captain, after al.”
"Indeed, | owehim my life"" Ren Zd murmured. "And yoursdf, aswell."

In lieu of being able to pay Shan directly, Priscillathought wryly and deliberately suppressed the
shudder of anxiety. Shelay her handsflat on the desktop and looked at him.

"Then perhaps you will find this proposal even moreinteresting,” she said and tipped her head, seeing
wariness at the back of his eyes.

"Y ou know that we are short-handed, that we have been short-handed since the Passage became a
full-scale battlewagon.”

Ren Zd inclined his head. "And with the loss of Pilot Johnson and Captain yosGalan we become less
richin resource.”

"Exactly. In aship—rich in resource—the second mate would moveto firg, third to second, and athird
mate would be chosen by the captain.”

"We do not have thisluxury of personnd,” he agreed. "We area war."

She nodded. "The ship requires afirst mate and the captain must decide who will serve the ship best. |
propose yourself for first mate, unless you can think of acompelling reason why you shouldn't be.”

Shock stripped hisface naked. He sat—just sat—and stared at her for the space of three heartbeats. He
closed his eyes then, and sat through two heartbeats more. He opened his eyes and they were distant, his
face without expression. When he spoke, it wasin High Liaden, in the mode called Outsider.

"The captain isreminded that oneis clanless, with neither name nor kin nor melant’i to support one. The
ship isbest served by onewho isdive."

"The captain recadls most vividly that you have been reft of your birthright,” Priscillasaid carefully,
following him into Liaden, but only so far as Comrade mode. "The captain points out that your piloting
license bears aname—Ren Zd deaJudan. The captain fails of recdling asngle ingance of that name
being dishonored in the severa years of our association. The melant'i which you embody is pure. The
ship can be no better served.”

There were tears in the medium brown eyes and she dared not unshield, even to offer comfort. Instead,
she sat and waited while he mastered himsdlf, while he thought it through, and when he rose to bow
acceptance.

"Captain, | am honored. | will serve willingly, with al my heart.”

She stood from behind the desk and returned his bow, reaching into High Liaden for the ritua phrase
spoken by adelm when accepting anew member into the clan.

"l seeyou, Ren Zd dedJudan, First Mate. The ship rgjoices.”
Tears again, hidden by ahasty bow. "Captain.”



She amiled dightly and shook her head. "First lesson,” shesaid in Terran.
Quickly, helooked up, brown eyesbright. Y es?’
"My nameisPriscilla" she said, and held her hand out to him.

The crew, at battle stations, accepted her ascendancy to captain and Ren Zel's appointment asfirst mate
with somber approval. She had detailed their mission: to take up defensive orbit about the planet and
await the aid that surely must come in response to Rusty's carefully anonymous pinbeams.

"In the meantime," she said, "Captain yosGaan'slifeboat has entered atmosphere. We will atempt to
establish adialog vialaser packet when he comesto ground and we are sure his podtion is stable.”

"Why not just usetheradio?' That was Gordy, facetight, voice harsh with pain.

"The Y xtrang may ride our radio wave down to the planet surface and discover the location of an object
wevaue," Ren Zd murmured, before she could frame areply. "They have surdy marked that one pod
escaped the battle, and they must wonder after itsworth. A laser burst is not so easy to follow, so we
may shied Captain yosGaan whileinforming him of our vigilance."

In the screen, Gordy nodded, jerkily. "1 see. Thank you."

"Other questions?* Priscilla asked, and there were none, so she released them to their duties or their rest,
then turned to Ren Zdl.

"Hrst Mate, the shift isyours.”

He bowed, accepting the duty. Priscilla hesitated.
"Renzd."

Helooked up.

"|—there are preparations that | must make," she said, dowly. "Preparationswhich are... of the dramliz.
I will bein my cabin for the next few hours, but | will not be availableto you." She bit her lip, and added
that most dangerous of Terran phrases, "I'm sorry.”

He moved hishand lightly, asif clearing the air of afaint wisp of smoke. "Necessity. I, to my duty. You,
toyours."

She amiled, then. Almost shelaughed. Practical Ren Zdl.
"Of course. How could | have forgotten? Good shift, my friend.”
"Good shift, Priscilla”

Sdf-heded, and whole once more, Priscilladrew abreath in trance dightly deeper than the one before.
Her lips moved. The voice of her body whispered aword.

Wegpons Hall legpt up around her, mile-thick walls breathing chill and fell purpose.

One did not seek this place lightly. Many—most—of those trained as Sintian Witches never had need to
come here, though al were taught the way. It was the peculiar misfortune of those who had been born
Moonhawk to know the way to Weapons Hall al too well.



Priscillamoved slently over the sonefloor, her cloak pulled tight against the chill. At the end of the hall,
she paused, frowning down at a blood-bright spot against the worn rock bench. Bending, she picked up
around wooden counter like those used in gaming houses, bright red in the center, but losing its paint
aong therim. She smiled dightly and curled her fingers over the token, feding it warm againg her skin,
and moved forward once more, to the long, weapon-hung wall.

Thetdeisthat, for every art of hedling, for every spell of joy a Witch masters, thereis awesgpon hung in
the Hall, whichisitsdire opposite.

Thetdeistrue.

Priscillawalked the long, wegpon-thick wall. Threetimes, she put out her hand and when she lowered i,
aportion of thewall stood bare. At the end of the Hall, weapons chosen, she closed her eyes and raised
her arms and was gone from that place that was nowhere and nowhen.

In the bed she shared with Shan, Priscillals body stirred. Breath and heartbeat quickened. Black eyes
opened. Blinked.

She stretched, then, fully back in the body, and noticed that her right hand was clenched tight. Raising it,
she carefully opened her fingers and looked in wonder at the round wooden counter, brave crimson
ename worn away around the rim.

To her newly wakened, battle-honed senses, the little token vibrated with power, with... presence.
Carefully, she opened her thought to the artifact—and nearly cried doud with wonder.

The wood was alive with Shan's presence.

She held it in her hand while she dressed, loath to surrender even so tenuous and strange alink with him.
When she had wriggled, one-handed, into her shirt, she did the token into her deeve-pocket, taking care
with the sedl.

It wasn't until she had stamped into her boots and goneinto the ‘fresher to splash water on her face that it
occurred to her to wonder what Shan might have found awaiting his hand, in the Witches Hall of

Weagpons.
NIMBLEDRAKE
ENDING JUMP

Liz punched the third button from the top in the fourth column from the right, which probably said "ted" as
plain asthe nose on your face, if your nose happened to be Liaden. Since hers wasn't, shed memorized
which buttons Nova pressed to draw what kind of rations.

She fished the cup out of the dispenser and punched the button again, then walked both cups carefully
down the narrow hallway to the piloting chamber. They were dueto fal out of Jump pretty soon—away
stop, not Lytaxin itself.

Novawas at the board, which was where Novamostly was, except for an odd hour of deep, or a short
gtroll down to the canteen to draw tea or food—that she ate and drank while sitting watch over her
board.

"Hereyou go, Goldie" Liz did one cup into the holder in the arm of the pilot's chair, and, juggling the
other cup, got hersdlf into the cramped co-pilot's seat.



"My thanks," Novasaid absently, busy with some figuring on atiny work screen set off to the sde of the
main board.

"No problem," Liz said, anchoring her cup and pulling the webbing across. Not that Novawas likely to
give them athrill breaking Jump—shed shown hersdf far too able apilot for that. But, inLiz's
experience, accidents did happen, and the ones who were prepared were the ones least likely to get hurt.

"Planning on making along stop?' she asked. "Or just using the revolving door?"

Novalooked up, golden brows pulled tight. "Revolving—?" The frown cleared in the next ingant. "Ah. |
see. We shdl pause long enough to hear the news, then move on. If the luck smiles, we will be dining
with Erob twenty hours hence."

"Terrific," Liz said, without emphasis. She had acareful sip of her tea. "Y ou got a pretty good handle on
Terran,” she said. "Haven't managed to redlly stump you yet."

"Wereyou trying?' Astonishingly, Novalooked amused. "But you might consider my handleto be not
quite what it should be, when you learn that my mother was Terran.”

Liz managed not to choke on her tea. "She was?"

"Indeed, and a scholar of linguistics besides." There was amuted chimein the cabin and Novaturned
back to the screens.

"Y ou will excuse me. We gpproach Jump end.”

Liz settled her cup in the dot and eased back aswell as she could in the chair, so of course they phased
into norma space with no more happenstance than the usua snap of trangtion.

Novawas busy with the board. Liz picked up the plug she'd been given, as she thought, to keep her
quiet during just such periods of pilot concentration, she dipped it in her ear, doodling with the one did of
the dozens decorating the board that she was alowed, even encouraged, to touch.

For awnhile there was nothing much. The usud traffic talk and between-ship chatter you'd get any time
you broke system. Then there was something else. Liz froze, holding the setting steady, and pulled the
plug out of her ear.

"Nova"

A flash of violet eyes nonetoo pleased. Liz held out the earplug.

"Gotta hear this. Priority One. | picked it up on the shipping channd.”

One dim hand moved, sidewaysto what it had been doing, dapped atoggle and the speaker camelive.

"Repeat. All vessals shipping to or through Lytaxin space are warned that Clan Danut isinvoking the
war-impaired shipping clause of al contracts and will not carry, deliver, or receive goods bound for
Lytaxin, based on reliable information. Thisby order of Delm Danut.”

Inthe pilot's chair, Novatook adeep quiet breath. Liz looked at her.
"Y ou know them?'

"Clan Danut," Novasaid, till staring at the board. "They areasmal clan; their principa warehouseison
planet here. If they were not certain, they would not speak.” She moved then, hands dancing along the



controls.

"We shall check another source, Commander Lizardi, for if one trader announces such news, another has
information alittlefresher!"

Liz watched as Nova's hands touched this comm-pand and that, heard what might have been aLiaden
cuss word as aloud monotone note sounded, then saw hands busy again.

"It would be good of you to fetch more teafor me, and some of the board-biscuits—sixth key on the
right Sde of thewarmer."

Liz noted the half-cup of tea still locked to Novas chair, but figured she could tell when she should be
elsawherefor amoment.

Asfast asLiz rushed for the vittles, whatever secrets the Liaden woman wanted hidden were still her
own when she got back.

"Strap in thistime, Commander,” said Nova, hands busy on the board yet again. "We Jump as soon as
our orientation and speed are correct.”

"Whoa!" Liz started to reach out and get hold of awrist, then thought better of it. "Where you putting out
for?"

No answer.
"Answer me, Goldie, | got aright to know."

"Indeed you do," Nova said, her voice acalm and shocking counterpoint to her busy fingers. "We are
going to Fendor, AngdaLizardi.”

"Merc Headquarters?' She blinked. "What're you gonna do? Hire yourself an army?'

"If necessary. Jump phasein 20 seconds. ErobisKorva'sdly. We owe assstance in peril. And | have
evidence from a pinbeam bounce that my brother and hislifemate are on Lytaxin aswe spesk.”

Novaturned her violet eyesto Liz. "The mercenarieswill have ways of determining if thisrumor istrue,
Am| correct?'

Girl wastoo damn bright, Liz thought, and Sghed.
"Yeah," shesad, "they probably do."

"| thought s0," said Nova, and the ship snapped into Jump.

LUFKIT
MERC HALL

There was awonderful bustle of busyness, asplendid to and fro, not unlike to art. Not unlike at al,
Edger conddered, watching the hasty humans dart up and down the wide hallway. The art of which his
youngest of brothers, Va Con yosPhelium Scout, was amaster.

Hetarried by the door some noticeable time, by human counting, his brother Sheather at hisside,
absorbed in the spectacle.



Not al was hastiness within the hall. Here and there, at gppropriate and artful intervas, were arranged
idands of gtillness: a counter, a computer, and a human sitting behind atable. It wasthese till idands
which, in asoaring of art, inspired the most of the hastiness, Edger saw, noting with aconnoisseur's eye
the flow of tensions, light and human plain song between and among the stillnesses.

He could have tarried in contemplation yet some while, save that the introduction of himsdf and his
brother into the fringes of the work did subtly dter the flow, and exerted compulsion upon one of the
centers of stillness, requiring the human seated behind the table to rise and throw himsdf into the hasty
human river. In avery short time, indeed, by Clutch standards, he emerged and engaged in that activity
known as"sdute”

"Sirs. I'm Sergeant Y stro Ban. Isthere some assistance | can offer you?”

"| thank you, Sergeant Y stro Ban, and honor your inquiry. We come seeking a soldier and weretold she
might have left word of her wheregbouts with kin at thishall."

The Sergeant's face knotted up most wonderfully and his eyebrows went up and down rapidly.

"Well, gr, we don't normally just give out the whereabouts of one soldier. If you like, you can leave a
message for her here and | will persondly make sure she getsit, when shereportsin.”

"| regret that our need is more pressing than that, Sergeant Y stro Ban,” Edger said, and with no rea
astonishment then heard his brother Sheather's voice, questioning most mildly.

"I wonder, Sergeant Y stro Ban, isit dways so bustling in your hal?!

"Huh?' He looked over his shoulder asif he had forgotten the bright, busy clatter in the course of their
discourse together, then shook his head.

"Naw, thisis something specid. Got ablood war on our hands and everybody who can carry agunis
sgning into the rescue team.”

"Forgiveme," Sheather said. "A blood war? What has gone forth?"

Sergeant Y stro Ban shrugged. "What it lookslikeisa Y xtrang invasion force cameinto Lytaxin system
and set up housekeeping. Troubleis, there's meres trapped on the planet, and we don't aim to let 'em
fight this one without backup."

Edger exchanged a glance with his brother Shesther, who blinked solemnly and asked yet again.
"Which meres arethese, Y stro Ban, who are trapped upon Lytaxin?"

"'Bout half of the Gyrfaks, iswhat we heard here.” He moved hishead from sdeto sde. "Word is
Suzuki's on Fendor, which isfine by me. Wouldn't want to be on the same planet with Suzuki right now."

"It isthese Gyrfaconswho are kin to our sster, Y ounger Brother?' Edger asked dowly.
"Brother, | believethey are.”

"Ah." Edger turned his saucer eyesto Sergeant Y stro Ban. "Can you tdl meif this hastiness we observe
here will be replicated upon Fendor Mercenary Headquarters? And perhapsin other like halls?*

"Damn graight,” said Y stro Ban.

"l understand you," said Edger and again sought the eyes of his brother, which were bright with the same



thought, he would swear, that illuminated his own mind.

"| detect the hand of agreat artist, Oh, my Brother," Edger said.

"l ds0," Sheather returned.

"And what morelike our sigter, that she should aid her kinin peril ?*

"Nothing more," said Shegther.

"S0." Edger turned back to the still and patient human and lifted alarge three-fingered hand.

"| thank you for the gift of your time, and the jubilation of your news, Sergeant Y stro Ban. Do you go
yoursdf to Lytaxin?'

"Couldn't kegp me away with a battaion.”

"I am gratified to hear it. Perhaps we may see you there. Come, Y ounger Brother, and reflect upon the
depth of our brother'sart, who inspires usto ever hastier action!”

LYTRXIN WAR ZONE

ALTITUDE: 12KILOMETERS
Habit almost killed him.

Shan flicked on the lifeboat's homer and directed its atention to Lytaxin Spaceport, his own attention
more than haf-occupied with keeping the clumsy little craft airborne and relaively upright while nursing
the sadly-depleted fud supply.

So far, hed managed to avoid meeting anyone with agenera grudge againgt Liadens and hisgod wasto
cometo ground before he did. The lifeboat's pitiful gunswere dl but exhausted and the thought of trying
anything resembling evasive action againgt atmospheric fighter craft was enough to make his ssomach
knot.

Anxioudy, heran hiseyes over the displays. Skies showed clear on screens one, two, three, and four.
Good.

Screensfive and Six were something else again.

He had been at Lytaxin Spaceport no more than four Standards past. Then, it had been abustling,
mid-sized port, with half-a-dozen public yards and a sprinkling of private. There had been treffic, lights,
and people—ships. Ships on hot-pads. Ships on cold-pads. Ships under repair and ships being hauled
from one pad to another.

What remained was wreckage. Glass-edged pits marked the places where ships had been caught
unaware, murdered while they dept. The Port Tower was a cowed, haf-melted framework of naked
girders. The blastcrete streets had been bombed into gravel pathways, separated now and then by
segments of fencing. Twisted metal was strewn haphazard and the blasted pathways gleamed where glass
had runinrivers, and frozen again whereit lay.

Destruction burned his eyes and his hands were moving across the board, ripping the lifecraft into another
course entirdy before histhinking mind fully redlized hiserror.



The lifeboat bucked, responsive as arock. Shan swore, briefly and with sincerity, flicked aglance at the
fdling fue gauge and thence to the screens, which showed plain, placid sky al about.

More than atouch of the luck in that, he owned, and no more than he had traded for, should the screens
suddenly show him the very Y xtrang fighter craft he wished so ardently to avoid.

But, if not the Port, where might he go on aplanet riddled in war?

"To Erab, of course" he muttered, fighting the lifeboat's tendency to go upside down relative to planetary
surface. "Do try not to be adowtop, Shan.”

If Erob were overrun by Y xtrang, scattered, murdered and no more? Shan sighed and glanced again at
thefue gauge.

"Why to Va Con, naturaly enough. And pray the gods he's close by."

It was not wise, what he did next, and he was certain histeachersin Healer Hall would have counseled
grongly againgt it. But there redlly was no choice, given the fuel gauge—riding in the red zone, now—the
planetary maps the lifeboat did not carry and his own rather strong disinclination to die.

The little ship was steady for the moment. Shan gripped the edge of the console, closed hiseyesand
dropped hisinner shied.

Therewas no timefor finesse, no time to prepare himsalf properly. He brought Va Con's emotive
template before his Inner Eyes and flung himself open, spinning out in a search that wasfar too wide,
concentration centered on that unique pattern.

Hefound instead avast and welcoming greenness, familiar from childhood, comforting as the touch of
kin.

Shan took abresth and abandoned Va Con'stemplate, listening for what the Tree might tell him.

It was not, of course, hisown Elder Tree, but Erob did keep a seedling. Nor did Jelaza Kazone
necessarily speak to those who served it, but it had ways of making itsalf and its desires known.

The Tree was not read as aHeal er might read afellow human. Rather, the Tree borrowed referents from
one's own pattern, displaying them in sequence at once familiar and vegetative.

Thus, the message arranged itself within Shan's senses: Joy-Welcome. Joy-Welcome. Joy-Welcome.
Spice-whiff and stem-snap, from amemory of breaking off aleaf. The taste of Tree-nut dong histongue.
A second impression of leaf, and a sense of pushing, gently, away.

Hewas aware that his hands moved across the board and was helpless to stop them. After ashort
struggle, he did open his eyes and found the dids ablur, the fud gauge haf-gonein red. Within, the Tree
touched one last memory—warm lipslaid soft againgt his cheek—and withdrew. Shan dammed his Inner
Wial into place, shook himself and looked to the screens.

Number three showed an Y xtrang fighter, growing rapidly larger.

The Treg's influence upon his body had produced a set of coordinates, residing now in the consol€'s
readout. Shan flicked atoggle and locked them, sparing a moment to hope the Tree possessed an
adequate understanding of the limits of fuel and the action of gravity on an unpowered object.

Thefighter loomed larger. Shan turned his attention to the guns.



Pop gunsthey were, though Seth had put histo good account, and badly drained besides. Shan's hands
flashed over the board, shutting down auxiliary and non-essentid systems, shunting the extra power to the
guns. The energy level crawled upward, stabilized well below the ready line.

Shan chewed hislip, checked the board, checked the fighter—gods, close—checked the screens—and
stopped breathing.

The Tree's coordinates were bringing him in on an encampment. He could discern tents, machinery,
soldiers mistily in screen six. Therewas astandard, snapping bold in the wind below: an enormous white
facon stooping toitskill down afield of starless black.

Terrans. And no doubt close enough to the place the Tree had intended him to go. But not with an
Y xtrang on histail.

His hands moved again, dancing over the board, shutting down everything but air and the computers,
sending every erg of energy to the gunsand still they held below theline.

Shan flicked aglance at his pursuer, another at the camp and the surrounding terrain. He reached up and
pulled the worksuit helmet over his heed, hit the toggle with his chin and tasted canned air. His hands
moved across the board, shutting down ship's life support, feeding the energy to the guns.

The gauge topped the line. And stopped.

Inside the helmet, Shan nodded and made one more adjustment on the board, draining what was now the
topmost cannon, feeding everything he had into the belly gun.

Power surged in the single live cannon. He could have wished for more. He could have wished for both
gunsfull primed and on-line. For that matter, he could have wished for aship to equd the one that came
againg him, but time was short. He had what was needful.

Just.

Heflicked atoggle, relieving the boat of its mindless adherence to the coords, and dowed, dropping a
few artfully wobbled meters toward what appeared to be a canyon, or possibly aquarry, at the extreme
edge of the encampment.

Behind him, the fighter took the bait.

The other pilot jammed on speed, guns swiveling. Shan waited, wobbling dightly lower—though not too
low—toward that tempting rocky edifice. Waited until the fighter was committed, until therewasno
possibility of afly-by— and no possibility of amiss.

Jaw locked, he whipped the thrusters, spending the dregs of hisfud. Agonizingly dow, the lifeboat
tumbled. The fighter snarled by, the other pilot seeing the trap too late. Shan hit the firing stud, and the
single canon blared, hot and bright and brief.

The fighter exploded, raining burning bits down into the encampment’s perimeter.

And lifeboat number four, gunsand fud utterly expended, fell the few remaining metersto the planet's
surface.

He opened the hatch into the wary faces of two soldiers— one Terran, one Liaden—both holding rifles.
Quietly, he stood on the edge of the ramp, gauntleted hands folded before him. He'd taken the helmet off,



exposing his face and sweat-tiffened hair; the land breeze was cool againgt his cheeks. The soundswere
bird sounds, and the dight wind abrading leaf and grass.

It was the Terran who spoke first, sounding friendly despite the carbine she kept pointed at his chest.
"You OK, flyboy? Nasty fal you took there."
"Thank you, I'm perfectly fing," Shan assured her. And smiled.

Theflip maneuver had worked precisely as he had hoped. Thelifeboat had fallen about 12 meters, to
land, right side up relative to the ground and unharmed, on the rock apron at the entrance to the quarry.
The pilot had received a stern shaking and would have bruises to show, but the space suit and crash
webbing had cushioned the worst. "Perfectly fine," stretched the truth, given other conditions, but not
nearly into fantasy.

The Terran nodded and turned to her mate.
"Cdl and let 'em know were bringing himin."

Hedung hisrifle, pulled aremote from his belt and spoke. "Quarry patrol. We have the pilot, safe. Will
trangport.” He brought the unit to his ear, listened with afrown, then thumbed it off and hung it back on
hisbelt.

"The sub-commander wishes to spesk with him," hetold his partner.
"Right," she said and jerked her head at Shan. "OK, friend. Let'stakeawalk.”

Eye on therifle, Shan hesitated. The woman shifted, her demeanor abruptly lessfriendly. He held up his
hands, gauntleted palms empty and unthrestening.

"I do beg your pardon! | have no wish to keep the sub-commander waiting, but the caseisthat | am
separated from my ship and | have every reason to believe that an attempt at contact will be made, once
it isrecognized that my position isstable. | should be here to receive that message when it comes.”

The woman shook her head. " Sorry, pa. Sub-Commander Kritoulkas wants you and we're under orders
to bring you. Wouldn't care to have shoot you in the knee and carry you mysdlf, but we can do it that
way, if youings."

Shan lowered his hands, taking a deep breath to push the sudden rush of distress down and away from
the present moment.

"I would hardly wish to put you to so much trouble. By al means, take me to Sub-Commander
Kritoulkas."

Sub-Commander Kritoulkas was a sour-faced woman with iron-gray hair and a prosthetic right hand.
She glared at Shan where he stood bracketed by histwo guards, sweaty and out-of-breath from his hike.
Heavy-duty work suits are not made with strolls through the woods in mind.

"What els2?" she asked, transferring her glareto the Terran soldier.
The woman saluted. "He did say he was separated from his ship, malam, and expecting acall.”
Kritoulkas nodded. "Tell Comm to keep an ear out." She glanced at Shan.

"Anything we should say for you?'



He considered her blandly. "That | am safe and among friends.”

"Think so, do you?' Shelooked back to the soldier. "Passit, if the call comes. Dismissed.”
The soldiers sduted and were gone, leaving him done with the sub-commander's glare.
She sighed and braced a hip againgt her desk, folding her arms over her chest.

"OK, well takeit from the top. Name and rank. If any."

"Shan yosGdan, Clan Korva," he said. "Captain of the battleship Dutiful Passage.”

"Battleship,” she repested and shook her head. ™Y ou don't ook much like a soldier to me. Course, you
don't look much like a Liaden to me, either.” She shrugged. "Whatever. What're you doing here,

Captain?'
"My ship took damage and | was separated during an Y xtrang attack that was launched during outside
repar.”

She nodded. "That's one. Take a step farther back and tell me the other one. Why isyour battleship in
thissysem?’

Shan sighed, shifting his shouldersingde the hot, heavy suit. He emphatically did not want any more
guestions from this abrupt, sour-faced woman. He wanted a shower. He wanted hislifemate, his ship,
and the familiar routine of the trade route. None of which he waslikely to receivein the near future, if
ever again, though the shower might just be possible, if he were polite and answered the
sub-commander's questions.

0.

"Family business. My clanisdlied to Erob, and | have reason to bdieve that my brother is here.”
"Yah? Name?'

"Va Con yosPhelium." Shan watched her face closdly, but saw no recognition there.

"Not somebody | come across. Y ou sure he's here?’

"l am pogitivethat heishere,” Shan told her, the recollection of that painfully familiar music flowing from
Erob's warning beacon vivid enough to raise tears. He blinked.

"Perhaps another name," he said to Kritoulkas glare. "Miri Robertson?”

That meant something to her. She straightened, glare melting into astonishment. "Redhead? She's here, dl
right. Think shell own you?'

"Yes," hesaid, by no meanssure of it.
Sub-Commander Kritoulkas nodded.

"OK, Captain, heres what. Gonna have to pass you upline anyhow, that being where we got folks who
arereal interested to hear about what things ook like upstairs. We'll keep an ear on your 'boat down
there and let your ship know you're among friends.” Her mouth twisted alittle at that. It might have been
agmile



"Meantime, we got ashift-change coming up in about four hours, which is about enough time for you to
clean up, get something to eat and a catnap. Under guard, you understand, because I'm damned if |
believe you're regular military and | ain't having you endanger my people.”

A commander's natural concern was the welfare of her people. Shan's opinion of the sour-faced
sub-commander rose dightly and he nodded.

"| understand entirely, maam. Thank you."

She snorted, and raised her voice, bawling for "Dudtin!" A shortish Terran strode in from his post outside
the tent and sal uted.

"Yes, maam."

She jerked her thumb at Shan. "Take this guy to draw clothes and a couple sandwiches. Shower and
time-out at the medic's ation. Stick close and get him to the departure squad on time.”

Dustin saluted again. "Y es, maam." He turned and nodded at Shan, face and eyes neutrd. "OK, gir, let's
go."

He turned toward the door, heard Kritoulkas clear her throat behind him.
"One morething, Captain.”

Helooked at her over his shoulder and, incredibly, saw her grin.

"Damn good shooting, comingin.”

Shan lay on the hard cot, head on a crinkling, antiseptic-scented pillow, and closed his eyes. He had
showered, and put on the fighting leathers provided by the quartermaster. He had forced himself to eat
one of the haf-dozen sandwiches Dustin had pried out of the messtent, and had drunk several cups of
water. Now, more or less alone, if one discounted the guard at the cubicle's entrance, he prepared
himself to enter trance.

Hetook abreath, and another, building the correct rhythm. The noises of the camp faded, his heartbeat
dowed. When the time was proper, he dipped over into trance.

Hedlspaceisformless, avoid of warm frothing fog. Thereis nothing but fog within Hea space—until
something moreisrequired.

Warm within the formlessness, Shan spoke his own name. He smiled at the man who stepped out of the
fog to join him, and extended a hand adorned with a purple ring to take ahand on which an identica
stone flashed its facets againgt the fog. With the deft surety of aMaster Hedler, he opened aline of
comfort between them.

The turmoil he confronted was acute: Grief, joy, guilt, fury, bereavement, horror, love, confusion,
repugnance. My, my, what amuddle, to be sure, but after dl, demanding nothing more taxing than a Sort
and atouch of reweaving. His scan found no irredeemable catastrophe, no resonance which so
unbalanced the personality matrix that forgetfulness must be imposed. The matter was not at al
complicated, and work could go forward at once.

In Heal space, there isno time. There was the work, and the results of the work, Seen by Hedler's Eyes.
Thework consumed the time that the work required. When it was done, Shan smiled at Shan, opened
their arms and embraced into oneness.



Hedled and at peace, he turned in the foggy nothingness of Hea space—and checked.

This place was not Healspace. Nor was it the medic's tent cubicle. This place was stone, strange and
brooding: A vast stone cavern, or so he thought at first. Then he saw the weapons, hung orderly dong the
wal.

Thewegpons... shimmered, in their places, asif each held its present form by whim and might asessily
be something, quite, else. He focused his attention on a particular sword, and felt it dip from edgeto
shidld, from shidld to explosive, from explosiveto...

"Good moon to you."

The man's voice was beautiful. The man, seated on astone bench to Shan'sright, was lean and
hawk-faced, the black braid of his hair vanishing into the tattered shadow of hiscloak. A red counter

moved in hislong fingers, appearing, disappearing. Appearing. Gone.

"Good moon," Shan returned calmly, while with Healer's senses he tried to Sort this place that was no
more physica than Healspace, though it certainly was not Heal space. Nor had he ever met another in
Healspace, save one he had called, or who had called him.

"Ah, but you haven't met another,” the man in the cloak said, hisfine black eyes glinting amusement. "l am
you. Or you are me. Oh, my..." In hisfingers the counter flashed and vanished. He smiled. "1 can see
languageis not going to be useful in this conversation.”

"I'm familiar with the concept, asit happens,” Shan said, reaching out with Healer's sensesto touch the
other. He encountered a cool smoothness very like aHeder's protective Wall. "But we can hardly
becomedl of mysdf if you are shidlded away."

"Clever child. But asyou say, thisis not the sweet floating dream of aspellmist. This," he gestured,
grandly, with onelong, sun-darkened hand. A silver dagger appeared in that same hand. He considered
it, shrugged and thrust it through his belt.

"This," he repeated, drawing the word out, "is Wegpons Hall. Y ou are here because you have found it
necessary to be armed. Do tell mewhy."

Shan frowned, alowed himsdlf to wonder if this after all was madness. Perhaps he was even now dying
in the wreckage of the repair pod, hismind spinning alagt, rich fantasy to disarm itsdlf.

"Nothing so precipitate,” the man in the cloak said softly. "Asyou well know. Y ou are strong, hde and
sane. That being so, | must again ask—why come here?!

"l don't know that I meant to come here,” Shan told him. "It was necessary that | Heal mysdlf, before |
did damage. Thereisawar, you see, and the sub-commander is correct, damn her. I'm not asoldier. But
theworld isunder attack. | must be ableto fight. | must be able to—use al of my resources.”

"And you trained as Soulweaver, the Mother be praised." The man tipped his head. "When are you?
Captain of aship that sails between the stars, and more than atouch of the Dragon in you. And your lady
isaMoonhawk. | begin, | think, to see."

He stood, flinging the cloak behind his shoulders, reveaing a shabby black tunic and patched black
leggings

"|—we—have been here no more than six times since Moonhawk showed methe way. Weve never
loved the place, nor sought it out of power-lust. Time, you understand, is not very orderly, but | do



believethisisthe only occasion upon which I met mysdf here.” He beckoned and Shan went forward to
take the strong, calloused hand.

"Shan ismy namein your when?"'

"Yes," hesad, asthey waked toward the shimmering wall of weaponry.

"Inthiswhen," the man lay his hand upon his breast, "your nameisLute. Let usarm mewell."
Theworld looked different, even with his eyes closed.

Theinformation that came through shuttered eyes somehow told him it was afternoon; it aso told him that
onewall of the tent where he/d been allowed rest-space was in shade.

Hisleft arm was dightly warmer than his right—the sun was on that sde of the tent.

There were sounds, each fraught with meaning: he could hear the quiet, regular step of someone walking
aguard path; he could hear an occasiona low mumble of voices, which meant that hewasin an area
where security was aconcern.

Even the sounds he wasn't hearing meant something. He was done in the tent, the med-tech having gone
elsawherefor the momen.

He savored the information coming in, sorted it and milked it dry of meaning, while some back corner of
hismind not engaged in thisvitd task was explaining very camly that these things meant nothing to him.
Hewas amaster of trade, a Healer—a peaceable fellow, redly, despite his placein theline direct of a
clan descended of a smuggler, asoldier, and a schoolboy.

yosGalan—the schoolboy's line—had away's been respectable, though, in dl fairness, the genes had
been mixed across lines so often that it was difficult now to know where respectable yosGalan began
and pirate yosPhelium ended.

Outside the tent, from the sunny left, came two sets of quiet footsteps, accompanied by the low murmur
of awoman's voice. He caught the word "backup" on the edge of hearing that seemed much sharper than
usual, then the steps went beyond the tent and Shan realized he was ravenous.

He opened his eyes and sat up in one smooth motion. The cubicle was as he recalled it; the remaining
sandwiches still wrapped under their cool-gd.

He made short work of them, feeding ahunger so greset it was dmost nauses, at the sametime aware that
he could always est one of the ration bars tucked into his combat belt, if the sandwiches proved
insufficient to his need.

As he ate, he considered. He was often hungry after avisit to Heal space—perhaps atwo-sandwich
hunger, he thought wryly, unwrapping the last of the food Dustin had wrangled from the mess tent. When
he and Priscillahad traveled so far in spirit to talk to Va Con—both of them woke starving, having lost a
tenth or more of their bodies mass. Magic, Priscillahad said then. Strong magic uses an immense
amount of energy.

So, Shan congdered, polishing off the fifth sandwich with asigh, Lutes Hall of Wegpons must be very
strong magic, indeed. He sat back on the cot and shook his head.

"Shan," he murmured, mindful of ears close by, "what in the blessed name of sanity have you gotten
yoursdf into?'



He hadn't taken much from the Hall: aknife and ashield. Thingsthat would serve any soldier well, Lute
had said, then held out athick manuscript. Soldier Lore was written across the face of itsleather binding
in the ornate characters of alanguage Shan was positive he didn't read.

"Behold, the most useful of al thewegponsinthe hdl,” Lute said with aflourish. "Takeit."

Shan did, looking &t his mentor—at himsalf—doubtfully. "It'srather heavy, if oneisto be marching abot.
Which seemsto be my next assgnment.”

"Nonsense,”" said L ute, "it'snot heavy at al." When Shan looked again at his hand, the manuscript was
gone.

It appeared that the lore of agood soldier was ill with him; hisbonesfelt steeped init.
Shan shook hishead and, in an ingtinct that wasin no way his own, began to take inventory.

He had no gun, no sword, no distance weapons whatever in hisbelt or pouch. The blade he did have
was neither acombat blade nor a bayonet, but part of afolding utility kit.

In an emergency, however, Soldier Lore informed him, abladeisablade, so heinspected it carefully,
oddly pleased with its quality and balance. HE'd held worse and used it to good purpose—he shook his
head, banishing the memory that was not his—It was Val Con who had the passion for sharp edges of dl
types, peaceable Shan was accurate enough with his pellet-gun, but he tended to rely on Hedler skill as
protection from harm.

Weapons check complete, Shan turned his mind to other detailsthat required attention. He stood and
walked out of the tent.

"Dudin?'

The startled guard's about-face nearly took Shan's mind off his purpose. The gun had come around—but
not dangeroudy <.

"Sir. | thought you were gonna deep till the cows came home.”
"Are we expecting cows, Corpord?| didn't think..."

"Naw," the man waved the expression away with hisfree hand. "Just meant | was sure|'d have to rouse
you when the time came. Y ou've got another hour or so, if you wanna catch another snooze. Sir."

"I have dept, thank you. Isthereaway | can check on the boat | came in on? It would be good to know
if any messages have come through—or gone out.”

"I don't think the sub-commander wants you just wandering around. Sir. It might be better if you'd just go
on back insde and—"

Shan sghed inwardly. Soldier Lore noted that the corpora could be taken, if need be. He was
measuring Shan's distance by soldier-speed, not by pilot speed.

Abruptly, amemory flashed of Cousin Luken bel Tarda, as un-war-like aman as one could wish.

"All I ask," the gentle mannered merchant would say, asthe child Shan tagged after him through acres of
warehoused carpets, "is an honest advantage. When | have that, the other party is nearly aways postive
that my positioniswesk."



Shan tipped his head, deliberately meek, and reached out, oh, so gently, with Hedler sense, inspiring
Dustin with goodwill.

"Corpora," he sad, voice and face dl cam reasonableness. "I've spent the better part of aday insde my
work suit insgde alifeboat. At least grant me a chance to walk around.”

Corpora Dustin blinked and Shan moved closer, looking gravely into eyesthe color of nutmeg. |
suggest you take meto the departure point,” he murmured. "1 should get afed for my boots, if I'm going
to haveto march in them.”

Dustin blinked again, glanced down at the boots the quartermaster had supplied. After amoment, he
nodded.

"Yessr. We can movein that direction. Might happen we can at least take a glance toward that spitfire of
yourswhenwego by."

Shan smiled and withdrew the tendril of goodwill. "Thank you, Dudtin.”

They had passed severa sentries, but it became quickly apparent that Sub-Commander Kritoulkas did
not believe in concentrating her people in one spot. Dustin directed him thisway, that way, up a series of
trails, al of which showed use, but none that were obvioudy more important than another.

Shan nodded to himsdlf, pleased with the sub-commander's arrangements—and then, on the very edge
of his sharpened hearing, caught a sound.

Helistened, ignoring the sound of Dustin's boots scraping againgt stone: afamiliar sound, commonin
portsand cities...

"Dustin," he said softly, "do we have heavy-lift rotor-craft on our Side? Perhaps two or three of them?”

The corporal flicked him a startled look, stopped heavily and took hishard hat into his hand. He cocked
his head to one side, listening—then snatched for hisbelt comm.

"Traffic," hesad digtinctly. "Possible copter noise, any ID?'
"Traffic," camethe quick reply. "Ear's going on. Reportsto Traffic Two, thank you."

Shan listened. The sound was distinct, now, though it was difficult to be sure of direction through the
canopy of trees.

He thought of hislate spiral worldward, the rotor noise growing in his ears. From what he recalled, the
sounds were coming—

"From the coast,” he said, abruptly. "At least two!™

Dustin looked at him serioudy, nodded, and thumbed his Communit again. "Traffic Two, we have
estimate of two plus rotors coming from the coast.”

"Traffic Two acknowledges. The Ear saysthree, red low. Thanks, son." There was adight burp then and
the whisper of a new message from a dozen spotsin the nearby woods.

"Thisisthe Dedler, thisisthe Dealer. Shuffle the deck, please, and cut it three ways. Player namesthe
game”

"Good ear, sr," Dustin nodded respectfully at him. "Best move with me. If we get separated—anyplace



wheretherésadefinite Y inthetrail you'l find adugout about ten metersin toward the empty side, long
asyoureingde the camp. Might need to hunt abit. If there's crossing trails you should see afaint fifth
trail—look on the opposite sde of that."

Shan nodded, pleased again with the sub-commander.
By now the sound was a definite heavy chop. Coming in low. Fast and low.

At thefirg Y they cameto Dustin took him straight ahead into the woods. The corpora ducked low
beneath a branch, and disappeared. A moment later Shan found the dugout and dropped in beside him.

Shan felt the dugout s ope deeper into the earth, could see where portions of the wall had been
reinforced with local wood and branches. One of the cut branches, astal as he and with afew
gray-green leaves il clinging to it attracted his attention. He leaned againgt the branch. It flexed dightly,
but felt sternly durable. His hand went around it comfortably ...

"Thisisthe Dedler, thisisthe Dealer. Weve got athree-handed game of Stone Poker. Cards are on the
table. Jacks are wild. Spectatorswill refrain from spitting.”

Dustin nodded. "C'mon, sir. Jacks are wild means every available hand. Stone Poker meansthey're up
toward the quarry somewhere—"

"My boat!"
"Yessr. Or maybe the Y xtrang wreck."

There was aroar overhead. Dustin ducked back into the dugout. Shan, peering upward through agap in
the trees, saw three black formslifting into the sky—heading back toward the coast in ahurry.

"That refrain from spittin' suff,” Dustin said, easing out of the dugout. " That means no shooting til we get
orders, Sr.”

Shan looked at him and held out his empty hand and his stick.
"Yesdr, | know. Pleasefollow me.”

He began to do that, then realized that the sound of the retreating rotors had changed somehow. He fell
to his knees, found the gap in the sheltering branches—

The last of the copters was moving very dowly, aimost hovering. Perhaps they had spotted someone
or—

A figure appeared from the belly of the copter, diding down a cable made visible by hismation. A
second figure followed, and athird. Four...

There were eight of them on the ground, the last having dropped a good distance as the rotor began to
move away.

"Sir?' Dugtin had missed him and returned, sounding both relieved and annoyed. "Sir? Y ou'll need to
comethisway—"

Shan stood, automatically brushing the dirt from leather-covered knees.

"Corpord, that last copter dropped eight soldiers over thisway."



"l didn't seeit," Dustin said doubtfully.
"l did. They must be on that rise over there. Sid down aropein ahurry.”
The comm burped and gave out amuffled chant.

"Thisisthe Deder. Side-bets are in order when you see cash. Repest, Sde-bets are in order when you

Shan glanced at Dustin'sworried face, eyebrows lifted in question.

"Sir, that means we can engage if we haveto, locd unit leader to decide.” He grimaced. "Guess that's
r],E.ll

He reached for the comm and thumbed the switch.

"Traffic Two, chancethat eight did down a straw near—"

He waved a beseeching hand. Shan nodded, pointed as best he could through the trees.

"Traffic Two, that's maybe eight down the straw near hill four.”

There was a pause then, and Shan could fedl the tension building in the man's emotive grid.
Finaly, "Thisis Traffic. We have the straw report. Confirm visudly, says The Deder. Tell mego.”
"Gone," said Dustin and tucked the communit inits holster, switch off.

Shan wished he'd had a chance to break the bootsin. Asit was, held have sore feet tonight. If the luck
smiled, of course.

He aso wished he had something more than abranch and a utility knife for wegpons. Hed considered
making a spear out of the stick—it was nearly his height and reasonably straight—but he didn't have the
necessary time. So he carried it, hoping balefully that he now knew how to use acudge if he needed to.

The going was dow. They'd climbed down a hill and now wereinching up arocky sope sparsdy
studded with trees. Portions of the dope were nearly cliff, and it was Dustin's knowledge of thetrails that
kept Shan from taking severd bad turns.

Hafway up the hill they heard muffled voices, peaking alanguage that Shan's sharpened hearing found
unfamiliar. Dustin glanced back, signaling by tapping his ear and then waving an empty hand around the
land.

Shan nodded, concentrated. After amoment, he pointed carefully to hisleft, but still uphill.

Ever more dowly they climbed, with Shan from timeto time cringing at the amount of noise Corpora
Dudtin threw into the wind.

The dien voices wavered, lowered. Dustin looked back to him and Shan concentrated, heard not with
earsthistime, but with Hedler sense: eight intent patterns, one lanced with red sparkings of pain. Shan
swallowed and pointed for Dustin— to the left yet, but not nearly so far uphill.

At acrawl, they went on.

A few moments later Shan saw hisfirg Y xtrang. And then his second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth and



seventh. They stood dertly on the edge of ashaded pocket of bush and branchesjust above anear
vertical rock drop.

Each carried wegpons, some several. Shan recognized a sniper gun, four carbine equivaents, aheavy
automatic wegpon, and what looked like an anti-armor tube.

When hiseyes got used to the light, Shan saw hiseighth Y xtrang. That one was Sitting down, inthedim
pocket of bush, employed in fashioning arough splint for hisleft leg. He stood, amost fell, and eased
himsdlf carefully back to the ground.

Voicesagain, astwo of the standees leaned in toward the pocket, followed by a snarling phrase that
might have been an order given.

One of the stlandees sauted, fist thumping to shoulder, then the seven whole Y xtrang dropped into trail
crouch and moved off, melting quietly into the landscape.

Shan considered the remaining Y xtrang, who had readjusted the splint and was prying himsdlf to hisfeet
by using hisriflefor acane. It cameto him, camly, that arifle was afar better wegpon than agtick. He
looked over to Dustin.

It took severa moments to make the Corpora certain of what he wished to do, and more than alittle
exercise of hisown will over the other man'sto ill the argument he saw legping in the nutmeg eyes.

He moved dowly, silent over the rocks and twigs, and came up on the pocket of brush. Hehad a
moment's vertigo, as he stared down the steep incline and he wished in that moment with dl hisheart to
be back on the Passage, and never again be the man who had formulated—who would carry out—this

plan.
He shook himsdlf and crept forward afew more inches, making sure of hisgrip on stick and knife.

The Y xtrang looked up, surprised by the sudden, sureintrusion into his safe place, the trigger of his
rifle-canewd | away from any useful finger.

Shan moved, the cudgel swung in aknowing arc, damming the hand that fumbled at the gun, taking the
other man off balance, onto hisinjured leg. Shan closed, the cudgel risng quickly to catch the thrust of
the Y xtrang's knife. The eyesthat locked on hisin the moment before the cudgdl crushed the man's
windpipe knew no pity, sought no quarter.

The Y xtrang's body went over the lip of the pocket, the knife ill usdesdy clutched in one hand.

Shan sghed once, short and sharp, and bent down to claim hisrifle.

EROB'SHOLD
PRACTICE GROUNDS

There had been two meetings—one, the scout and captain donein the privacy of the tent they shared,
Nelirikk standing guard &t the entrance, aswas hisright and jealoudy held duty.

That meeting, the first, had been aquiet thing, for al that it danced through four separate languages, and
at the end of an hour they two had emerged and walked shoulder-and-shoulder acrossthe practice field,
Nelirikk in his place as rear-guard, until they came to the command tent.

The meeting there had not been so quiet.



Commander Carmody and aged Genera tel'V osti—they heard the captain out with the respect due her
rank and battle years. The eder femae civilian—the delm of the House to which the captain and the
genera belonged, and to whom each owed differing degrees of dlegiancesin a pattern which Ndlirikk
had not quite puzzled out—that was something el se.

"Y ou will send your lifemate doneinto anest of Y xtrang?' she demanded, the Liaden High Tongue
sounding like splinters of glass.

"High melant'i, indeed, Lady yosPhelium. But, tell me, do, what you expect one man might accomplish
againg ahorde of ravening animals.”

There was slencein the command tent for amoment and the old general 1ooked no less grim than the
Terran commander. Captain Miri Robertson sighed and shook her head.

"Couple pointsyoure missing,”" she said, using Terran to counter the blade of the old lady's outrage.
"First off, the man's ascout. He don't wanna be seen—you don't see him. Second, he's got atouch with
an explosve that'sredly something specid. Third thing is?' Shelooked at the old delm until that one
diffly incdlined her heed.

"Third thing is," the captain said then, "isit'shisidea. | don't like it any better'n you do. Spent the last hour
trying to tak him out of it. Won't give an inch. Stubborn, too, while we're airing hisfaults. But the fact of
the matter ishé's got a point. HE's got a chance of getting in, creating serious damage, and getting back
out dive. HEsthe only onewe got that | know of hasthat chance, with the possible exception of
Beautiful, here. If we don't stir Y xtrang around, keep 'em off balance and blow us up an ammo dump or
two, we'redl gonnaberea sorry, real soon.”

"Good soldier sense, from scout and captain,” the Generd said. "Make your bow to the truth, Emrith.™

Sheglared. "I have seen enough war to last methislifetime and the next, Win Den. And | say to you that,
dragon or scout, the only likely outcome of this lackwitted schemeisthat he will die.”

"Not necessarily," the scout murmured, and smiled when the delm's eyes crossed his. "'l do
hold—certain—skills, besides having the advantage of knowing my targetsin advance. | may die, but |
assure you that it ismuch more likely that | will come away whole, and return to stand at my lady'sside.”

Erob sniffed and used her chin to point at Nelirikk, where he sood guard inside the entrance.
"If that has an equa chance of creating mayhem and escaping, why not send it?"
The scout shook his head in the Terran manner and bowed lightly in the Liaden.

"Why s0," he said, and to Ndlirikk's ear the tone was dmost teasing, "should the luck frown and | fall, |
will have left my captain with alike wegpon with which to continuethewar.”

"I'll OK it," Commander Carmody spoke then and nodded at the scout. "Draw what you need from
gtores, and mind! If you take that flitter, you bring it back, boyo. Am | clear?'

The scout bowed once more, eyes serious, though his mouth smiled. ™Y ou are clear, Jason. Thank you."

It was on the second day after the scout quit camp that Nelirikk was called to the command tent once
more.

Hewent hurriedly, with anod for the comm tech who had been testing his memory of call code and band
protocol, and arrived to find commander, genera, his own captain and the full complement of minor staff



awaiting him.

"Sit down, Beautiful,” the commander said, giving him the grace of hisfield-name, and with awave that
might have been an acknowledgment of Ndlirikk's salute, or part of the order to be seated.

"Them big hummers of rotor craft,” the captain said, without preamble. "What do they carry? Troops,
equipment, special wegpons?Y ou got thefloor.”

It took him amoment to redlize that he was not being offered afloor as his own, but the opportunity to

Speak.

"Captain. When well supplied, each can carry eight dozens of troops, or field artillery and four dozens. |
have not the range of them since they may carry auxiliary fuel tanksinstead of troops.

"They can be used well for forward supply, but are light on top and side armor. They are not attack
arcraft and their gunnersare but four. It isnot unusua for them to drag-drop troops.

"Rumor isthat the landing structure was designed for lighter work and is aways under repair. Their crews
think themselves far above the troopsthey ferry.”

"Wdll, thereésabit of good news," Commander Carmody commented. "Too good to work as hard as
they could for the ground guys."

"How many?' the captain demanded, intent. Ndlirikk shook his head, Terran-wise.
"Each regiment has different numbers. | saw four pods of three at the base | was sent from.”

"Fifteen hundred troops might thus be moved in ashort-range rush, were everyone crammed to
overload," said the generd, looking up from the paper which was not filled with idle doodling, as Nelirikk
had suspected, but a dense line of manua calculation.

"Gotcha" The commander nodded at tel'V osti.
"Explorer,” asked the generd, "are they well supplied?”
"Sir. | do not know the mission. | cannot hazard to say."

"Good boy," the old soldier said unexpectedly. "Don't let uswish ourselvesinto troubles.” He glanced
speculatively around the table before he spoke again.

"Tell me, Explorer. If you were on the spot, and you knew there to be what might prove to be a courier
boat for an opponent’s battleship landed within range, what would you do?’

"Courier for abattleship?' The concept amazed. Y et the question was obvioudy serious. Ndlirikk applied
himsdlf to the answer.

"If the genera pleases. | would send one pod—three— well equipped soonest. A second pod would be
fueled and ready for loading depending on need. | would aso increase pressure everywherethat | could
todisrupt..."

"Thank you," the genera said, holding up ahand and nodding. “Sowould 1."

Ndirikk sat amoment in uncomfortable slence as something was decided in severd glances round the
table.



"Yessr,” Commander Carmody said, perhapsto himsdf. "When thislittle dust up isover, I'm gonnago
up the park and find me that fongbear up there and pin ameda on hischest." He cameto hisfeet and
Nelirikk jumped up, snapping asaute, only to find that the other was bending over akit belt.

The commander extracted something smal from the belt and handed it to the captain, then turned to
Nelirikk, apigtal in hishand.

"Beautiful, we're sending Redhead's Irregulars out in harm's way, and she refuses to budge without you.”

The big man extended the pistal, buitt first. Nelirikk understood that he was to takeiit, and did so, stunned
by the purity of itsbalance, its perfect, deadly elegance. The grips were carved of wood, the metal a
wondrous satiny...

"Took methesameway, first timel saw it," Captain Redhead said from his|eft. "But listen up,
Beautifu—Commander Carmody ain't doneyet.”

Nélirikk snatched after hiswandering wits, raised ahand to snap a salute and was waved into stillness.
The commander pointed.

"That pretty belongsto Senior Commander Riato and if anything happensto it—or to Captain
Redhead—shélll give me hdll. Bring them both back. That's an order.”

His salute was waved away again and the commander held out another large hand.
"Y ou'll want the ammo, too, boyo."
Somethings, you didn't question.

Like when the man you'd married, thinking it was bad enough he was Liaden and thodelm in aHouse
sheld figured out by now was one of thefifty caled High—when the man you'd dit your own throat
before you saw him hurt came to you the night he left for something that might not let him back aive and
murmured, "Chaltrez, you must know this. | am Nadelm Korva, by lineage. Y ou are nadelmae, by right
of our mating. Should | fall, you must claim the Ring and as delm keep Korvd safe”

Y ou heard that, you just nodded, and pulled him close in the dark, and you didn't ask, So, who do |
claim this Ring from and why should they believe me? and you didn't say, What makes you so sure
I'm gonna outlive you? Y ou just nodded, and held him and listened to his heart begt, strong and steady
next to your ear, and then you kissed him and you let him go, the night swallowing him up, like héd never
beenat al.

Likewise, Miri thought, looking down at the golden gyr-falcon in her palm, you didn't ask why Jase
Carmody picked you for the hot seet, if he happened to find Nirvana, thiswar. Y ou just took the token
and didn't make afuss, kept it close and hoped to every possible god of war and peace that you never
had to show it.

Miri pinned the token to the lining of her deeve, then sealed the battle jacket and looked up &t her tall
shadow.

Helooked down at her, dark blue eyes dert, brown face expressionless. She'd gotten used to him,
mostly, but there were times, like now, when she felt ice sweep down her backbone, remembering what
thisman was.

Going into battle with an Yxtrang at your back. Robertson, if I'd've known you were going to turn
out a nut case I'd've left you on Klamath.



Miri sghed and straightened, giving her aideagrim amile,
"OK, Beautiful. Let'sround 'em up and move 'em out.”

They sat in what order they could in the back of alarge farm truck bouncing its way aong unpaved track.
The captain had appointed of her troop three lieutenants, naming them properly First, Second, and Third,
and she a so appointed the sergeants. The under-officers then gppointed the squads.

It was what one might expect of aunit put together of remnants and volunteers, moving in dl haste
toward itsfirgt blooding. Still.

The captain sat to hisleft, her eyes closed, though her grip againgt the catch-rope was not that of a
deeper. Ndlirikk cleared histhroat.

"Captan?'

Thefierce gray eyes snapped open. "Yo."

"I have not had timeto finish properly, but | have been working on something for the troop, if you dlow.”
She sat up straighter, looked into his face with a curious expression.

He reached among the hastily stowed supplies, and pulled a plain cloth sack from between several seded
containers of explosives.

"I had hoped to make it more complete, but glory comes upon usquickly..." he said, deftly fitting
together the lengths of tubing.

Holding the staff in the crook of his ebow, he then took the square of |abored-over cloth from the bag,
unfolding it as gently as he could in the crowded, lurching truck.

The captain stared, and for amoment he thought that he had offended, that she would regject his gift to the
troop—

"That's some piece of work," she said, taking aportion of the flag in her hands. She looked up at him,
ferd eyeshright. "Y our idea?'

"Captain. Yes. A gift for the unit for being permitted as arecruit. If it pleases.”

The nickname of the unit, 1t Irregulars, was rendered in the trade language, as befit atroop made from
asmany different sources astheirs: bronze letters on ablack stripe fully athird of the flag deep. The
symbol—ah, that had been a hard night's thought!—a knife in silver with two sets of wings, one black,
one white, set on agreen field. One set of wings were dragon'swings, to honor Jelas arms-mate, who
had founded the House of the scout. The blade was Jelas own symbol, of course; and the other set of
wingswas from the bird of the Gyrfaks.

"It pleases,”" the captain said amid the growing buzz of interest as others of the troop began to take
notice.

"Hang it up,” she said, then, and he did so, fastening it to the top of the digtaff, whereit hung, braveinits
solitude, without yet the proper complement of captured enemy flagsto adorn it.

"That'sgood," the captain said, softly. "That'sred good, Beautiful. Turn it around now, so everybody can
see" She cameto her feet and jumped lightly onto the seat, one small hand on the catch-rope.



"All right, listen up! We Htill got usabit of riding before we start our march, and we got one more
important decision to make. First off, | want squads together.”

In aremarkably short time and with only alittle too much jostling, the squads formed themsealves.

"OK!" cdled the captain. "Some of you close by saw what | have here. The rest of you take agood ook
at the unit'sflag! Now you got a choice. Y ou can go out there and fight and hope no one notices you. Or

you can go out there and fight and | et 'em know you're there. Which squads ain't interested in carrying the
unit flag into our first fight? Hold your hands up and sing out!"

The close-packed squads were abruptly slent, sitting as ill asthey could.
The captain let the slence stretch, then flashed agrin at the assembled soldiers.

"Darn," she cdled out, "that's gonnamake my job harder. Be sure you understand thet thisis serious
stuff. Which ever squad carriesthisflag isgonnaget alot of hest. It'll be noisy and it'll be for keeps.
Y ou'll haveto runwith it and protect it, and, most important, you'll haveto bring it back safe.”

Nelirikk, holding the standard high, felt his heart lift. For here, indeed, was a captain. On the spot, she
created a competition, offering the flag. It was the preparedness check-and-drill, with officers standing by
to see what needed remedy, what weapons were underprepared, which squad's knives were out of
place.

Thetruck cranked, lurched, and ground to a hdt that shuddered every bonein the back. Nelirikk
glimpsed forest through the open hatch, with hills doping away, and an overgrown path too narrow to
permit passage of the vehicle.

"All out!" the newly appointed sergeants bawled. "Fall in"

"Troop Beautiful." The captain spoke quietly under the noise of evacuating the truck. "Please do the
honor of marching the unit'sflag down to squad three and turning it over to their bearer."

He stared. After amoment, he remembered to breathe. "Captain," he said, though it was not his place to
remind acagptain, "I am not in the line of command.”

She grinned a him. "Orders, Beautiful. And dways remember—volunteering isits own reward.”

FENDOR
MERCENARY HEADQUARTERS

The door guard looked first a Nova, taking in the leathers, the face, and the frown. The second look
caught Liz, who nodded easy-like and lifted two fingersin casual saute. The guard nodded back.

"ID?

"Lizardi," Liz said and obediently stared down the bore of the retina-reader. It beeped positive and the
guard dung it back over her shoulder.

"Her?' A jerk of the head a Nova, standing silent and astonishingly patient at her Sde.
"Sheswithme"

"Recruit?' Papable disbelief, there.



"Lookin' to hire."

The guard's face cleared. She nodded to Nova and touched a stud on her belt. The door behind her did
back along itstrack and she stepped aside to let them pass. "Cleared to Digpatch. Need aguide,
Commander?'

"I remember the way, thanks,” Liz said and stepped forward, Nova yosGalan following arespectful two
steps behind.

* ok k

Fendor' quarters doubled as Home and it was dways hopping. This evening, the place was wall-to-wall
with meres, many with kits on their backs. Liz frowned. Something was up. Something big was up. She
lagged haf-a-second and let a crew of six pack-bearing techies get in front of her.

"Might be hard for you to hire," she muttered as Nova came abreast. "L ooks like some big doings.”
"Only lead meto Dispatch, AngelaLizardi. | anticipate no difficulty in hiring.”

Liz snorted and lengthened her stride as much as conditions alowed. A couple minutes later, she took the
right into Dispatch, which was crazier and more crowded than the main hall, and forged ahead toward
the counter without bothering to make sure the Liaden woman was still with her.

She broke into the clear space before the counter and grinned in sudden delight.
"Hey, Roscoe!"

The square built little guy hogging the main screen looked up, bald head gleaming under thelights.
Raisin-colored eyes scanned the crowd, pinned her. The enormous mustache— black like he was twenty
instead of risng Sxty—lifted inagrin.

"Lizziel | known thisone bring you out from hidin! Come over an' tdl me who you got.”
She shook her head and walked over to him, reaching across the counter to grab both shoulders.

"What happened to your pigtail?" she asked, remembering the shiny, foot-long braid that had been his
pride, even above the mustache. Roscoe pulled along face.

"Ah, | sl it to buy awatch for mwife, but you know what? Bitch leave me anyway." He laughed—a
roar that belonged to a man twice his height—grabbed her forearms and squeezed—gently, because
Roscoe was stronger than helooked. "Lizzie, you lookin' damnfine. | get relief in two hour. You stick
aroun' an' we do amattress test, en? | book you in second wave." He dropped her arms and bent to the
computer. “Tell mewho you got.”

"l don't have anyone," Liz said quietly.
"Wewishto hire," NovayosGalan added from her side. Roscoe looked up, blinking his hard little eyes.

"Y ou want to hire?'Y ou got to wait. Suzuki's hiring everything got agun." He made a shooing motion with
his hands. "Come back two, three day, we maybe got a couple ‘prentices |ef for you to hire."

Novashook her head. "My businessisurgent and | will hire soldiers” she said, firm, but not with the
blaze of temper Liz had expected. "Please let it be known that | will double the payout on Suzuki's
contracts.”



Roscoe stared at her for a begt of three before he looked over to Liz.

"Who the hell this?"

"I will pay," Novastated, cutting Liz off before she could answer, "in cantra.”
Roscoe pursed hislips. "She crazy?' he asked Liz.

"You could say."

"Fine." Roscoe looked back to Nova. "Y ou crazy. Y ou gottahire. You pay in cantra. Nothin' | can do.
Y ou talk to Suzuki, cut you own deal. Then | make it OK wit' the'puter. Ichi?

"Subel," Novasad surprisngly. "Where may | find Suzuki?*

"You Stay put. | bring her here. No way | missthisone." He grinned and flipped atoggle on the board.
"Suzuki, you come front Dispatch,” he said into the mike. " Somebody you gotta meet.”

She had expected another such as AngdlaLizardi—rangy, tough, and tall. But the woman for whom the
crowd parted minutes later was no taler than hersdf, sturdy and efficient. Her hair was very short and
very black. Her eyeswere chips of blueice, set at adant in acomposed, determined face.

Nova sraightened, for if Va Con himsdf had named AngelaLizardi first spesker, then the woman who
came now was surely adem.

The woman stopped at the edge of the crowd with anod.
"Liz," she said and her voice was quiet and clear. "We can use you.”

"So Roscoe said,” AngdaLizardi replied in her laconic way. "But I'm here with her." She jerked her head
and Novafound hersdlf caught by those danting blue eyes.

The owner of the eyes bowed, not ageneric, Terran, surrogate handshake bow, but something that
recognizably approached the proper mode between strangers of unknown rank.

"Suzuki Ridto, Senior Commander, Gyrfaks Unit."

Nova bowed as between equas and saw interest move in the blue eyes. "NovayosGaan, Clan Korvd,"
shereturned. It was perhaps not best wise to give her true name within this crowd of unknowns, but one
wished to deal honorably with honorable persons. She straightened.

"Y ou may know us as Tree-and-Dragon Family."

The other woman'sinterest intengified. "Indeed, the unit has done businesswith Tree-and-Dragon in the
past. What may | be honored to do for you, maam?’

Good. A person of integrity and quick wit. Novainclined her head. "I have need of soldiers,
Commander. Many soldiers, and a once. | am informed by this person here," she used her chin to point
at Roscoe, "that you are hiring everything that hasagun. | submit that my need is at least as grest as your
own and ask that we work equally toward equal ground.”

She heard Angela Lizardi snort, but did not deign to look at her. Suzuki Ridto's face betrayed dight
interest, and atinge of regret.

"It must of course pain meto deny Tree-and-Dragon Family this consideration,” she said, most properly.



"However, my need overrides every other conceivable need in thisgaaxy or the next. | am blunt with
you, maam. Y ou will forgive mewhen | say that | have people trapped upon aworld under Y xtrang
attack." She swept asmall, square hand out, indicating the now-silent crowd.

"What you see hereisarescueforce. Y ou may outbid me—infact, | don't doubt that you can. But | do
not believe you will hire one soldier until we have rescued our own.”

But Novawas saring at her, feding a certain sense of wonder unfolding within her and tasting, tasting
the tang of the luck, Korval's curse and Korval's blessing.

"Under Y xtrang attack?' she repeated, to gain the time she required to assimilate it and then shook her
head as her mother had often done, not to express negation so much as baffled amaze.

"Commander Ridto, it may be we have acommon god."
Suzuki Ridto tipped her head. "Please explain.”
"My brother ison that planet—! oca name Lytaxin. And the lifemate of my brother, aswell.”

"That's Redhead she'staking about there," AngelaLizardi put in and the other woman looked at her
sharply.

"Shesays" Liz added. "I don't put much stock in that sde, myself. Last | knew, shewas calling him her
partner.”" She pointed her finger and Novaraised an eyebrow. " Show Suzuki your picture there, Goldie."

She reached into her deeve pocket for the folder, opened it and offered it to Suzuki Riato, who took
one quick look and laughed.

"Him?Lagt | saw them, shewasaslikdy to kill him askisshim."

Novafdt her lipstwitch, al a oncein sympathy with her new and unknown sigter. "It isacommon
dilemma, when one dedls closdly with my brother," she said solemnly, closing the folder and dipping it

away.

Suzuki grinned, then let the expression fade to one of caculation. "It ssems our god isthe same, maam,
asyou have pointed out. | suggest that | am skilled in the hiring and outfitting of soldiers, asis
Commander Lizardi. Y ou are yoursdf perhaps skilled in an areawhere my expertise has currently fallen
short.”

Novainclined her head politdly, acknowledging the truth of the other woman'swords and her own
willingnessto hear more,

"In what manner might | assist you toward attaining our common goa, Commander?'
The blue eyes met her sraightly—the look of adem, in truth.

"We need ships,” said Suzuki Ridto.

Novatruly smiled, then, and bowed.

"Asit happens, | can locate ships.”

"I thought you could,” Suzuki said gravely and offered her arm. "L et usretire and discuss particulars.”
Shelooked over to Miri Robertson'sfirst spesker. "Liz? Areyou in?'



"Couldn't keegp me out with abattaion.”

EROB'SBOUNDARY

QUARRY WAR ZONE

There had been opportunity to kill more Y xtrang, on the way from the pocket of brush to the quarry
entrance. Dustin had accounted for two and Shan three—one of those alucky shot into the impenetrable
treetops, prompted by the very faintest of out-of-place leaf rustle.

But the quarry. The quarry was where the heavy action centered.

"Lookslikethey're after your boat, Sir,” Dustin whispered, asthey crouched behind aconveniently
placed boulder. The lifeboat was precisely where he had I€eft it, upright in the entrance to the quarry,
closer to the mercenaries linethan the Y xtrang.

"Indeed it does, Corporal, but why? It has no fud. It has no weapons. It has aradio, but surely the
Y xtrang have their own radios?'

Dustin looked at him oddly. "Hard to tel why ‘trang'll do anything. Maybe they want it for awar prize.
Important thing is, if they think it's worth arguing over, we gotta be sure they don't win the argument.”

At the moment, it appeared that Sub-Commander Kritoulkas regulars were holding their own in the
argument. The Y xtrang liberdly sprinkled throughout the trees opposite were actively involved in the
dispute, but had made no push to advance their position. Shan sank alittle lower behind the shielding
boulder, thinking about thét.

"Arewe seeing adiversion, Corpord?' he asked findly. "Or are they waiting for friends?’

"Hard to say, Sir." Dustin was moving, inching hisrifle into position. Shan looked, saw the target, looked
again and chose hisown mark.

The argument continued, and dl at once the Y xtrang began to move, pushing their line grimly forward.
Behind them, deeper into the opposite wood, Shan's sharpened hearing registered the sound of heavy
equipment, distinct evenin thefury of thefirefight. Heflicked alook at Dustin.

"There's something big moving in thewoods.”

The corporal nodded, face pale except for the thread of blood down one cheek, where a chip off the
boulder had cut him.

"| fed it," he said, mouth tightening. " Get ready to fal back, sir. They were waiting for the armor to catch
up with them.”

Around him, then, he felt a—withdrawing—as, one squad at atime, the mercenaries melted back from
their positions. Across, the Y xtrang pushed forward, and the sound of the armor moving was thunder in
the ground, rattling through his chest and into his head.

"Now," Dustin said. "Fall back." Shan nodded and heard the other man leave, even ashetried to recal if
he had seen anything like anti-armor, in hisbrief and all-too-incomplete tour of the mercenary
encampment.

Where, he wondered, are they withdrawing to that will stand safe against a tank?



A pdlet struck hisboulder, spraying hisface with gravel. Shan ducked, found the range and fired. An
Y xtrang soldier crumpled out from behind a bush that was too meager to shelter him and didn't move

again.

He was alone on what had been the mercenary line, Shan realized, and about to be overrun by Y xtrang.
Y et, why should hefal back, when the meansto kill the oncoming tank wasright here?

Thelifeboat's coils till functioned; after dll. It was but the work of amoment to set them to overload.

Decison taken, Shan began at last to move from cover to carefully chosen cover, angling toward the
lifeboat.

Beautiful was two steps behind her, armed like an officer, and dmogt totally silent, which was more than
she could say for therest of the unit.

Thered been akind of congtant crunch asthe Irregulars moved through the woods—nothing to be done
about it at this point—and then asingle distant boom, asif something redlly big had blown up.

That one was apuzzle. It wasn't the sound a shell made being fired, or the sound it made hitting
something, usualy. And it sure couldn't have been an ammo-dump because Miri knew Kritoulkas had
been running mostly with carry-it-yourselves.

Her people did pretty good at not stopping when the guns started chattering.

Therewasalot of gun noise she didn't recognize right off and that made her nervous, because if she
didn't know the sound it was likely to be Y xtrang cdiber stuff.

The battle-flag was about twenty steps ahead of her, wrapped tight around its staff. The squad that had it
was moving out. Likely they thought they'd show up, unroll the flag, and scare Y xtrang back into space
without aship.

Not bloody likely.

The key here was going to be showing up at al. The Y xtrang, even if there were alot of them, probably
had their hands pretty full because Kritoulkas was bossing anear-pure Gyrfaks crew.

The communit in her pocket hadn't buzzed, which was good news—it meant Jase and the house guard
were ill holding aquiet fort. Be bad if the Irregulars didn't have a place to go home to, once the party
was over.

She sgnaled astop, waved her three lieutenantsin. One of them hunted out thisway, regular.

Beautiful wasthere, back to her. He was carrying hisfield pack and two extraammo boxesfor the
automatic weapon carried by the flag-bearing unit, no complaint, no dowdown. At halt he'd dropped the
boxes and instantly gone on aert.

Miri saw how he watched: lower level of trees, mid-level on rock-piles and such, eyeslong enough on
each spot to catch color or movement. The greenies either stared hard at one spot and waited for it to
grow wings or swiveled their heads around so fast they'd get themsalves whiplash.

Shetook her time deciding on the next phase of the march. The sounds were heavier to the west, which
the local looie thought meant they were centered on an old quarry on the south side of the mere camp.
That could be good if it meant Kritoulkas had the Y xtrang pinned down. The firing was getting pretty



She nodded, reluctantly broke the squads into two groups. The smaler group, four squads under the
locdl, would take the uphill side. Asthey closed into the quarry they'd follow some path he knew.

Her main group of six squads would watz right on down the main trail, trusting that the sub-commander
was dill holding up her end of the bargain with the mercs.

Shefdt eyeson her, turned to see Beautiful looking at her.

"What'sup?'

"Nothing isup, Captain. No air cover. No sign of ambush in the trees. No listening devices.”
Inwardly, Miri sighed. "I meant, what's bugging you? What should | know?"

"Captain, only the singlelarge explosion. By now if there was artillery it would bein use. We have here
one hundred. Probably the unit we will face hasmore.”

"Great. Even odds."

She wasn't sureif he got the sarcasm; he smply nodded and asked permission for adrink from his
canteen, since action might come upon them anytime.

The distant shooting went almost quiet for amoment or two and then became insstent and rushed.

She knew the sound of that—one side had managed to mass a bit of acharge. The heavy, nearly steady
beat of aParadis 88 made her suppose the Y xtrang were on the move against awell defended spot.

She waited while the lieutenants carried her newsto the sergeants, and then they moved on, the crunch of
boots not nearly asloud asthe growing noise of battle.

The four squads under the locdl lieutenant melted away as best they could. The main body continued
ahead, with the sound of firing heavy and the acrid smell of battle permeating the air. Forward motion
halted abruptly. Soldiers dropped, taking cover. Ahead, the woods were noisy, like whoever was there
didn't careif they were heard.

Miri dropped, felt the presence that was Ndlirikk, positioned like a bodyguard, protecting her back,
while hisheight till alowed him to see beyond her.

The noise stopped as suddenly asit started, and then there was amore distant sound, as of confident
marching. Miri began moving toward one of her lieutenants when the woods near her lead troops
exploded with the sound of a Paradis 88.

The targets were up on the hill, and Miri could suddenly see the movement and hear the return fire of
dozens of dien weapons. There was awhoosh, an explosion and scream— but by now it was clear
which side was which and her lead troops opened live fire on an enemy for thefirst time.

It was obvious they'd ssumbled into a flanking movement by the Y xtrang, one that the Paradis had been
supposed to fall.

Now it wastheir turn, and she signaed her squadsinto a battle line, tried to straighten out akink that
could be dangerous. The folks on the hill hadn't been expecting quite so many people, apparently, but
they were dill willing to fight.

It was hard to tdll, but it looked like there were more and more of the Y xtrang up on the hill, asif the
whole damned bunch of them had tried an end around.



The Irregulars were returning fire, but the lead squad wasin big trouble and likely to get cut off. The
Y xtrang were concentrating fire there, and there were more of them on the hill, so many that it looked
likeachargeforming.

Miri pulled the whistle from her pocket, sounded the attention blast and the double-pulse of short
pullback. The Irregular's firing dropped decidedly then asthey al tried to worm backward five meters
like they'd been taught.

"Beautiful, up there. A chargeforming?’ Miri yelled.
"Yes, Captain. | believeit likdy."
"Tell that crew there to open up with their toy. Now!"

Nelirikk crawled to the crew with flag still wrapped tight, carrying the boxes of extraammo to them,
taking timeto point out the most likely route down thehill...

There was something quite satisfying in the chatter of the Sternbach. True, it wasn't a Paradis 88, but it
should do. She glanced back at the smoke-wreathed gun crew.

Shit. Now they werefor it.

The gun crew sat behind their amost-shield of adowned log, the Irregular's battle-standard waving
insults a the enemy.

Unexpectedly, up on the hillside, a spot of color showed, flapped—snapped to blood red.
Nélirikk was suddenly beside her, low to the ground, avery red grin on hisface.
"Captain, weface Tactical Assault Twenty-Two. They are very famousfor their attacks™

She cussed but he didn't hear, for at that moment the woods screamed with Y xtrang rage and the charge
began.

Therewasn't timefor finesse. Miri blew the command that released squads to sergeants. And when she
turned to repeet the call in the other direction, she saw the Y xtrang behind them.

Thischargewasredly aimed at the Sternbach—in fact both of them were. The unit wasfaling back on
itsown accord toward the flag; the Y xtrang were heading there, too.

A young trooper—one of the refugee volunteers—fd| half ayard away, the Sde of hisface gone. Miri
dove, snatched up hisrifle and fired into the oncoming mass while the Sternbach kept up itsend of the
conversation, and the Paradis—

AnYxtrang fdl at her feet, dead, and the short sharp sound of apistol going off behind her warned her to
turn.

The pistol spoke again and there was awounded Y xtrang flung by her. He started to rise, and she took
him out, spinning into aforest of blades asthe Y xtrang wave and the 1<t Irregulars crashed together and
merged.

Miri fired, dropped her man, found another target, and heard Nelirikk scream, ™Y adak!”

She saw the blade flashing downward, killing-bright in ahuge hand, swung therifle up to catch it—



From behind and above, Ndlirikk's arm swept out, into the blade, smashing it out of the Y xtrang's hand
and Nélirikk's hands were around athroat, crushing, and he roared out, "Irregulars! Irregulars!™

The Sternbach chattered on and other voicestook up theydl, "Irregulars” and the flag stood over it all.

Ndirikk's arm was bandaged, but his care was for the flagstaff, whereon he hung—upside down—the
flag of Tactica Assault Twenty-two.

Miri waited for yet more casudty reports, watching as the crew of the Sternbach fieldstripped it lovingly.
"Beautiful," shesad findly. "What's yadak?"

"Captain." Hewas carefully looking more at the flag-project than at her. "Y adak wasthefidd name of a
dead man. It means nothing."

Miri nodded. Sheld been afraid of that. " So you knew that guy. I'm sorry—"
He shrugged, discomforted by more than the wound, Miri thought.

"Y adak made many errors, Captain. Hejoined the 14th Conguest Corps. He came with them to this
planet. He volunteered for Tactica Assault Twenty-two. And he attacked my captain with amachete
while she sood command over aunit with Jeasinsgniaonitsflag.”

"Y ou mean he shoulda known better?"
Hetook histime answering.

"Captain, Yadak and | both learned at Jelasfeet. He left the home unit before | did, seeking action.” He
looked at her, blue eyes bleak.

"Yadak did not believe much in tradition. But, yes, Captain. He should have known better."

The position of lifeboat number four had been stable for sometime. Ren Zd touched a switch on the
main board.

"Tower." Rusty Morgenstern's voice was scratchy with fatigue.

"Thisisthe command helm, Radio Tech,” Ren Zd sad, as gently as one might in the sometimes
bewildering model essness of Terran. "Please do the grace of directing alaser-packet beam to these
coordinates—" The transfer was made from his screen to Rusty'swith akeystroke. "Alert this station
when adialog has been established.”

"Will do."

"Thank you," Ren Zel murmured, and hesitated amoment over the proper phrasing. Do honor your
rest-shift, Radio Tech. The ship depends upon your acuity.”

Therewasadight pause, followed by asound that might have been agrudging chuckle. "Caught me, did
you? I'll hit the sack as soon aswe get Shan on theline. Tower out.”

"Command hedm out."

He returned to his duty. The watch-points reported nothing untoward. Apparently they had won a
measure of respect from the Y xtrang in their first encounter.



Or the Y xtrang were biding their time.

Regardless, the Passage continued its spird orbit toward Lytaxin. Ren Zd pulled up an auxiliary screen
and began to caculate gpproach vectors, measuring this orbit againgt that, in terms of best defense of the
world below...

At some point he became aware of apresence beside him and looked up to find PriscillaMendoza
standing quietly at his shoulder, her eyes on the watch screens.

"A quiet shift, First Mate?"

"A quiet shift, Captain. Lifeboat four has cometo rest. The Tower is attempting to establish contact. The
Y xtrang have been—circumspect.”

"Wl for the Y xtrang,” she said, moving her eyes at last from the screensand smiling a him.

Ren Zd went cold, and in that instant she reached out to lay ahand on his shoulder—a sister's touch,
warming, yet inexpressibly painful to one who was dead to three ssters of hisblood.

"It'sWegpons Hall," the woman before him was saying, her deep voice resonant; her black eyes brilliant
and fierce. "I told you | had preparations to make. For the good of the ship.”

"So you had." He cleared histhroat. "One had not anticipated..."

She laughed, rich and full, drawing the eyes of the duty pilot in aquick flick over ashoulder before he
returned to his board.

"No, how could you? | barely anticipated it myself, and I've been to Wegpons Hall moretimesthan | can
count.” Her eyes strayed again to the watch-screens, touched the corner that elucidated the position of
lifeboat four, and moved on to the work screen.

"Y ou're caculating defensive orbits. Good. Well aso want to bracket that battleship. Have you found
anything like adefense sygem?”

"Debris" Ren Zel said, reaching to the board and bringing up the charts. " Ship's records indicate satellite
defensesin orbits correlating to the orbits of clustered wreckage." He looked up into those brilliant black
eyes. "The Y xtrang were thorough.”

She nodded.

On the main board, the channd light glowed to life.

"Tower here

Captain Mendoza leaned over his shoulder, extending along arm for the switch.
"Hi, Rugty."

"Captain,” the Radio Tech said serioudy. "Wanted to let you know—there's no answer on that
punchbeam.”

Ren Zd held till, watching the side of her face, refusing to dlow himsalf despair. For after dl, there were
many reasons why the laser-packet to lifeboat four might have gone unanswered, and not... dl... of
them were dire.



"l see," the captain said quietly. "Keep trying, in quarter-shift rotation. When the reply comes through,
notify meimmediatdy."

"Yesm. Will do."
"Good," shesdid. "And, Rugly...."

"Ren Zd dready read metheriot act,” heinterrupted. "I'm turning the Tower over to Tonee and Linaand
getting me some shut-eye.”

"Lina?" the captain repeated, blankly.
"Yes, Lina" Thevoice of the ship'slibrarian came briskly out of the speaker. "I speak Y xtrang, Priscilla.”
"Youdo?'

"Certainly," Linasad, asif it were the most commonplace of talents. "Why not? The scouts gave the
tapes. It would have been a poor use of the gift, to alow them to languish.”

"Of course," the captain said serioudy, but Ren Zd thought he saw the corner of her mouth twitch.
"Carry on. Captain out.”

"Tower out," Linasaid. Theline-light dimmed and the captain turned her brilliant eyes back to himsdlf.
"Speaking of off-shifts—First Mate, | believe the shift passes.”

He made to rise from the command chair, his eyes touching the screens once more. "Captain—" he
began, and froze.

In watch-screen three—ablot of nothing where moments before the instruments had reported clean
Space.

"Hesas," he said, hand sweeping out for the all-ship. "All crew, attend! Heas at three o'clock! Béttle
dations. Leve red.”

Beside him, he heard—no, he felt—agasp, and his eyesleapt in somefey ingtinct to the corner where
the coordinates for lifeboat four should be displayed—

And read instead the stark message from the tracking compuiter:
Contact logt. Life pod unit four off-grid.
The explosion was—beyond his expectation.

When the ground stopped bucking, and after prudently giving it another few minutesto re-acquaint itself
with alessvolatile state of being, Shan sat up, icks and gravel raining off his shoulders.

He had expected a... significant. .. result from overloading the lifeboat's coil circuits, and had taken care
to put what he believed to be a sensible distance between himself and ground zero, dashing like a
long-legged hare through the forest, stasis box under one arm, bulky Y xtrang rifle in the opposite hand, to
drop at last behind asolid-looking boulder and bury hisfacein the mold.

He had not expected aforce that would uproot trees around him, shattering boulders less stawart than
his chosen cover, and throwing cargo-holds of dirt and gravel highinto the air.



In the aftermath of the shock came a silence so profound Shan wondered if he had been deafened. He
stood, shaky, but keeping agood grip on therifle, and wiped his face on the leather deeve of his combat
jacket. The slence wasterrifying. The wreckage of downed limbs and exposed roots, bewildering. If the
lifeboat's last duty had caused such damage here, what must the Site of the blast be like?

"Redlly, Shan," hesaid, and it was arelief to hear hisown voice, blurry and cracked asit was. "Y ou
might have killed someone.”

Abruptly, he sat on the ground behind the boulder, jaw clamped against a sound that might with equal
possibility be laughter or ascream. Automaticaly, he began an inventory.

Therifle was unharmed, the magazine full. The Y xtrang soldier'sammunition belt, too large for hiswalst,
was dung from shoulder to hip, like abandoleer. The Y xtrang's grace-blade, which Dustin had retrieved
aong with the belt, hung within easy snatch of hisright hand.

Weagpons counted and made certain of, he turned his attention to the stasis box. It was dented, the
Tree-and-Dragon scratched, but the seal had held. He smiled when he saw that and lay his palm over the
scratched inggnia

... more than a touch of the Dragon in you...
He shook hishead sharply.

Priscilla, hethought, painfully, is not going to take the news that the lifepod is off-grid with
equanimity. No more than he would, had their places been exchanged. Though it was to be hoped that
his lifemate would have had more wit than to detonate a coil-driven vessel on aworld-surface.

Sounds were beginning to nibble at the edge of the silence. Shan raised his head, listening, sorted out
gunfire, some distance to the east.

Nodding, he cameto hisfeet, picked up the precious box and the rifle and looked around him.

Thefalen trees gave dmost too much cover, the grounded branches were more hazard than assstance.
So, hetook afew momentsto plot his course, from thisrock, to that log, to that tree, to that one, and
then to that large red rock, where he would plot the next stage of histravel.

Hewasin the midst of histhird stage of travel toward the battle-sounds when his open Hedler sense
caught afamiliar glimmer of pattern. He atered course and in avery short time was face to dirt-smeared
facewith Corpora Dusdtin.

"Sir." There was honest rdlief and not alittle warinessin the nutmeg-colored eyes. "Thought we'd lost
you."

"Only temporarily misplaced, for your sins," Shan said, dipping behind the corpora’s sheltering log and
settling the stasis box close.

"Y ou near the big blast?* Dustin asked.

"I'm afraid I'm the one responsible for the big blast. If the coil circuitsin aspacefaring vessd are
smultaneoudy closed and set to charge at full, they will overload and catastrophicaly give up their energy
in something just under five Standard minutes. | can do the math for you more precisely later, if you find
you'reinterested."

"I'll just take your word for it,” Dugtin said. "Sir." He chewed hislip. " Shouldn't there be asafety trip, so



you don't overload by accident?'
Shan looked a him. "Thereis”
"Right." Dugtin Sghed. "Y xtrang armor?"

"I'd wager acantra, if | had one, that the Y xtrang armor is not going to be a problem, Corpora. They
were stopping to ingpect my boat as| fled... What'sthe Situation here?"

"We're pretty scattered. Got seven, eight, within sight. ‘Nother half-dozen down along the stream. Gin's
got fifteen to the rear and hugging the hill."

Twenty-eight soldiers. Seasoned soldiers, Shan corrected himself. Soldierswho knew their business and
operated like professonas. Helooked at Dustin.

"We should consolidate, sweep in toward the quarry and secure the ground.”
"Yessr." Dustin reached to his belt, pulled out the comm and flicked it on.
"Traffic Two, captain's gonna swing us back the way we come.”

There was amoment of startled silence, then Sub-Commander Kritoulkas voice came from the comm,
very disinctly.

"Put the captain on.”

Dustin handed the unit over. Shan found the talk button on the side and depressed it.
"Good evening, maam.”

"You." Her tone was not cordid. "Y ou happen to know anything about that lifeboat?!

"It seemed expedient to dispose of the object of the quarrel,” Shan told her earnestly. "Especidly asthere
was 'Y xtrang armor gpproaching.”

"Grest. Tell you what. Have Dustin move the crew—they know the drill. We're getting some help down
from the house that'll make up the second hand. Y ou stay pegged right where you are and wait for them.
Keep the comm and tell me what you see. Can you do that, Captain?'

"Yes, maam."
"Thendoit," shesaid, and theline went dead.

They flushed two pockets of Y xtrang on their way down toward the quarry. They took an anti-air tube
from the first bunch and a couple more casudties from the second before Winston got close enough to
lob in one of Va Con's homemade Grenade Surprises.

From the second bunch, then, they got two Irregulars dead, five of what Beautiful identified as Troopers
Regular Fidd Long Arms, and the ammo belts that went with them. Miri sighed. The dead now
numbered twenty, al greenies. Theinjured numbered dightly more, with five or Sx needing a'doc pronto
two hours ago.

The sweep went on, with the Irregulars and the bits of Kritoulkas crew they picked up aong the way
hopefully pushing what Y xtrang were left down toward the quarry and into the second sweep line of
Seasoned meres,



Some would get away, of course, running ahead of the closing jaws to regroup and—maybe—await
pickup. The object wasn't to kill every Y xtrang in the park. The object wasto secure the areato the old
quarry and hold theline.

Miri scanned the terrain ahead. They ought to be coming up on the Eyes Kritoulkas had posted at the
hinge-point pretty soon. When they hit that point, they'd swing south alittle to close the loop, then
sgueeze back in toward the quarry.

"Captain,”" Beautiful said from behind her, but shed dready seen him—alean figurein battle-lesthers,
ammo belt dung bad-ass style across his chest, arifle—correction, an Officers Persona Duty Long
Arm—held ready, but not threatening anybody.

It wasn't until sheld left the line and gone closer that she saw the white hair under the helmet, the winging
eyebrows and the silver eyes sheld seen once before, in adream that was true.

She stopped, pushing her own helmet up with afingertip, saw him ook first for theinggnia, then back,
for her face. He recognized her with alift of white brows.

"Captain—Robertson?"

Shesighed. "It'd haveto be, wouldn't it? With the kind of luck I've got?' Sheran her eyes over him again:
dinged up helmet, filthy face, scuffed leasthers and that damned bandoleer. And therifle. Where the hell
had he gotten thet rifle?

"I haven't been having the best day mysdlf,” Va Con's brother told her in avoice that had probably been
red pretty, fifteen bad frightsago. "1 do think | ought to mention, however, that thereisan Y xtrang
standing behind you."

She turned her head enough to glimpse Beautiful out of the edge of her eye.

"Get used to him," she said. "His namé's Ndlirikk Explorer and he'ssworn to Line yosPhelium.” She
pointed.

"Beautiful, thisisthe scout's brother, Shan yosGalan.”
"l giveyou good greeting, Shan yosGdan,” Ndirikk offered in High Liaden.

The slver eyesclosed, asif maybe Val Con's brother had just gotten a bad headache. Not that Miri
blamed him. His eyes opened and heinclined his head.

"| give you good greeting, Nelirikk Explorer, oath-bound to Korva." The eyes moved to her. "Whereis
Va Con," he asked, back in Terran. "By the way?'

She shook her heed, briefly flicking her attention to the pattern of him inside her head: busy,
concentrated, intent. Aware of danger, but not in trouble.

" 'Nother part of the woods. He's doing just fine, and helll be real glad to see you, when weredl back in
camp.”

He hdd 4till asecond, like maybe he was considering how much profit would cometo her from lying to
him. She didn't blame him for that, either, but waited until she had his nod before pointing at the comm on
hisbelt.

"Kritoulkas saysto pick you up for the sweep and leave Scotty here on comm-call,” shetold him, jerking



her head to the Gyrfak leaning heavily on the rough crutch.

He nodded again and pulled the unit free. Miri took it and handed it to Beautiful, who carried it over to
Scotty and bent to help him settle into cover. The slver eyesfollowed him, face displaying asort of wry
resignation.

"Y ou do get used to him, after awhile,” Miri said, and Va Con's brother looked back to her.
"I'm certain that one does,” he said politely.

The worn red counter wasin her hand, hot with Shan's presence. Shan's living presence. She was aware
of it, and then not, as the demands of defense claimed her attention.

"Gun Teams Threeand Five, fire at will."

The Passage shuddered. Her screen showed abrief blaze of clean space in the wake of the charge,
filling as she watched with the mushy nothingness that was the fleas signature.

Mother, how many can there be?

The red counter flashed in her fingers and there was awrench and—she stood high on her toes,
craning over the cornstalks, staring down the blue sky to the ragged black horizon, and the wind
of their coming was a furnace blast and where they passed, nothing was left alive...

Her hand swept across the control board, struck one toggle: "Engineering, half-power to main engines,
onmy mark.

Mark." Another: "Piloting, on my mark accelerate ship'srotation to plusfifty percent.” And athird: "All
crew, strap down! Repeat. All crew, strap down!™ She took a breath and touched the last toggle.

"PRilating, you have my mark."
The ship paused, gathered itself and began, dowly, to spin.

"Engineering, when we achieve plusfifty percent on spin, increase power to main enginesto
three-quarter.”

"Engineering. Ayeto three-quarter on plusfifty.”
"Priscilla” the voice was very soft. "What do you?'

Sheturned toward Ren Zd, strapped in as ordered at the auxiliary board, caught the edge of his fear with
that sensethat wasn't Hedler sense at dl, but afar more frightening Sight, which was the burden of those
who had been to the Hall.

Shetook a breath, banishing her knowledge of his secret terrors.

"Thefleas," she said to hisworried eyes. "L ong-range wegpons are usaless. We could empty everything
we have and still not stop them al. And we don't know how many have managed aready to get ingde
the watch-points. If weincrease ship's oin—"

Heinclined his head. " Those which have not yet anchored themselves shdl be thrown off and those who
approach will have difficulty matching vector. Aswell as gravitationa problems." He paused, frowning
past her shoulder asthe Passage tumbled around them.



"If the captain will dlow me, thereisanother item of close-in defense which may be utilized.”
She waved ahand for him to continue, saw the flash of the red counter aong her fingers.

"The meteor shield. Should we adjust spin to opposite— matched as close as we are to a planetary
gravity fidld, achargewill bebuilt..."

... and the space between ship and shield would be filled with an effect not unlike an intense aurora.
Which would fry everything initsfied.

Priscillalooked at her first mate, past the properly expressionless Liaden face to the horror and the
resolvewithin him.

"Necessity, Captain,” he said, softly. She nodded. "Necessity, First Mate." And touched the toggle for
Rilating.

A hdt was called when they reached the southernmost point of the sweep. Shan bent carefully, set the
box between hisfeet, straightened, and closed his eyes. His bruises had stopped bothering him sometime
back, swallowed up in aweariness so vast that he considered it perfectly possible that he would fall
adeep where he stood.

There were others on the march in worse shape than he— walking wounded. He could see the bloodred
glimmerings of physical pain amid the larger matrix of the unit, aswell as every concelvable shading of
terror, stress, and anguish. Eyes closed, he shifted, thinking muzzily that he should do something about
that. He was a Hedler. People needed him.

Hetook abreath, ran arapid exercise to energize himself—and saw the brilliant pattern of Val Con's
lifemate very near a hand, attended by a massive calmness of mauve and mint.

Shan opened hiseyes.

Va Con'slady waslessthan an arm'slength away, the tattooless Y xtrang at her back. She was holding
out a canteen.

"Thought you might could useadrink,” she said. "Since you lost your own jug.”

Water . The thought woke atorment of thirst. He took the canteen and put it to hislips. The water was
warm, tasting faintly of plastic, and he savored it more than the most preciouswinein yosGaan's
renowned cellar.

Hedlowed himsdf two exquisite swalows.
"Thank you," he said, offering the "jug” back to her.

Shewaved it away. "Keep it," shetold him, the wave turned into a point at the scratched and dented
sasisbox. "What'sin the keep-safe?’

Helooked at her. "Seedlings.”
"Seedlings,”" she repeated, expressionless, then nodded. "Beautiful here can carry that for you.”

Shan froze. "'l beg your pardon,” he said carefully. "I may not have made mysdlf clear. Thisbox holds
half-a-dozen stasis-bound seedlings from Jelaza Kazone. It's my duty, asapilot of Korval, to carry them
to safety.”



Va Con'slady held up asmdl hand. "l said,” sherepeated firmly, "Beautiful can carry the box for you.”

It was, inany light, an order. ShewasVa Con'slifemate, and Nadelmae Korva could certainly order
mere Thodelm yosGalan as she chose in matters of Tree and clan. And in al good soldier-sense, the box
was weighing him down, dowing him down, making him aless effective soldier. As commander of this
particular military action she could just as easily order him to leave the box, ashand it over to... He
looked up into Nelirikk Explorer'sface, gathered himself for a degper looking—and saw the big man
bow his head.

"Beat ease, Shan yosGaan," the Y xtrang said in High Liaden. "1 am of Jeas own Troop. The seedlings
of hisTreeare safewith me."

"Jela's Troop?' Shan repeated.
Not possible, hethought first. After all these years?

If that isn't like Val Con's damnable luck, he thought second, with atouch of what he suspected was
hysteria, to pick up this particular Yxtrang, of all possible—He snapped off that thought asathird
occurred to him.

"Do forgivemeif | raiseapainful subject,” he said to the Y xtrang, in Terran. "But | wonder if you had
previous acquaintance of my brother. Perhaps eleven or twelve Standards ago?”

"Yes" Ndlirikk said.

"And you've sworn yoursdf to hisline?' Shan demanded. "I'd have rather thought you'd try to murder
him."

"Hetried," Miri Robertson brokein. "But the deal wasthat whoever came out winner in armed combat
between the two of them would be boss, and Va Conwon." She jerked her head. " Time to move out.
Give Beautiful the safe”

Hedid ashewastold, but it was with a definite pang that he saw the big hands close over the Dragon
sed and lift the box away.

He was beyond weariness, into a state of hyperaware numbness, where every leaf-twitch abraded and
the taste of emotions around him seared.

It was Hedler sense that saved him.

The emotive grid was dien, dark with blood lust, dank with degp-held horrors. Shan felt it in the instant
before the twig snapped under the force of the Y xtrang's charge.

There was no room to bring therifle up, no timeto go for the knife. The axe blade descending toward his
head was black, light absorbing and wickedly sharp. Shan shouted— what, he had no idea—and
reached, grabbing for the shield he had used to save him from Priscillas wine-shower, afaraway lifetime

ago.

The axe sang downward. Bounced. Broke.

The Y xtrang screamed rage and Shan reached again, into the dank undergrowth of horror, snatched up
asquirming, squedling nightmare and threw it with every erg of hiswill into the Y xtrang's waking mind.

The scream thistime was not rage. The Y xtrang threw away the axe haft. Hands clawing a hiseyes, he



whirled, crashing back the way he had come as gunfire exploded on dl sides.
Shan sprang to the left, fell heavily behind alog, brought hisrifle up and fired into the Y xtrang charge.

It wasaquick, dirty fight, the Y xtrang being armed with nothing more than the standard long-arm and
gpparently without an officer to command them. The charge into the sweep line wasill concelved—or the
last vaiant act of desperate men. In either case, there were twenty of the enemy counted dead among the
treeswhen the noise was finaly over.

Shan sagged behind his cover, cheek on hisarm, wondering, in asort of foggy apathy, if he would be
able to stand when the order came, much lesswalk.

Behind him, aleaf scraped leather and herolled, rifle swinging up to target—

"Peace, Shan yosGdan." Nelirikk Explorer dropped beside him, astonishingly quiet for so largeaman.
Feeling somewhat sheepish, Shan lowered therifle.

"The captain sendsto find if you are wounded.”

Wounded? He tried to focus attention on hisbody, but gave the effort up after amoment with a
frustrated shake of his head.

"Merdy exhausted. | think. Thisis not the sort of outing I'm accustomed to."
Surprise showed on the big man'sface. "No? But surely you have been asoldier?”

Shan sighed and dropped his head back on the ground, watching the other through half-closed eyes. "
have never been asoldier,” he said, as clearly ashisabused voca chordswould alow.

There was ashort silence. "And yet you bring glory to the troop, for to capture that rifle was not easy.
Unlessyou made your kill from afar?"

"From dl too near,” Shan assured him. "It must be noted, however, that the previous owner of therifle
waswounded. And | had avery stout stick."

"Stick." A grin cracked theimpassive brown face. "Truly you are of Jelas get, and the scout's brother.”
A whistle sounded: three short blasts, pause, onelong.

Nélirikk tirred. "Thet isthe cdl to move on. Stay vigilant ashort time more, Shan yosGaan. We areon
the last leg of sweep. When we reach the quarry, thereisrest.”

Thewhistle sounded again: one short. Ndlirikk grinned.
"My captain cdls," he said, and vanished into the trees.

After amoment, Shan pushed to hisfeet, settled his helmet and stepped back into line.

BORDERING EROB'SHOLD
BEHIND ENEMY LINES

Thusfar, Ndirikk'sinformation had been accurate in the extreme.

Va Con crouched in the dender concealment of an armored landcar's rear whedl-well and peered



cautioudy out. Histime in the generator shed and in the ammunition cache had been well spent, and he
flattered himsalf that his most recent effortsin the motor pool would not be found despicable.

As heworked his mischief, he counted—air transport, land transport, foodstuffs and stocked ammo. The
count had confirmed Ndlirikk's theory that the 14th Conquest Corps, in its stretch for glory, had perhaps
over-reached itsalf.

And would soon be overextended more serioudly till. Footsteps sounded, loud in the night. Va Con
ducked farther back into his hiding place. Two sentries tramped by haf-a-foot from his nose, eyes
straight ahead, long-rifles resting on broad Y xtrang shoulders.

Va Con held hisbreeth, exhaing very softly when finaly they were past. Hisinterna clock gave himtwo
hours until the generator shed opened the evening's festivities. Time enough to creste conditions
productive of even more consternation before he removed to theflitter.

Carefully, usng dl of his senses, he checked the immediate area for watchers. Finding none, he eased out
of the motor pool and melted into the shadows at the edge of the troop-way.

Some minutes later he entered a barracks, ghosting down the cot-lined aides. He paused here, there and
briefly by the soldierly caches of battle gear &t the base of each cot—sllent, quick and unhesitant.

Theluck wasin it, that he encountered no wakeful trooper, though he was forced to freezein placefor a
time his heightened senses demanded for hours when along form shifted inits nest, muttering aniirritable
order to one Granch to have done and fire the damned thing.

The trooper subsided without coming to asense of histrue surroundings, and Va Con ghosted on, out of
the barracks and into the night.

The communication center was hislast cal of the evening. Deliberatdly so, for anything he might contrive
there would need to go forth quickly, and at an increased risk of his capture.

Va Con sank into the thin dark place between awater tank and ametal shed bearing the Y xtrang
symbolsfor "Danger: High Voltage' and assessed the Situation.

Communications Centra waswell lit and very busy, indeed. There were two sentries at the entrance and
aconstant hubbub of coming and going. Va Con frowned, noting the abundance of officer's markingson
the scarified faces of those frequent arrivals and departures.

Something had happened. Something big had happened. He knew it.

He sank back in the shadow of the two buildings, watching the crowd come and go. He checked his
interna clock. Fifty Standard minutes before the first explosion took the camp by surprise. Not enough
time, good sense argued, to listen at 'Y xtrang doors in the hope of hearing something worthwhile.

And, yet—If the 15th had arrived?

He did to the very edge of the shadows, held his breath, chose his path across the brightly lit roadway,
and waited.

His patience was shortly rewarded by the smultaneous arriva of three agitated officers, whose jostling a
the door distracted the sentries attention just long enough for him to dart through the dangerous light and
into the shadow behind the flimsy temp structure, where he followed the wiresto hisgodl.



LIAD
JELAZA KAZONE

On the sunny eastern patio, AnthorayosGaan looked up suddenly from her bregkfast, and frowned as
she scanned the empty lawns.

"Jeeves..." she murmured and the hulking robot standing near her chair replied, itsvoice proclaming it a
male of Terras educated class:

"Working, Miss Anthora."
"I... believe... we may have company. Four individuas?'
"Oneto each compass point,” yosGaan's butler said smoothly. "Shall | ded with it?"

Shewas slent amoment, biting her lip and considering the patterns of the intruders. Coldness, imbalance,
disharmony and ugliness—each o like the other that one nearly became persuaded they thought with one
brain. But, no. She had seen the like of these before. The work of the Department of Interior was
impossible to mistake, once seen.

"How did they get in?" she asked the robot.

"Accessing perimeter files. | have an anomaly, Sixty-three secondsin duration, one-haf hour ago. My
gpologies, Miss Anthora. They came through a particularly resistant section of perimeter. | seethat
sronger measures are called for, though one didikes employing coercion.”

Sheturned her head and blinked up at the featureless bal of its"head,” momentarily diverted from the
threat of potential assassins.

"Coercion? Jeeves, my brothers told me you were awar robot before they reclaimed you to be our
butler. Surely you've practiced coercion in the past.”

"One may be practiced in an art of surviva without necessarily enjoying it," Jeeves commented, moving a
pincher arm toward the tegpot. "May | warm your cup?’

"Thank you," she said and held it out, silent until the teawas poured and the pot replaced.
"Tdl methetruth, Jeeves. Were you awar robot?"

"I was many things, Miss Anthora. As befits the motivating force of an Independent Armed Military
Module. Shdl | ded with theinterlopers on our lawn? It won't take but a moment.”

Anthorasipped her tea, and extended her thought to the eastern pattern. Idly, experimentally, almost
playfully, she exerted her will againg the chill ugliness. And felt something move, degp within the
congtruct imposed by the Department of Interior.

Anthora spped again, shook her head, Terran style, and lazily set the teacup aside.

"No," shetold the robot, "leave them. They won't be staying long."



EROB'SBOUNDARY
WAR ZONE

Jason heard him out impassively, then got up and walked to the rear of the tent.

"Coffee, boyo? It'sold, but the teals older."

Va Con leaned back in the camp chair, weary, now that there wasleisure. "Isthere water?'
"Thet thereis”

Therewasadight clink and the sound of liquid running, then Jason settled again at the table, big hands
curled around a steaming stedd mug. Va Con raised hismug, closing his eyes and concentrating on the
swest fed of water dong a parched throat.

Jason sighed, sudden in the silence.

"So, the 'trang're massing and they're facing thisway. Not the best news we've had on the week, but not
unexpected. Why else did you spend al that time with Erob's people, planting those little tokens of
esteemn around the grounds?

Va Con opened hiseyes. "It would be better, if they did not get thisfar.”
"Can't argue with that," Jason conceded and raised the mug for aswallow of old coffee.

Va Con sipped a hiswater, and alowed himsdf for the first time in days to touch the place where Miri's
song lived withinhim,

For amoment, he smply beheld her essence. His eyesfilled and he closed them, bringing al of his
atention to her, adeep and distant as—

He opened his eyes and put the mug down so suddenly it thumped on the table.

"Fact of the matter is, 'trang genera has his nose outtajoint because Kritoulkas and Redhead just threw a
bunch of his crack kiddies out on their ears," Jason said, possibly to himsdlf. "Not only that, but they lost
the prize, and abit of their own armor, to boot." He shook his head. " Small wonder we're up for specid
attention." He raised the mug, drained it and set it aside.

"We're as ready hereabouts aswe're likely to get,” he said, suddenly brisk. "Next good thingto dois
make sure we've done our best down the hill." He pushed back from the table and paused, eyes
suddenly speculéive.

"Y ou'll want to be with Redhead for this next bit, will you, lad?"

Miri had been in beattle while he was away from her side. She might have died—Va Con shook his head
sharply and glared into Jason's face.

"| certainly want to be with her so we might usefully plan the best defense," he said, more curtly than he
had perhaps intended.

Jason merely nodded and stood up. "We're both on the same wavelength. Meet me at the flitter in fifteen
minutes and well go on down together. I'll just call over the Big House and et the generd know he'sin
charge”



They were met by an improbably cheerful soldier with anewly healed gash on her chin. Sherana
disinterested eye over Va Con and gave Jason awide grin.

"Morning, Commander. Y ou missed the party.”

"That'sright, Sandy, rubit in," Jason said mournfully. "1 suppose I'm not taking it hard enough that you
had such agood timet'other day when | was stuck up the hill with nothin' to do but watch the tyrostrain.”

Shelaughed and turned, guiding them expertly through a series of interlocking trails.

Asthe lady's conversation was reserved for her commander, Va Con amused himself by identifying
trenches and probabl e weapons caches, while he kept half an inner ear on the song that was Miri. She
was very near now, he could tell from the flavor of the song. He discovered his heart was pounding,
though the pace their guide had set was no more than brisk. Indeed, it was dl he could do, not to leave
his companions behind and run through the forest, into hislife-matesarms.

"Almost there," Sandy said, guiding them sharply right, then left, and abruptly there was acamp, and
soldiers, and sky shidding strung over thewhole.

The sentry went left without hesitation. Va Con, his attention on Miri's song, looked right, toward its
emanation, hoping for aglimpse of copper braiding, or an edge of her face, but the way wasfilled with
leather-clad strangers—

Va Con sumbled, heartbegat stalling. He found hisfeet ingtantly, heart damming painfully into overaction.
Breath returned with a shouit.

"Shan!"

The white-haired man whipped around, pilot-fast, graceful in fighting leathers. Hisarms opened and Va
Con hurtled into the embrace, hugging tight, his cheek againgt his brother's shoulder.

In that moment, he was a child again and Shan returning home at last from the long year of
contract-marriage. He had been with his music tutor when he heard his brother's voice in the entry-hall
and had legpt from the ‘chorato fly down the stairway, into the ready embrace.

"Shan, Shan..."
"Hdlo, denubia"

Beloved voice and oh, gods, to hold his brother to him, to feel the heartbeat beneath his cheek and the
lungslaboring ...

He eased his hold, leaning back in arms that seemed reluctant to lose him, raised eyes, and then shaking
fingersto hisbrother's cheek.

"Y ou're weeping."
Shan grinned, wavering. "So are you."

There was a sound quite close at hand, as possibly of awhetstone being drawn dowly down ablade:
Jason Carmody clearing histhroat.

"Takeit you two know each other."

Va Con flicked aglance to Jason, noting the high color in those portions of the face not hidden by golden



beard.

Blushing, he thought in astonishment. We've embarrassed Jason Carmody, the man who has no
shame. Carefully, he went half astep back, releasng Shan with arductance that was echoed in his
brother'swithdrawal .

"Shan, thisis Gyrfalks Junior Commander Jason Carmody, commanding the forces here." Helay hishand
on the leather deeve—merciful gods, to once again touch kin— gulped a breath and looked up into
the big Terran'sface.

"Jason, hereis—hereis my brother, Shan yosGaan. Master Trader and—and..."

"And captain,” Shan's voice smoothly covered hisemotion, "of the battleship Dutiful Passage, in Lytaxin
system. Perhaps, by now, in Lytaxin orbit.”

The unnatural color was dready leaving Jason's cheeks, though his eyes sharpened considerably.
"Y ou don't say. Wouldn't be that you're the [addie brought that lifepod down into our quarry, would it?'

"Unfortunately, it would,” Shan said soberly. "I do apologize, Commander, but there realy was nothing
for it. The pod was dl but out of fud. | had to come down somewhere.”

"Wdll, and you're part of my reason for being here. We're bound for abit of chat with Sub-Commander
Kritoulkas and Captain Redhead, if you'd careto join us?’

Shaninclined hishead and Va Con caught theflicker of asmilein hisdirection.

"I'd loveto join you, Commander. Y ou should be warned, however, that Sub-Commander Kritoulkas
doesn't seem taken with me.”

"Sub-Commander Kritoulkas," said Jason, turning to the left once again and motioning the patient sentry
to move on, "isn't taken with most people. Count yourself gpproved though, laddie. After dl, shelet you
live"

* ok ok

Va Con had changed, Shan thought, settling next to him round the sub-commander's hastily cobbled
conferencetable.

He had thought so, when the two of them had spoken mind-to-mind and Va Con issued the orders that
ended with four of the linedirect on or near Lytaxin, and in peril of dl their lives. Mind-to-mind speaking,
however, had claimed more of his attention than he had supposed. The larger pattern had matched the
Va Con he had known, and he hadn't Ieisure, then, to peruseits subtleties.

Now, as Commander Carmody spoke apart with Sub-Commander Kritoulkas while they awaited the
arivd of Va Con'slifemate, he had leisure.

Damage. With Hedler's eyes he traced a swath of devastation through memory, heart, and thought. That
there had been enough of the essence of Va Con yosPhdium Ieft after the ssorm of destruction to effect
aHeding was nothing short of miraculous.

For Hedling there had been. Shan traced that, too, aong the bruta path of ruin. Whole segments had
been regrown, otherswere till in process. Still other segments had been patched, strengthened, and
reintegrated into the whole—a whol e that was recognizably and indisputably Va Con.



Only—different.

And just now beginning to show the colors of tension and distress.

Shan blinked, brought his brother's face into focus, and reached out to touch his hand.
"Vd Con. What befdl you?'

The mobile mouth tightened and Shan heard anguish and something that tasted of—shame?—aong the
edge of hislnner Ear, but the green eyes did not fdter.

"The Department of Interior befell me." Hetook a hard bresth. "I'm sorry, Shan.”

Sorry? Shan shook his head, extending Healer's senses and once more tracing the scars, the damage, so
very— much—damage.

"How?"'
Va Con amiled, humorless. "Y ou don't want to know."

"Then at least tell me—with intent?' But even as he asked, hisinner eyesfound the pattern, anong the
layers of scarring and repair. Not a Hedler's touch, no. But the touch of someone very certain of his
effects, who had inflicted his tortures with foreknowing thoroughness.

He blinked and looked again into his brother's eyes.
"Bdancewill be—difficult.”
"Baance by Code," Va Con told him, "isnot an option.”

Shan nodded, seeing that resonate through the darkness of the man who was now his brother. Formerly,
Va Con's pattern had—sparked, flaring here and there with excess energy and passion. Thisrevised
person showed no such exuberance, yet passion was not dead. Merely, it was—consolidated—a hot,
bright glow from the deep center of him, from that place one might call hissoul.

From that lambent center, from Va Con'svery soul, leapt a construct of living opalescent flame, arching
strongly and entirely out of that which wasVa Con, to find its equal and apposite root—in the scintillate,
stubborn essence that was Miri Robertson.

"Hey, boss." Her voice brought him out of acontemplation of that astonishing structure and into the world
that was. She did into the vacant seat at Va Con'sleft hand and nodded cordidly to Shan, her Y xtrang
taking up guard behind her—No, Shan corrected himsdlf, behind them.

"Found your brother, | see.”

"Chatrez." Va Con's smile was so tender Shan fdt his ssomach wrench, even as he saw the flames of the
lifemate bridge ripple and flow, back and forth, from soul to soul.

"Ndirikk." Va Con had turned in his seet to addressthe Y xtrang. "I find you well?"

"Very well, Scout. We have won glory for the Troop on the field, and gained two flags which hang
subservient to our own.”

Va Con lifted an eyebrow and looked to hislady. "Have we a battle standard, | wonder?"



She grinned at him. "Piece of quality merchandise, too. Cultivate alittle respect and well show it to you,
after the jaw's done.”

"When am | not respectful ?'
"Y ou want thewholeligt, or will asummary do?"

"OK, heresheis." Jason Carmody broke off his conversation with the sub-commander and the two of
them approached the table. He grinned.

"Redhead. Kritoulkas tells me your bunch worked like pros.”
She shook her head. "We did OK," she said serioudly. "Lost alot of people, though.”

"Happens, when you're running with volunteers and tyros," Jason said, matching her seriousness.
"Important thing is, you seen action and got the job done. They'll know what to expect next time, whichis
fine, because the scout's brought news of abigger party coming our way. Seems you and Kritoulkas
have earned yourselves some admirers.”

"Not just that,” Kritoulkas said in her sour way. "Thislast bunch of ‘em were after the captain's lifeboat.
Expect they might have thought he was sent from this battleship of his down to the house. House looks
like acommand post. Hdll, amonth ago, it was acommand post.”

Jason Carmody nodded and looked over to Shan. "Want to bring me up to speed on that?"

So, for the second time in as many days, Shan told the story of the sabotaged pod, the Y xtrang attack,
and hisunplanned arrival on the planet surface.

"And | find since that I've made arather serious error, Commander. | honestly did think it was best for
everyone to detonate the lifeboat and stop the Y xtrang armor. However, the lifeboat contained aworking
gpace-link radio, which Sub-Commander Kritoulkastells meis something of alocdl rarity at the

Jase nodded. " 'trang took out the satellite net first off. Standard operating procedure, according to
Beautiful. Were gonna need to know what upstairs looked like, last you saw it. Grab you a computer
outta—"

"That'sdone," Va Con's—Miri—spoke up, "Had him working on it soon aswe pulled back here." She
reached in her jacket pocket, removed adisk and passed it over. Jason grinned.

"One step ahead of me, which iswhat | should have expected, my small!" He looked back to Shan, who
lifted his eyebrows.

"An outline of my ship's capabilities and strengthsisaso on the disk.”

"Hah! Y our idea?'

"It did seem the sort of information you might find hel pful,” Shan said and Jason grinned again.
"Gonnaretire and let the crowd of you run thewar. Cal mewhenit'sover.”

"Might want to reconsider,” Miri said, her shoulder nestled companionably againgt Va Con's. "My
experienceisthat retirement's agood way to get yoursdlf into more trouble than you know the name of ."

Jase nodded. "I'll hold off abit, then. Not any too fond of trouble, mysdlf." He looked around the table,



abruptly serious.

"Here'swhat, people. Were asready up the house as stubbornness and the scout's ingenuity can make
us. Kritoulkas and merre gonnawalk the areawhen we're done here, to see if were missing anything the
'‘trang might want. But we're at a bad disadvantage when it comesto air support and cover. Asin, 'trang
got it, and we don't." He looked at Shan.

"Think that ship of yours can provide any cover?'

"We carry one space-to-world gun,” Shan said dowly. "Which isgood for offense, but not particularly
outstanding for defense. Besides that, we have no radio. .."

"Don't give up so easy,” Jase advised him. "Very possible that well capture us a'trang radio for the scout
to coax into honesty. Y ou're right, though, son. Space-to-world weapon's nice to have on the side of the
angels, but it's no substitute for good local air cover, which iswhat we don't have, Erob'sforce having
gone West when 'trang bombed the fields, coming in.”

Va Con dtirred. "Air cover. But would abombing run— severa bombing runs—againg Y xtrang
drategic targets be of just as much utility?

Jason shrugged. " Sure. While we're wishing for pie-in-the-sky we might aswell wish for ice cream, too."

Va Con shook his head and leaned forward acrossthe table. "There is nothing fantasticin such a
bombing run, Jason. We have here—" he pointed to Shan, to Ndlirikk, and touched himsdlf lightly on the
chest—"three pilots of Master qudity. We have there'—a point off to the southwest— "many dozens of
arcraft.”

Jason dtared. "'Y xtrang aircraft.”

"True enough. However, Ndlirikk isin aunique position to coach my brother and mein the fine points of
an Y xtrang board. | promise you, we are both able learners. And with three planesin the air, we might
do real damage. With the luck beside us, we might just possibly convince the 14th Conquest Corps that
the prudent courseis strategic withdrawa."

"Hmm." Jason stroked his beard.
"Bad plan," Miri said flatly. Va Con turned his head, both eyebrows up.

"Miri, if it lifts, we can fly it. Neither Shan nor | hasyet found hislimit in piloting.” Hetipped his heed.
"Truth, Miri."

"I don't doubt it. But unless you're planning on area spurt of growth in the next half-hour or so, it aintt
gonnawork."

"I don't under—"

"Simple." She cut him off and pushed her chair back, motioning him to stland up with her. "Beautiful, plant
yoursdlf there. Boss, you stand right here.” When the two of them were side by side, she stepped back,
arms crossed, and hitched a hip onto the edge of the table.

"If Beautiful is standard-issue, and from what we seen, heis, you're about afoot-and-a-haf shy of
make-weight."

Shan had to admit she had apoint. One did not usudly think of Va Con assmdll, but set againgt the



Y xtrang, he appeared dmost fragile. Viewed thus, it seemed even more fantastic that Va Con had fought
hand-to-hand againgt this giant—and prevailed, as both Miri and Nelirikk insisted wastrue.

Miri shifted abruptly, leaning forward asif she had seen the sted overlay Va Con's pattern—which, Shan
thought suddenly, she might well have.

"Ain't no use getting stubborn,” she snapped. "Won't change the fact that you're too little! Cockpit made
to hold Beautiful is gonna have stuff set outta your reach.”

"If the captain pleases,” the Y xtrang said quietly. "Thereis some variation in helght among the Troop.
Cockpits of fighter craft are somewhat adjustable. A pilot the size of the scout's brother can easily fly."

Miri nodded. "That's good. Any Y xtrang pilots measure down to the scout?"

Hesitation. "Captain. No. Occasiondly an—undergrown— Troop survives to adulthood. But they are
never pilots.

"Hah." Vd Con lifted an eyebrow, catching hislifemaes eye. " Scruffy midget ?'
Her mouth twitched. "Point is—"

"Thepoint is,” Va Con interrupted, "that, if the cockpit can be made to accommodate Shan, then it can
be adapted only alittle more to accommodate me. We can certainly fabricate adaptations.”

"Isthat right, Beautiful ?* Jason Carmody asked, across whatever might have been Miri's answer.
"Commander. I—I believeit possible.”

"Then we go withit. Threein the sky, taking out the prime points, while the rest of us shred 'em on the
ground. That should set ‘em to re-thinking their position.”

Sub-Commander Kritoulkas nodded. ™Y ou and Redhead want to walk the line with me now and get a
fed for the stuation while the pilots work out their differences? | got afegling sooner'sthe way the smart
money bets.

"Right you are." Jason loomed to hisfeet. "Meet us back herein afew hours, boyo," hesaid to Va Con.
"Well want to coordinate pretty close. Coming, Redhead?"

"Inasec.” Shewaited until they were done before pinning each with aglare in turn. Shan felt her will
grike hisand ring, like ablade off of hull plate.

"OK. Thethree of you work out the best way to run thisgig. | understand you gottatake risks." She
looked directly a Shan, which he hardly felt wasfair. "What you ain't gottatakeis stupid risks. Va
Con."

"Captain.”

She eyed him. "Figure your adaptations and test 'em out. When you've got things to where you think you
canfly, | want you to think if you'd let Shan or Nelirikk or mefly with those arrangements. And if the
answer comes up 'no," | want you to back away from it, you hear me?"

"I hear you, Captain.”

She shook her head. "For whatever that's worth.” Once again, her eyestouched each of themin turn.
"Nothing stupid, dl right?It'san order."



"Captain,” Ndlirikk sad. "Wewill bring glory to the Troop."

She sighed and did from her perch on the edge of the table. "And here | thought you were listening to
r.rell

Ship'sarchive provided latitude and longitude of Erob's clanhouse and Priscilla ordered the Passage into
asynchronous mid-orbit above that location. It wasthe least they could do for Korva's dly, she thought.

Thevery lesst.

Since the successful repulsion of the fleaattack, the Y xtrang had offered them no more harm, though Lina
reported alively interest in the Passage, its heading and possible mission, in the messages she monitored.
It was Rusty's particular frustration that he had not yet been able to establish alink with the planet, while
listening in on Y xtrang radio chatter remained absurdly essy.

As she approached the bridge to relieve Ren Zdl, she considered the problem of communication. Erob
possessed a pinbeam, but ship's archive indicated that the in-house had smply been abooster station, by
which messages were sent to asatellite-based transmitter/receiver. The Y xtrang destruction of Lytaxin's
satdllite defense had a so taken the pin-beam, which meant that a 'beam sent from the Passage to the
address of Erob's receiving station would never find its mark.

But, Erob's in-house might still be capable of receiving, if there were some way to deduce an address.
Ren Zd argued that a broadbeam cdll to any and dl listenersimperiled more than it might aid, but she
was beginning to reconsider that. If they were clever...

The door to the bridge did open and she stepped through, nodding to Thrinaand Vilobar, who were
going off-shift.

They stopped for amoment, speaking to her with the warmth of old friends, but she read pity in them.
That confused her for amoment until she recaled that, of course, they thought Shan was dead.

Sily friends. Shan wasn't dead. She would know if Shan were dead. Which she had told Gordy when he
rushed to the bridge after the lifepod went off-grid. She saw him try to believeit and come haf to terms
with the fact that she would know. She could have helped him to full belief, but that would have required
Hedling and she didn't—quite—trust the edge of Hedler sense that had been honed in the cold stone hall
of weapons.

She made her way quietly to the command station and paused by Ren Zd's shoulder. He was a-hum with
concentrated energy and she looked to the screens, seeking the reason.

"What isthat?" she demanded, staring at the tangle of shipsand IDs on his prime screen.

"| attempt to ascertain,” he replied, without looking up. " They began releasing shuttle-craft about five
hours ago, and now there are cutters, lighters, and work-boats away. Small craft, lightly armed; most
have only meteor shielding; none, save the cutters, are planet-capable.” He sat back and, most un-Ren
Zd-like, ran ahand through hishair. "It makes no sense.”

Priscillafrowned at the screen. The Y xtrang did indeed seem bent on sending as many poorly armed
craft as possibleinto peril. Why? What gain? She felt something between her fingers, looked down, saw
the red counter and idly walked it across her knuckles, her attention once again on why.

If the Passage wereto pick off those defensaless craft one by one? The gain would be a measure of the
range of her guns, aswel as an understanding of the enemy: Would the Passage attack, waste power
and supplies on pawns? Would awarrior chief, such asthe commander of the Y xtrang battleship, trade



meaterid for that information?

No, she decided, the red counter warm in her pam. The trade was wrong—too many ships were fielded.
Hisintent was otherwise.

Ren Zd'swork screen showed a shifting, three-dimensiona pattern—Maincomp's view of the Situation.
Taken in whole, the pattern bore arelation to the Passage's own orbit, though it was obvious that they
werein no peril from—

Priscillafroze, her eyes on Mancomp's pattern.

"Assume the current number of shipsremains stable," she said, barely aware that she was speaking
aoud. "Run caculaionsfor six hours, twelve hours, twenty-four hours and display the resultsin sm.”

Ren Zd'sfingers were dready moving across the board. The work screen blanked momentarily, then the
amulation began.

The shipsmoved in strange ballet, revealing and hiding the Y xtrang battleship in coy display.
"Replay,” Priscilladirected, "from the vantage of the battleship.”

Once again, the ships danced, orbits intersected and diverged. Priscillaheard Ren Zdl take asharp
bresth.

"It opens. It closes," he murmured and Priscillanodded.

"It'san eye. Those ships are shielding the battleship from us, and every"—she checked the Sm—"every
twenty-two hours, apath manifestsin the shield-wall, from the battleship to the planet surface.”

Ren Zel moved, demanding an eucidation of the point that passed benegath the Y xtrang battleship's
position once every twenty-two world-hours, though she could have told him that—of course—it was
Erob's clanhouse.

Sheleaned forward, reaching past him for the comm-switch.
"Tower, here

"Rugty, | want you to send broadbeam to the planet surface, timed bursts thirty secondsin duration, three
bursts over the next thirty minutes. The Tree-and-Dragon signature, if you please. Let's see who we
wake up.”

"Yes, maam." Keys clattered over the open line, then Rusty was back. "First burst away, Captain.
Second and third on the timer."

"Thank you. Relay any reply to the command helm immediately."
"Will do. Tower out."

"Captain out." Sheflipped the switch and looked over to her first mate, noting the wearinessin him.
Smiling, shetouched hisdeeve.

"The shift passes, friend. Get some deep. The next few shifts may be very long."

The key was the start-up sequence.



Each pilot had fifty-five seconds to touch a prescribed series of keys, toggles, and pins, which
smultaneoudy brought hisfighter's various systems on-line, charged the engine and announced that the
pilot was, indeed, of the Troop. Should the pilot miss or misplace a keysiroke within the sequence, his
planewould not only fail to art, but the defense computer would redirect the paths of two high voltage
currentsinto the pilot's couch.

Encouraged toward excellence by Ndlirikk's description of afailed sequence he had witnessed during his
own training, neither Va Con nor Shan midaid astroke, from first runto last.

They moved from that to ageneric description of an Elite Guard's persona armament—two to five
hidden knives; along arm with bullets carrying internd flechettes of painkiller so avictim would not
understand hiswound, or fast-acting poison, or even hallucinogens; and an assortment of clubs, spikes,
and such, and perhaps ahand gun as well—and a thorough lesson in the facia graphics of those most
likely to be encountered one-on-one.

That done as thoroughly as might be on such short notice, Nelirikk had Shan go through the drill adozen
times more on the dummy board they had hastily constructed of scrap wood and one of Kritoulkas
conference chairs. When he pronounced himsdf satisfied with the performance, they set about modifying
the "cockpit” to Vd Con'sdimensions.

The modificationsincluded abroom handle, severa shaped plastic grips, and a chock of wood to bring
the brake peda within reach of short legs. Va Con flew through the sequence, shaving time on each run,
until Ndlirikk caled ahdlt.

"Scout, understand that if you fal below the allowed timing by afactor exceeding five, the defense
computer assumes it has been subverted by an enemy robot and releases the e ectricity.”

Strapped into the conference chair, Va Con sighed and pushed his hair out of hiseyes. "Thank you. | will
bear thet in mind. Again?'

"Again," Ndlirikk agreed. "Strivefor fifty seconds.”

And fifty secondsit was, perfectly done. Ndlirikk nodded.

"Enough”

Va Con ungtrapped and cameto hisfeet, leaning over the dummy to disengage his adaptations.

"And have you done as Captain Robertson commanded, brother?' Shan asked from behind him. "Have
you cons dered whether you would alow her or mysdlf or Ndlirikk to fly with those mods?!

Heknelt and pried the chock loose from the "brake pedd,” then rose lightly and faced his brother.

"I have asked mysdlf that question. And | must say that | would certainly never alow anyone who fell
under my careto fly such agerry-rig aswe have here." He nodded toward the block of wood he held
and look back to Shan, green eyesbrilliant.

"Unlessflying it held the best chance of their surviva and the surviva of kin."
"Necessity," the Y xtrang said surprisingly and Va Con nodded.
"Necessity."

"Necessity," Shan agreed. "1 only wonder if your lady will seeit.”



"Ah." Vd Con moved his shoulders. "My lady may not. But | expect that my captain will."
The channel light came on and Priscilla depressed the switch.

"Command hem."

"Captain, we got areply from the broadbeam.”

Such rapid reply could only mean a pinbeamed message. Priscillasmiled. Good. We found Erob's
in-house.

"To my screen three, please, Rusty.”
"Sent." The channel stayed open, which was odd. Priscillalooked to screen three.

"Pod seventy-seven?' she demanded, staring at the terse announcement that this unlikely entity was
on-line. "Rugty, did you get afix onthe origin of this?'

"It's coming out of Erob'sterritory,” he said and now she knew why he had |eft the line open. "Not the
house. Mountain range toward the coast. Here."

Another window opened on her work screen, marking Pod 77's location on the planetary map. She
upped the magnification, zooming in close, and called for place name display. The red counter wasin her
hand, dive with Shan's presence.

"Well," she said into the open channd. "Whatever it is, it lives on Dragon's Back Mountain.” She sat back
inthe chair, feding an dectrica something, like alooming thunderstorm, stir the still ship air.

Dragon's Back Mountain. Priscilladrew acareful breath. Korva and Erob. Allies down the centuries.
And a—pod?— situated on Dragon's Back Mountain. A gift, perhaps? Korva tended to protect its own
interests closdly, and Erob was seated upon an outworld, far from the homeworld's assistance, should it
be attacked.

The counter blazed againgt her hand and she abruptly recalled yosGalan's butler. A modified war robot,
as Shan had told her, and, with its other duties, entrusted with the defense system surrounding Korva's
vdley.

Merciful Mother.
"Priscilla?’ Rusty's voice carried concern. She shook her head, focused her thoughts.

"Y es. Rusty, do methe favor of sending to Pod seventy-seven in—in the code | will upload toyouina
moment. Inquire into the sate of its defenses.”

"Defenses? Priscilla, how do we know it's not some wise-ass Y xtrang radio jockey, having himsdf a
dgge?”

"We don't know that until it repliesto usin our own code," she said, reaching to her board. Quickly, she
ran her fingers over the sequence, ng the captain'skey file. She requested and received Korva's
House code, uploading it to Rusty with afinger-tap.

"There. Send the message, please, Rusty. And wirethereply directly to me, whenever it comesin.”

There was amomentary hestation, then, "Will do. Tower out.”



"Command helm out,” she said absently, her fingers moving once again across the board, requesting
information available to the Captain's Key, reative to Pod 77 or Dragon's Back Mountain, Lytaxin.

They were moving out this evening, bound for the quarry and points beyond. Meet Y xtrang before they
knocked on the door, that was the gig. Surprise them, maybe. Buy time.

Timefor the rest of the defense forces to man the serious talking points. Time for Va Con and Shan and
Beautiful to sed the fighters and sart their runs.

It was the planes that decided her on Erob'sruined airfield for the Irregular's hold-tight.

"No use gteding the damn thingsif you can't bring ‘em home," sheld pointed out at the coordinating
meeting. "Well securetheairfield.”" She looked up and met Jase's eyes square acrossthe table. "No
problem.”

He'd nodded after a second, and that was that. The only thing she had to do now was make good on her
bet.

And not worry.

Waking toward her quartersto get her gear together and maybe grab an hour's nap, Miri snorted. It was
funny how in the thick of things you never had timeto worry. Y ou dedt with whatever the gods of battle
sent againgt you and mostly you weren't even scared.

Before and after—that was the time for nerves and terrors. Double, if you had alifemate and anew
brother and the man who'd guarded your back againgt his own laying their lives out in acockamamie
degth-defying gamble.

Sheld dready come up with a dozen ways for them to die before they even got to the planes. Miri moved
her head, shaking away thetaly of possible destructions, but she couldn't shake away the knot in her gut
or the cramp in her chest.

She turned right, nodded at the sentry and stepped into the dimness of her quarters.
Va Con got up from the edge of the cot, came two steps forward and opened his arms.

Sheflung forward, catching him in ahug as desperate as his own, thought to look at his pattern and felt
the chill tingle of hisfear in her blood even as she raised her head to meet anearly savage kiss.

They made lovelike it was battle-practice, hard and slent and fierce, and when they were through, she
held him tight againgt her Hill, onefist twisted inhishair.

"Damn you, don't die."
Warm breath exhaed into her ear. "1 love you, too, Miri."

He pulled away and they straightened their clothes, found discarded weapons belts and buckled them
into place. Va Con touched her cheek.

"I will meet you at Erob'sairfield, tomorrow afternoon.” He lay afinger across her lipsand shefdt a
ripple of dark-edged humor go through him. "No problem, en?" The finger lifted.

Miri smiled, though it was hard to see him through the tears.

"No problem.”



Tactical Defense Pods 72 to 83 wereretired from the Korval fleet with the building of the Felicitous
Passage, two hundred fifty Standard years ago, according to the sealed file the Captain's Key had
accessed.

Red counter gripped tight in her hand, Priscillalearned decommissioned Pods 72 through 76 had been
donated to the scouts.

Pods 79 through 83 were used aslive target fire in aseries of defense exercises during aperiod of
heightened Y xtrang activity.

Pod 77... She scrolled down the file. TheonnayosPhe-lium, delm, had bestowed Pod 77 upon Korval's
staunch aly, Clan Erob. Then ordered the report Priscillanow perused seded. She frowned, leaned
back, and then touched the scroll key again, searching—there.

Pod 78, the last entry stated simply, is on Moonstruck. Refer to Plan B.

Her frown deepened. Refer to Plan B? But surely—The screen shimmered and a message box appeared
in the bottom | eft corner, rapidly filling with text.

TACTICAL DEFENSE POD 77 ON-LINE.
WEAPONS CHECK.

INITIATE SCAN...

LONG GUN CHARGED.

SCAN CONCLUSION: MID-ORBIT HOSTILITIES.
INITIATING SECONDARD SCAN.

TARGETING COMPUTER ON-LINE.

TACTICAL COMPUTER ON-LINE.

SCAN CONCLUSIONS INVASION CONDITIONS.
MANUAL OVERRIDE DISALLOWED.

ALL SYSTEMSON-LINE.

ALL SYSTEMSABLE.

AWAITING TARGET.

The scout's plan was smple: Stedl three fighter-bomber craft from those grounded a Field Headquarters,
lift and destroy planes, ammunition, armor, and Smilar other targets before they could be brought againgt
the defenders.

It was aplan somewhat short on detail, but Nelirikk never doubted it would succeed, to the glory of
captain and Troop. It was much too audaciousto fail.

For this venture, Nelirikk had sacrificed the mustache and the unsoldierly hair, and stood once againin
Y xtrang uniform, the officer to whom it had bel onged having no further need. He had modified the
rank-marks, so that he became an Adjutant of the Inspectors Office, and the scout's brother had with



wonderful skill painted the gppropriate vingtai on hisface.

"Remember to clean this nonsense off once you're safely away,” Shan said, standing back to admire his
handiwork. "Y ou do look fierce, if | say it mysdlf. One might very easily mistake you for an Y xtrang."

Thiswas a pleasantry, such as Nelirikk was coming to expect from the scout's brother, who was by no
means as imbecile as he sometimes spoke. Accordingly, he bared histeeth in agrin, displaying the
vingtai to best effect.

"Terrifying," Shan announced, his face betraying no noticegbleterror. "'l may swoon in fright.”
"Why not st down, instead?" the scout asked from the doorway. "And alow Ndlirikk to decorate you?'

"No need of that," Shan said, turning to put his brush by. He turned back and Nelirikk gasped, hand
dapping his sdearm even as hisbrain told him that it was impaossible that amajor of ingpectors should be
gtanding before him when only amoment ago—

"Hold!" And that quickly it was the scout before him, face full of danger, poised on the balls of hisfeet,
having taken up the pogition of shied to—

To who other than Shan yosGaan?
Carefully, Ndirikk moved his hand from his gun. Carefully, heinclined his head.

"Forgive my error,” he said in the full formality of the Liaden tongue. The scout settled, head cocked to a
gde

"And yet it was not an error,” he murmured in Terran. Y our whole body screamed astonishment and
adarm. Y ou went for the gun as defense. But, enlighten me—what did you see?!

Shan cleared histhroat. The scout spun on ahed to face him.

"I suspect he may have seen an Inspector Mgor here among us. At least, that wasthe impression | was
trying to convey.” Helooked up, silver eyes catching Nelirikk's gaze. "I gather theilluson was
convincing? How gratifying.”

"Convincing," Ndlirikk agreed, hoarsely. The scout shook his head.

"I saw you turn to put the brush away," he said to hisbrother. "'l saw you turn back and Nelirikk reacting
to threat. There was no inspector magjor here.”

"Ah." Theslver eyeswidened dightly. "Perhaps now?’

Nelirikk gulped, but this time managed to stand cam as the mgjor loomed over the scout, face pitiless
behind the tattoos of rank and accomplishment.

The scout shrugged, read Ndlirikk's face with aquick green glance over the left shoulder, and looked
back to the mgjor.

"Ndlirikk isconvinced, in any case. | seeonly yourself.”

Shan amiled and became once more adim man of dightly lessthan middle height, danting white
eyebrows showing pretty againgt the smooth brown skin of hisface.

"Recall that you were the only one of uswho could curb Anthorawhen she wasin amood to have her



way. It'sdoubtful that well meet with an Y xtrang of such discriminating will. And if we do,” hismouth
tightened. "If we do, I'm afraid | have other defenses.”

"Do you?' The scout Sghed. "These are new abilities, brother?!

Shan nodded. "I warn you that the explanation will be athing devoid of sense. Though | am, of course,
willingtotry.”

"Leaveit for the present,” said the scout, "if it's nonsense. When thisis over, let us share aglass or two
and tell each other fantagtic stories.”

"Done
"Done," the scout echoed and stepped aside.

"So the two of you, fine-looking pilots, both, will proceed boldly acrossthefield, pausing only to
digtribute explosives at likely looking Communications centers. Y ou will then claim your planes and
board. In the meantime, | will advance by amore circuitous route and stedthily steal my own. Wewill
then proceed as discussed, each making at least one pass over the airfield before peding off in his
assigned direction. Questions?"

There were none. They had been through this before. And, after dl, the plan was smple.

The scout nodded. "Good. It's time we were gone.”

DUTIFUL PASSAGE
LYTAXIN ORBIT

In one hour. Standard, the Y xtrang Eye mould be fully open, at once clearing afiring path from the
battleship to Erob's House and placing the thickest layer of shielding ships between the battleship and the
Passage.

Priscillahad ran the math adozen timesin the last few hours, assigned the tactica comp to find the means
by which the Passage could divert, prevent, or minimize the Y xtrang's beam.

The answer came back negative.

She had copied their situation files and downloaded them to Pod 77. What, if anything, that ancient
non-sentient made of those facts, she had no idea. Subsequent effortsto engage it in dialog had met with
no response. Perhapsit had smply stopped functioning.

Ren Zd, hadtily briefed on hisreturn to the bridge, stood silent, his eyes on the screen displaying the
movement of the Y xtrang shield.

"No answer whatsoever?'
"Nothing," Priscillasad. "I wonder if I've offended it."

"Overloaded it, possibly,” he returned, eyes till on the screen. "Y ou say it isvery old, and adefense
logic. It would perhaps not be equipped to sift through such levels of data asthe Passage—" He
stopped and drew adow, careful breath.

"Or perhapsitis”



Priscillalooked to the screen, saw the message window filling with words.
TACTICAL DEFENSE POD 77 ON-LINE.

DOWNLOAD DATA ANALYSISCOMPLETE.

DEFENSE PLAN FORMULATED.

PHASE ONE ENACTED.

UPLOADING TO MOBILE UNIT TARGETING COMP.

Ren Zd flung forward, clearing atertiary screen and accessing the targeting computer in three rapid
keystrokes. Priscillasat rapt, the red counter in her hand, watching the words form on the screen.

ESTIMATED TIME UNTIL OFFENSIVE ACTION: 43 UNITS. SYNCHRONIZING MOBILE
UNIT TARGETING COMP.

"It's uploaded settings for guns seven and nine," Ren Zd told her, fingers moving across the board, "and
ingructionsto fire to those coordinates in forty Standard minutes.”

TACTICAL DEFENSE POD 77 ON STAND-BY, CONDITION ORANGE.

The words stopped and Priscillagtirred at last.

"Remove Pod seventy-seven's ingtructions from the targeting command queue, please, Firs Mate."

He spun hischair around, showing her aface which was entirely devoid of emotion.

"l cannot," he said quietly, and she read the effort he expended to hold to camness. Thefileissedled.”
"Sedled, isit?' Shereached to her own board. "I'll pull them—"

Ren Zd cleared histhroat.

"Forgive me. | should have said that the ingtructions and the coords are under the sedl of Delm Korva."

"Under ddm's sed?' Priscillafet athrill not unlike terror. TheonnayosPhelium had |eft the power to
implement delm's sedl resident in the ancient defense pod. Theonna yosPhelium had been afar-seeing
delm, indeed.

Or afrothing madwoman.
Priscillatook a breath, felt the red counter warm in her hand and looked to Ren Zd!.

"So, we can seeit, but we can't changeit." Asshe said that her witch sensetold her it was true: some
ancient Korval necessity now ruled their fate. "Fine. To my screen two, please. Let's at least find out
what we've gotten oursdvesinto.”

"Uncle Win Den!" Alysran headlong out of the house as he was preparing to step into the flitter for an
ingpection of the outer ring defenses. He waited, remembering to frown.

"Well, niece?| thought you on duty at the core-comm.”

"l was, Uncle. But therewas amessage..." she paused to gulp more air into her lungs. "A message on
the telecoder— the old one, that never takes any messages?' td'Vogti froze, remembering late night fright



goriestold him by his uncle, too many years ago, and centering around that particular, dways slent,
telecoder.

"Goon," heurged Alys.

"Y es. The message saysit's from the Planetary Defense Unit, and it—" her eyeslifted to his, baffled.
"Uncle, it saysthat it's activated the meteor shielding over Erob Central Control.”

LYTAXIN

WAR ZONE

Va Con melted away at the edge of the Field, taking his bag of cockpit adaptations and another, Smilar
to the one Ndlirikk carried with him. Histarget was the comm shed at the south end of thefield, which
housed the back-up space-link. After setting the charges contained in the second bag, he would choose a
plane and lift. The mark was one-hdf-hour.

Shan and Nelirikk walked openly acrossthe field, Nelirikk bearing his bag of explosives, the scout's
brother swaggering empty-handed, as befit the sort of officer he had found in Ndirikk's undermind. Their
targets were the radar support shack and back-up communications.

The field was busy, but not overly so. They had arrived, so Ndirikk thought, in the trough between the
first wave moving out and the second. Those who were abroad had duty to attend. No one paid attention
to two officers arrogantly and unhurriedly about their own duty. They marched directly up to back-up
comm, Shan waiting with cold impatience while Ndlirikk deftly jimmied the lock, pushed the door open,
stepped back and saluted smartly. In character, he ignored the salute and stamped into the shed, Néelirikk
in hiswake, swinging the door closed behind them.

"Do not touch that,” he said, pointing at agreen striped pand. "Alarm circuit." He had dropped his bag
and fished out two of the scout's devices.

Shan took one of the explosives, moved to the left, seated it and armed it as his brother had shown him,
while Ndlirikk did his part of the work on the opposite side of the shed.

Two minuteslater, they were once again striding across the busy field.

At radar support, the door was unlocked. Nelirikk paused, threw aworried glance toward his
companion and was answered with a vicious glower from the inspector maor.

Well enough, thought Nelirikk. We do what we have come to do. He thrust the door open and brought
hisfist up in sdlute. The mgjor tramped by him with no acknowledgment, into the radar shed.

A tech jumped up from behind the board, hisface displaying surprise that quickly became chagrin ashe
read their vingtai .

"Inspectors..." The saute was hasty, the face pa e behind the tattoos that showed him a specidis,
confirmed twice a combat radar, avolunteer who had achieved successin adifficult misson, originaly of
Ornjd's Tech Troop. "'l was not told you wereto be here. |—"

Shan frowned, and the tech gulped. Slowly, the gesture filled with such menace that Ndlirikk felt hisown
heart stutter, the scout's brother pointed at the door.

"Ingpector Mgjor." Thetech saluted. "I received no notice of your coming. Duty demandsthat | ask to



See your passes.”

"We have no timefor that!" Nelirikk snarled, moving forward. " There have been security failluresa
severd locations We must check thisfacility and certify it! Out, and leave usto duty!"

Despite the sweat beading on his upper lip and the definite paleness of his face, the tech was not so easy
to rout. He took a hard breath and met Ndlirikk's eyes squarely.

"l need some D, Sr. You understand. | am required to..."”

They had given the scout's brother perhaps thirty words of the Common Troop, without ever expecting
he would have need of them.

"Fool!" heroared now, thrusting a hard hand under the tech's nose. "' Papers, damn you!"

The tech jumped, saluted even more hagtily, pulling hiswork orders, hisday sheets, hismeal cards, asthe
officer cursed him for aduggard dog and seemed amost ready to strike him.

Shakily, the tech ordered his papers, offering them with yet another salute.

The scout's brother snatched them, looked them over contemptuoudy, with aspecid sneer for the
coveted meal cards. Abruptly, he turned, shoved the offensive papersinto Nelirikk's hands and stalked
over to the screen bank.

"Troop!" barked Nelirikk. "Have you eyes?"
"Srl" A sheky sdute. "Yes, sr!"

"Good! Takethem elsawhereif you ever wish to eat again!" He threw the papers and the tech caught
them againg his chest, his eyes on the med cards Ndlirikk still held in his hand.

"Ya S r.'n

"Put yourself on half rationstonight,” Nelirikk snapped, and pushed the cardsinto the tech's swesting
face. "Dismissed!”

"Sir!" Thetech sauted, threw aterrified glance a the maor, who was now inspecting the lateral board,
and dl but ran from the shed.

Néirikk pushed the door shut, dropped the sack and yanked it open.
"Quickly," he said, putting the bomb into the hands of the scout's brother. "We are off the mark."

Crouched in scant cover, Va Con waited while an officer dressed in what he had to believe was the
origind of the uniform Nelirikk had gpproximated for himsdlf, face bearing vingtai eerily smilar to Shan's
artwork, performed what could only be an inspection.

Precious minutesticked by and till the officer did not emerge from the comm shed.

Three minutes more, Va Con thought, belly down under acablelorry. If heis not gonein three
minutes, | will set the charges against the shed's exterior and trust in the luck.

Chancy enough under the best of conditions, the luck being notorioudy fickle. Y et, what el se could be
done? This whole mad venture sat on the knees of the luck, born of the desperate necessity of success.
They must succeed in routing the Y xtrang. Must. The cost of failure was too terrible to contempl ate.



The door to the shed opened and Va Con tucked hisface into the crook of an arm, watching sidewise
asthe inspector and his aide marched to the waiting armored car, entered and were driven away.

Close on the mark, Commander, he told himsdlf, checking the area carefully. Be quick, now, and all's
well.

Finding the immediate environs suitably empty, heleft his cover, ghosted to the shed and let himsdlf
indde.

The scout's brother was safe in his chosen craft. Ndirikk continued farther down thefidd, so that there
should be some distance between the two of them on take-off.

From the corner of hiseye, he saw an armored car make awide turn and bear down on his position.
There was no reason to assume that the driver of the vehicle wasin any way interested in an adjutant
ingpector, but Ndirikk felt the newly shaved hairslift on the back of hisneck.

Taking care to betray no haste, he changed course, angling toward one of the newer, Raphix-class
planes. The damned car came after and Nelirikk grit histeeth, marching on, soldierly, measuring the
distance, if it cameto achase.

Behind him, the car accelerated. Over the engine's excitement, a voice shouted out in the language of the
Troop, "Y ou there! Halt for the Inspector Mgor!"

Nelirikk ran.
It was wonderful, Shan thought, what alittle height did for one's perspective.

Snug in the cockpit of the quiescent Y xtrang fighter, trusting his projected suggestion to any and all
passershy that this same cockpit was empty, he looked down the field of planes.

Some way down thefield, lorries and refuellers were busy preparing the next pod of planes. Shan made
anote of that.

Closer to home, he spied the broad shoulders and soldierly stride of Nelirikk Explorer, followed by an
armored car bearing the Y xtrang graphic for "Ingpection Office." Shan sat up, trying to get areading on
the occupants of the car. Histouch fell short and he saw the car accelerate. Saw Nelirikk bresk stride
and bolt for theladder of aplane.

It lacked five minutes of the mark.

Shan engaged the shock webbing, hands moving—though he was careful not to be too quick—over the
fighter'sboard.

Va Con was running too close to the mark. Delayed and delayed again by the movement of maintenance
vehiclesand technical crews, hefinaly swung back, angling for the last of three planesthat sat in pristine
isolation at the very edge of thefidld.

It was chancy. The location was open, and the guards— three guards, he counted—suggested that these
craft were meant to be flown by pilots of rank.

Chancy. He sank back into hisdiver of shadow and tried to weigh how chancy. The cause was not
served, if he died before he ever gained the air.

After al, he had promised Miri that he would meet her at Erob'sfield this noon.



He smiled alittle then, fegling the tenson in hisface. A foolish promise on both sides, given what they
both undertook. Still, shewould expect him to exert himself to keep it.

A diversion was clearly required. If he could but entice the guards afew steps away from their posts, he
would have Luken's oft-desired honest advantage that made adash for the nearest craft possible.

Asif histhought ignited it, thunder roared acrossthefield, closely followed by a second boom, which
was an air-to-ground cannon being fired. A second engine roared into life and the guards were running
toward the sounds, riflesready, and VVa Con threw thought away, gathered his bag and his breath and
ran.

Hedidn't look for the guards. He looked at nothing but the ladder, convenient enough for one of
Nelirikk'slength, but requiring aleap at the end of hisrace, and with the bag to hamper him—

A pellet hit the ground a pace ahead, grave bits exploding, and he jumped, grabbed the ladder, heard
another shot, but he was climbing, and it was athird shot and afourth. His hand dipped and he snatched
arecovery, fdt the bag dide and let it go, swarming up, up, and faling into the cockpit, the left leg numb
beneath him, but he flung forward, dapped the switch and the bubble rose up and over, sedling him into
safety with aclick.

The engineroared to life and the plane began to move. Shan applied the brake, carefully, found the
control for the cannon, crossed hairs on the armored car's position and pushed the firing stud.

The plane lurched under him, the armored car went up in ahail of meta, and he eased off the brake,
|etting the engine have itsway as he saw the plane Ndlirikk had chosen, with the Y xtrang numbers 32 on
thetail, begin to creep forward. Nodding, he took the lead, relinquished the brake entirely and let the
engines pull the plane down the runway, pushing her alittle now, hauling back on the stick the ingtant he
was able.

Climbing, he looked down, saw Ndlirikk's plane leap off the field, and quite acommotion on the ground.
A finger'swidth above the tree-tops, he leveled out and banked hard, sweeping back the way he had
come, using the belly gunsto kill the planes sitting weak and defensdess, pulled back on the tick at the
end of hisline, saw 32 flying neck-or-nothing, lashing thefield into shrapnd.

It was now thirty-five minutes since they had separated and there was no third fighter in the air. Shan bit
hislip, banked again, searching—and saw aplanerising, adeek affair with the numbers 03 painted high
onitsproud tal. Hegrinned. Trust Va Con to sted himself a beauty.

For an ingant it seemed to him that the pretty plane faltered, then it was climbing, arrow-bright, leveled
and banked smoothly right, sweeping in low over the field, guns blaring.

All according to plan, Shan, hetold himsdlf, ridiculoudy relieved. With a phrase or two varied. We're
all safeintheair, for whatever that's worth. Go east, young man, and finish things up. After
which, | promise, you may go mad.

He pulled on the stick and made histurn, till climbing, east, in search of targets.
Hed been hit. Thel€eft leg, well above the knee. There was blood. A lot of blood. Not good.

There was aso pain, now that he had seen the wound. He tried to shake it out of awareness, used the
leversto shrink the cockpit to minimum, and discovered the shock webbing wastoo large for him, and
then discovered that it didn't matter. He could not be webbed in and reach hisinstruments. Instead, he
raised the pilot's couch to maximum and perched precarioudy on the edge. The pain...



Thedrill.
He stretched, took abreath and touched the first key, chanting the drill to focus hismind.

"Power check; externa go. Internal, go. Clock set synchronize; clock reset to trip zero. Power on.
Externad power stable. Internal stable. Release externa cable.”

Hefaltered, the pain chewing histhoughts. He ran the Rainbow, quickly, drawing the body away from
the mind, continued to chant the drill.

"Drag brake on, mech brake on. Engine A start. Engine A postive, null thrust.”
Hewas late on the mark. They would be worried, but he couldn't rush the drill, because. ..
Something would go wrong, if he rushed the drill.

"Engine B gtart. Engine B positive, null thrust. Clock check; timing positive. Annular pressure fifty
percent, thrust positive. Scan positive. Weapon check; outboard cannon check.”

There were soldiers, on the ground far below. They were running toward him. He looked up and there
was asoldier there, too, at the top of the ladder, looking down at him through the dome.

"Remove fuse sixteen. Cap fuse sixteen. Pull pin seven.”
Therewas atruck headed hisway, he saw the cannon in its bed and hurtled through the last of the drill.
"Drag brake off, mech brake off, inlets open, full power, on."

Hewas moving, asthe drill said he should, scattering soldiers as he gained speed. He looked up, saw the
soldier dill clinging to the dome, then forgot him as the speed built and off to the right abuilding
exploded, brilliant orange smoke spreading rapidly in the whipping wind.

The speed was building quickly and the pressure felt good against him, except hisleg... andit took him a
moment to find the dia that told him the plane was going fast enough so he pulled back hard on the stick,
and didn't notice when the soldier findly did off the dome.

Climbing, he saw another plane circling, but it didn't fire, so he banked to the right, setting up for hisrun
over thefidd, likethey'd planned.

He saw another building blow up as he came in low—incandescence, then heavy black smoke, rapidly
thinning. He triggered the cannons, saw planes and men die under him, then hewas climbing again, and
the other fighter was banking, heading east and he remembered that was the plan, too. Shan would go
east. Ndlirikk would go south. He would go west.

Accordingly, he banked to the right—"Ah!"

He held onto consciousness, the agony receded. Stretching for the dial, he upped the oxygen content in
cabin, enough, he hoped, to keep him from getting deepy. Not enough, quite, to make him drunk.

Filling hislungswith richer air, he stretched again to the board, and increased the cabin pressure, which
would help reduce the bleeding.

This craft was abeauty, wonderfully stable. He took advantage of that to remove both hands from the
controls and cut the rest of the leather away from the wound. Then he bandaged it aswell as he could,
taking care to make the wrappingstight.



WAR ZONE

"You will forgive meif | seem discourteous,” Miri told the guy with the hatchet. "We areintrain to engage
the enemy and timing isvital. | suggest that you continue to the rear and remove your folk from active

danger.”

"Y our concern does you credit,” he replied, but not like he meant it. He gestured, showing her therabble
and the rakes, spears, pistols, pipes, knives and rocks that was the most of their gear.

"Asyou see, we are armed. We are prepared to fight. Forgive meif | notice that your troop isthin. We
will bolster your numbers and increase the opportunity of success." Hisface was bleak, and not quite
sane.

"We are before you now because we did fight, Captain, and we prevailed. All of us have dead in the
cty.”

Last thing she needed, Miri thought. Buncha.crazy civilianswith no idea.of discipline, haf of them out on
their feet and ashort handful holding anything like useful weaponry.

She glared at the guy and he didn't flinch, there being something in the set of his mouth that reminded her,
forcefully, of Va Conin hishel-or-high-water mode. She could move on without taking them, sure. But
she couldn't stop them from following and making a mob scene on the field that would send discipline
graight to hell and get needless numberskilled.

Damniit.

"Very well," she agreed, inclining her head at the angle that said she knew he had her over abarrel and
she was|letting him have hisway, but not to pushiit.

"The sergeants will assign your people to existing squads. Understand me: you will follow the orders of
the sergeants, from this moment until the enemy is defeated. In the meantime, | do not take children onto
abatlefidd.”

She pointed at the nursery contingent—two dozen kids, none of them over eight or nine, guarded by
three adults armed with hunting rifles, which were the closest thing to real wegponsin the whole mob.

"Those will proceed, with their protectors, to the rear and beg grace of Erob.”

"Captain, they will." He bowed then, deegp and courtly, like she was doing him some kind of mgor favor,
instead of inviting him to get massacred, and turned to relay her ordersto the rabble.

"Meteor shiddd?' Emrith Tiazan looked at her kinsman, saw neither madness nor levity in hisface, and
asked, steadily, "What meteor shidd?”

"The onethat our instruments assure usis even now in place, covering an areawith Korva's Tree asits
center."

Korva's Tree sat in the front garden and well for them that it did, Erob thought, sighing sharply.

"It appears that the Planetary Defense Unit is concerned that the Tree may come under attack from
goace" Sheeyed td'Vodti. "I must assume that its concern has at least oneleg in redity?!

"| think we have no option, Emrith."



"S0." She moved behind the desk, accessed the delm's archive and keyed in a search for "Planetary
Defense Unit." The answer came quickly enough, and when she had read it she Sghed again. Gift of
Korva. Gods protect them al from Korva's gifts.

"Hereis something to amuse, Win Den," she said, scralling to the end of thefile. "In timeswhen its
attention is not diverted by the possibility of meteor strike, Planetary Defense Unit is none other than
Dragon's Tooth, Korval's contract suite." She sat back, suddenly very tired indeed.

"Theblood thins, Win Den. We should not have forgotten this."

"Peace dullsthe senses," he said softly. "Give praise, Emrith, that Korval's Tooth hasremained dive. Let
us hopethat it isaso sharp.”

Troops were moving, up from the south. Nelirikk identified the supply line, dropped the nose and used
the cannon rather than squander the precious bombs nestled in the fighter's belly.

There was return fire on his second pass, and he spent abomb to take out the anti-aircraft turret at the
head of the column, then used the cannon again, killing acommand vehicle before hewas past it dl and
banking to the left, setting up for hisfinal pass.

Two more bombs away from his hoard, and afoursome of land-armor destroyed. Nelirikk climbed and
swung back to the course, well satisfied with hiswork thusfar.

A storm was brewing and the rising wind was unexpectedly troublesome when the plane dowed in the
aftermath of cannon fire. Shan held his atitude with brute force and swept back again, his cannon-fire
concentrated on aline of dow-moving trucks.

The plane shuddered and lost forward speed rapidly. Shan gunned the engines and below him saw
blossoms of flame as the ammo trucks exploded.

Pod 77'singtruction to Dutiful Passage's guns seven and nine wasto fire abroad, low-level magnetic
beam directly into the Y xtrang shidld, intengty to remain congtant for five Standard minutes, increasing to
maximum for one-haf minute and cutting out. Priscillashook her head, fingers building the equationin
screen two while Ren Zd fed datato Maincomp for smulation. A mag beam that low would deliver little
more than anudge to even the lightest of the shield boats. What possible defensive gain might accrueto
sucha—

Beside her, Ren Zd hissed, for all the worlds like an offended house cat. She gasped, sartled out of her
concentration, looked to the sm, and wondered at his restraint, that he had neither howled nor roared.

The mag beam fired, low and steady, off of gun seven for five Standard minutesinto the mass of light
craft, encountered in the third layer an extremely light pallet-skid. The beam pulsed, the skid—moved. In
thefifth layer, the skid encountered aworkboat and the pressure of its shielding coupled with the steady
push of the beam started that craft moving aswell.

The am for gun nine showed asimilar phenomenon, each beam finally pushing acluster of ten small ships,
toward the center of the Eye.

When thefirg of the defensaless boats hit the edge of the Eye, the power smultaneoudy pulsed to full.
The boats, impelled by the beams, skittered into the firing zone, and—

"They won't stop the beam,” Priscillawhispered. "They don't have enough shidlding. It will go right
through them.”



"Not entirdy,” Ren Zd said. The beam will lose energy asit passes through the obstacles and will strike
the on-world target with somewhet lessintensity.”

Shefdgtill, even as she gpproved the Pod 77'stactics. A defenselogic, indeed. Once the battleship's
weakened beam struck through atmosphere, the ancient weapon would have a clear return shot.

"How many," Ren Zd asked quietly. "How many of thosethings are at large?’ Heinclined his heed,
acknowledging her placein theline direct of aclan not hisown. "If it may betold.”

"Two," Priscillatold him, and felt hisrelief as sharply asher own. "Only two. This one, and one other."

They'd been lucky. For onething, Y xtrang hadn't been expecting them—not quite yet, anyhow. For
another, they'd hadn't exactly been over-manned.

For athird thing, Miri thought as she waited for the last of the Situation reportsto comein, Y xtrang had
thought they'd be going up againgt a professond fighting force.

Wheat they got was the remaining Irregulars, whose ranks had been doubled and doubled again by the
timethey hit the airfield, by bands of desperate and vengeful civilians.

Miri wondered if the guy with the hatchet had managed to Say dive. Seemed like she owed the man an
gpology. His crew hadn't been rabble. She'd seen rabble, now.

The Irregulars launched the attack, hitting the Y xtrang mess tent with three rounds of mortar fire at
half-through dinner. They'd followed up with an occupation of the ammo dump and turned the two
captured field pieces againg the disoriented Y xtrang.

It was the mob that attacked the remaining entrenched field piece in awave. The soldiers there had faced
knives, spears, rocks, and raw hatred. None had died easy, and there were an astonishing number of
Y xtrang among the mass of corpses.

Thelast report came through and Miri sighed. Eleven Irregulars dead or missing. Hundreds of civilians,
ditto. Y xtrang had spiked the fuel tankswith sand, damn their black hearts. Sheé/d've done the same.

But, the airfield was theirs, theoretically, and a couple hundred metersin al directions, with atenuous
western connection.

Theory cameinto it because the Y xtrang weren't being good losers. They hadn't thrown their guns avay
and run screaming from the field. They had retreated in as good order as possible, those who were | ft,
and now they waited in the woods, maybe for dark, maybe for adawn attack, but probably for
reinforcements. Now and then, a couple would dance out onto the floor and throw a party favor, probing
for weskness.

Miri, drawing on a stockpile of wegponry Y xtrang had forgotten to take with them when they vacated,
caled for occasiond mortar fire to the south and east. To the west were the fringes of Kritoulkas crew,
and a couple pieces of modest merc armor.

Sheld ordered the captured field artillery used for on-the-spot training—so far a quarter of the troop had
been part of the drill. They werefiring randomly on the valey trails most likely able to support incoming
Y xtrang armor or supplies.

Thecivilians, with nothing nearby to murder, werein theway, milling around on the runway. That was no
good. She called to one of her lieutenantsto clear the field and afew minutes |ater a sergeant and a
sguad marched over to move the mob dong.



Miri drank some water from her canteen and checked the time. Ought to be seeing planes, real soon.
Thewind wasrising, and she could see heavy clouds on the horizon. Great. The piloting tapes Va Con
had her learning weren't coy about the difficulties of flying in storms. The sooner she saw planes, the
happier she'd be.

Infact... Shetipped her head, frowning after the sound which might have been engine noise—but wasn't.

She ligtened with care. Armor, she decided. Kritoulkas must've decided to advance hersdlf a little
whilethingsre quie—

Shefet the rumble then, shouted, "Incoming!" and saw the Irregulars go for cover, and some of the
brighter civilians.

Armor.
And it wasn't theirs.

He had used dl hisbombs; to the glory of the Troop and the mortification of the enemy. The 14th
Conquest Corps had lost heavily thisday, in arms, ammunition, equipment, and status.

They had lost pilots, too. Three of rank who rose againgt him had gone glorioudy to duty's reward.

Nélirikk checked the fuel gauge, made one last mid-level pass over the wreckage and confusion that had
been the 14th's southern stronghold, and set his course for Erob's arfield, where his captain and his
ams-mates awaited him.

It was possible, Shan thought, that he had done lasting damage. Certainly, he'd played merry havoc with
the heavy atillery, the armor, and the ammo.

And the planes.

Despite holding Soldier Lore deep in hisbones, he was far too much Korvd to kill shipswithout pain.
Reason said that the ships of the enemy must be nullified.

But apilot's heart wept for the pretties |eft dead or dying, never to know the swest thrill of lift again.

The building ssorm was at his back as he came in toward the agreed-upon airfield and saw, with agasp
of relidf, that the Irregulars flag wasflying.

In the woods, as he passed over, half-a-dozen armored vehicles, closing rapidly toward thefield.

He banked sharply and saw the storm straight-on, awall of bailing black cloud, lanced with lightning and
topped with miles of blazing white thunderheads, then he dropped the nose, caught atank in the
crosshairs and pushed thefiring stud.

Fird, there were no planes. Then, there were two, from opposite directions.

Miri watched the first comein ahead of the racing storm, saw it dow, drop, then swing back over the
woods, and the noisesit was making promised enemy.

"Mark that!" she yelled to the crews. "Get the mortar and both pieces on that heading. Rapid firel™

The second plane circled the field once, waggled its wings a couple times, and then camein low, flared
out neatly and touched down with barely a sound, coming around in awide circle until its nose was
pointing at the woods.



The pilot cut power, but awhine remained in the air as the hatch went up and Ndlirikk, hisface showing
faint marks like daubs of paint, dropped to the ground, ran to her and saluted.

"Count three rounds in the nose cannon, my Captain. No fud to fly with."

Shetook his salute, wondering how someone so ugly could look so good. "Can't help you with the fudl.
We got armor gonna come outta those woods pretty soon. Can you aim the cannon while you're
grounded?"

"Y es, Captain."
"Doit."

He bolted for his plane and it wastimefor the first one to come back in, too fast, to Miri's eye, touching
down and flaming out in the same instant, rolling uncontrolled toward the far end of thefield. It cameto
her that the pilot was dead, or bad hit, and she reached inside her head for the comfort of Va Con's

pattern.

The last thing she remembered seeing was the bright orange 'chute popping out of thetail of theralling
plane, dragging its speed down to nothing.

The ship was on red dert, the crews responsible for guns seven and nine by the captain's order removed
from their gations.

Thetimer in the corner of the main command screen counted to zero and faded. Targeting comp
reported guns seven and nine on-line, magnetic beams, low.

Captain and first mate watched as actudity repeated smulation and the beams inexorably pushed
defensd ess shipsinto the maw of the Eye.

The Y xtrang battleship fired.
Shuittlecraft and workboats, pallet-skids and lighters, took the charge, expanded. And were gone.

"Beam energy leached by afactor of three, Captain,” the first mate said quietly from hiswork screen. The
captain nodded.

Targeting comp reported guns seven and nine off-line, targets destroyed.

Thewind buffeted his ship. He corrected, nearly overcorrected. The horizon was higher than it should be,
surely... ? A long reach to the board and that was corrected, too.

He was approaching hisfirg strike zone, the airfield far behind. Below, the enemy moved. He found the
supply column and camein low.

These were hardened soldiers, familiar with the sounds of battle. Few even looked up asair cover
streaked over.

Va Con dropped the nose of the ship, brought video cross hairs to bear on the streaming troops, and
fired his cannon.

The sound was along low moan; the plane shuddered and |ost forward speed rapidly. The dower it
went, the more the local windstore and tossed it.

The run took just seconds, the return ahard right bank and he gasped astheinjured leg was pressed by



acceleration.
Back again, flying low, nose down...
These were seasoned troops. There was return fire, but the anti-aircraft gun wasn't in position yet.

Va Con brought the crosshairsto bear once more, ignoring the figures running for cover, concentrating
on histarget.

Thistime he scored adirect hit, and the surprising blast lifted the plane and bounced him around in the
oversized cockpit. He rescued himsdlf with asnatch at the instrument pand, hisvison black at the edges
and the pain was acarnivore, egting him dive...

It wasingtinct, asnatch at life no lessvitd than hisgrip on the instrument pand.

He reached into that portion of himsalf that had been most abused by the Department, and flipped a
certain toggle—on.

The pain did not fade, it was smply no longer relevant data. He was aware that he was wounded, that
the wetness down hisleg was blood, and he bent to tighten the wrappings, for it would be inefficient to
die of blood loss before the mission was done.

Very digantly, there was song. The song comforted him, though he could not stop right now to listen.
There were targets below him and the mission wasimperative. If hefailed, the song would die, and he
would not alow thét.

He had done with the moving troops and flown on, seeking other targets. He had tightened the wrapping
on hisleg again, and enriched the air supply. He cut along strip of leather from hisjacket and used that to
tiehimsdlf, standing, againgt the board. Thefud gauge wasfine. There were still many bombsin hisbelly.

Hewent over thefield at mid-level, saw the shapes of space-worthy ships and knew he had found
targets that merited his skill. He came back in, readying his guns, but they were dert here, they werent a
moving column that was vulnerableto air attack.

They fired missiles at him and he saw people on the ground, running for planes. He brought the nose
down and fired at the planes, because it would be bad to haveto fight them al inthe air.

Therisng missiles atered courses, seeking. Va Con saw one beside him, pacing him, it seemed. He
veered toward it and it veered away. He laughed, veered toward it again, and watched it pull away.

Cannon-fire was not so coy. Bursts exploded just off hiswing-tip and he banked right, braced hard
againgt the board, and there was a song in his head and he wanted to listen, but he couldn't because there
was an enemy plane coming againgt him and he had to uncap hiswing cannon and fire.

Hewas nearly blinded by the explosion, fdt his craft buffeted, heard the sound of metal shred bouncing
off the high-strength skin.

Reflex took over and he banked sharply to the right, knowing that he shouldn't—sharply to theright, the
leather tie held him up, and sharply to the right and now he was behind the plane that had been chasing
him and if he pressed this switch again...

The cannon fire was pretty. He laughed at the explosion.

Hed gotten past the field, though, and he needed to kill the spaceships. He banked to the right, coming in



low, and he'd dways been good at this part. He knew how to amost touch the tops of the treesand he
went over the big hump and remembered that he needed to have dl the weaponslive.

But the spaceships weren't degping anymore. One was awake and lifting, and people on the ground were
shooting at him, two more missiles came by to look at him and veered off because the ship said hewas
an Y xtrang ace.

Hefired his cannon at the rising target but he wastoo fast, and by it, and swept around to the right and
pulled back on the stick because the target was climbing.

He needed to do something about that, he knew. This target—this target was troop transport. He
couldnt let it get away and bring more soldiers down.

There wasasong in his head. Hed heard it many times before. He banked right and saw the target
above him, and pushed the power bar to full.

The target got dightly closer, but he knew it was faster than he was and could fly higher. Hefired his
cannon, but it didn't explode like the other targets.

It was hard to move with the power bar dl the way up and the leather strap was holding him tight while
his mount climbed directly under the target, but the target was getting smaller.

Therewas asong in his head and he wanted to listen, but the target had to be stopped. The sky was
getting darker and the target getting smaller and he couldn't go much higher because it was the wrong
kind of ship—

Hefired his nose cannon and hiswing cannon and hismisslesal at once. He fired and thought maybe
held hit the target and then thought maybe he hadn't because it kept moving and he couldn't go straight up
anymore, anyway. Hisleg was hurting and he was very tired.

He closed his eyes and sagged againgt the board.
He remembered then that the song was named Miri and that he'd been very lucky to heer it.

Erob, what numbers of them werein the house rather than in troop with his astonishing and admirable
niece, or on the grounds, had taken shelter in the deep cdllars.

He had given warning, for whatever good that would do them, to the defenders locked outside the shield,
and relayed an encoded situation report to Jason Carmody's last known position, down by the quarry
encampment.

Duty done, Win Den tel'Vosti sat behind his desk in the back parlor that had become his war room, and
waited for what might occur.

"Uncle?' Alysstood poised on the threshold, looking dightly rumpled in atunic handed down from an
older cousin, the wegpons belt pulled snug ‘round her waist, gun ready by her hand.

He sighed. " Child, you should bein the cdllar with the rest.”
"But you aren't,” shereplied, irrefutably. "Why came you here?'
He sighed again, feding very old, indeed, and asif dl hisyears had taught him nothing.

"Because | anagenerd, child. Duty requires meto be a my station, in case there should be need.”



"Oh." She camelightly across the room and leaned againgt his Side, one arm across his shoulders. He put
hisarm around her waig, careful of the gun.

"What will happen, Uncle?'
"l don't know," he said softly. "Perhaps nothing.” But even Alyswastoo old to believe that.
"Dragon's Tooth would not have awakened,” shetold him, "if it were nothing. Clan Korvd isour dly."

Wisdom and folly in one short utterance, tel'Vosti thought. Asif to be Korva's dly placed onein anything
like safety. He hugged her lightly.

"That'sso."
The lights went out. The computers went off-line.

There was sound: the scream of ten thousand fingernails drawn smultaneoudy down ten thousand date
boards, going on and on.

Thear wasfilled with tatic and the room was very warm. Alys gasped and flinched, caught hersalf and
stood quiveringly il againgt hissde, her arm like abar of lead across his shoulder.

The sound stopped.

The lights came up. The computers beeped and rebooted. The air was gentle, pleasantly cool against the
in.

Alyssighed and dumped alittle. te'Vosti remembered to breathe.
The intercom on the desk chimed. He leaned forward and touched the key.
IIYS?I

"Unclg, it'sKol Vus. There's another message on the old telecoder. Planetary Defense Unit says that the
shield has deflected an energy bolt. Shield power isdown, it says here, by fifty-five percent.” There was

apause.

"Planetary Defense Unit advises usthat the shielding will not divert another strike. And thenit says,
'Phase Two enabled, Phase Two confirmed, Phase Two in progress.’

Shan threw himself down the ladder and ran low acrossthefield, pistol in hand, and flung to his belly next
to the smadll leather-clad crumple.

Hisforay in the woods had stopped one Y xtrang tank, which | eft five more closing on thefidd. The
Irregulars al seemed to be pointing in the right direction, the mortars and anti-armor gunsin position.
Nelirikk's plane, with the Y xtrang number 32 on the tail, was on standby power, which might well mean
there were rounds | eft in the nose cannon. For the moment, the side of the airfield was as safe as any
other position in theimmediate vicinity, but it wasn't going to stay that way, and Miri. ..

She lay like one dead, face against the ground, the combat helmet askew, showing abright gleam of hair.

That shewas not dead or even wounded, he knew, though he barely knew what to make of the tangle of
gted and fire that confounded his Inner Eyes.

The ground shook. A turret appeared at the end of the field, asthefirst of the Y xtrang armor cleared the



trees. Shan came to hisknees, pistol ready, heard the whine from Nélirikk's plane change pitch, and went
down, covering Miri's body with hisown.

Nélirikk's cannon roared, the ground steadied, Shan rocked back on his knees, holstered the pistal,
gathered his brother'slifemate into hisarmsand ran.

She was s0 tired. Opening her eyes was too much effort. But she had to open her eyes, because. ..
Damned if she knew why.
It waswarm. Shewastired. So... very... tired. Better to deep and not to care...

Because there had been three planes and only two had landed. She needed to open her eyes and look
for the other one, the most important one, to be surethat it got home safe.

She demanded sight with dl her will and heavy eydidslifted. The world wasablur.

It took her asecond to redize that was because sheld fallen across the instrument panel and her cheek
was againg one of the dids. She exerted more will, and got hersalf upright, helped by the strap around
her waist, that anchored her to the board.

That was better. She could see the instruments, the fuel gauge, the atimeter—how high?—and the
compass. And through the windscreen she could see—

A dow drifting. And that was wrong, she knew from the tapes he had made her learn. Wrong, because it
meant—

The planewasn't level.

Her hands were heavy, but she got one around the joystick, found the horizon meter and dowly pushed
on the gtick, watching the horizon line crawl down from amost verticd toward level.

The stick was hard to move. Shetried to shift her weight to the left, to bring more push into play—and
would havefdlenif the Strgp hadn't held her.

Stll, she managed to inch it down until the did findly displayed aclear horizonta bisection, the blue-white
of sky on the top, the black that meant ground on the bottom.

Now, from sdeto Sde out the window, there was a horizon, distant and level. It rotated dowly...

And that wasn't wrong or right, just afact, until she knew where—and the compass heading showed that.
She found the sun and redlized she was flying in the wrong direction, bent to work the stick again, and
below her was aboiling cauldron of gray and white and she jumped, the leg went, but the Strap held her
up and his voice was murmuring, distant and amost too soft to heer...

"Storm. Below."

She reached out to touch his pattern, but it wasn't there— no, it was there, but around her and, fading,
somehow, its colors attenuating into mit, the interlockings beginning, dowly, to untwine.

Shebit her lip. "You'redying. Vad Con—"
"Hy. The. Plane"
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The lifemate bridge swirled with energy and Shan could see Va Con's essence, very faint, and Miri's,
much stronger— and an incomplete third that drew threads from each, spindle-dancing above, or below,
or within the bridgework.

And he dared not touch any of it.

So he did what he could and sat guard over her body in the shell of what had been ahangar and
eventualy Nelirikk joined him there.

"Thecaptain, | saw her fall." The blue eyes moved, registered the soft rise and fall of her breast and
flicked up. "Not dead.”

"Not dead,” Shan agreed.
"The scout has not returned from hismisson.”

Shan nodded, his attention on the flow of the lifemate bridge. It had taken hisfather afull year to die of
his life-mate's passing. But the connection between his parent’s souls had been as dender asathread of
spider silk, compared to the conflagration that linked Va Con and Miri. If Va Conwasdying...

"What allsthe captain?' Nelirikk asked. Shan looked up.

"She'swith the scout.”

The blue eyes blinked, then Nelirikk nodded. "More armor comes. And soldiers.”

Soldier Lore bedtirred itsdlf. "What's our Situation?”

"We can prevail," stated another voice from the doorway, in rusty Trade. "With boldness.”

A man strode forward—a Liaden male cradling an Y xtrang riflein hisarmslike achild. A hatchet hungin
aloop on hisbdt, stained red from edge to blunt.

Nelirikk rose to histowering height. The Liaden ignored him, walked past him and then stopped, looking
down at Miri. After amoment, he turned and addressed himsdlf to the Y xtrang.

"Youfly for the captain? Eh? Kill enemy at her word?"
Nelirikk inclined hisheed. "Sir, | do."

" She alowed me and mine with her, on condition we obey the sergeants. The sergeant of my squad is
dead and there are many others, who joined at the last, with no sergeant to order them, but who will fight
with ferocity.”

"You tell methisfor areason?' Nelirikk inquired and the man pulled hislips back from histegth—a
death's head grin.

"| tell you thisbecause | desire you to lead us, Y xtrang-of-the-Captain.”
"l do not—"

"My entirelineisgone, damn you!" the Liaden shouted. "Will you take what | offer and useit well, or
must my Baancefdl short of my dead?"



A heartbeat of silence, no more. Nelirikk bowed.
"Soldier, | will lead you. For the glory of Troop and captain. Show meto your fighters."

She flew the plane, dropped the nose and brought it down into the clouds ruthlesdy, remembering ships
sheld never flown and emergencies sheld never experienced.

The sky was along time gray; the buffeting and noise of the winds amazed her. The ship went subsonic
with an odd fluttering and she had to fight the controls, stretching too far to reach—and then shewas
below the clouds.

Therewas green dl around, and ariver to her left. The clouds sweeping by obscured her vision
momentarily and then tore away.

In the distance she could see the airfidd, the Irregular's flag flying high.
Lightning flashed off the left wing and the plane lurched as thunder boomed through the metd walls.

Shewas closing on the airfield fast and the winds were making it difficult, tossing the plane like it wasno
more substantia than a butterfly. It was hard to see properly, to understand direction from this

perspective.
Down and ahead—Y xtrang armor in the trees.

She looked to the board, saw she had bombs to spend. She checked on the situation through the
windscreen.

And saw the Y xtrang fighter, closing fast from theright and behind.

She veered the plane, brought it right down on the deck, and saw VVa Con's pattern dl around her,
overlaying everything in tired, fading color.

She knew what to do, stretched to the board and did it, bringing the plane down, down, wingtips
brushing the tree-tops, and the Y xtrang fighter was on her, but that wasn't important yet.

The Y xtrang on the ground had noticed her. She saw the turret on the anti-aircraft move, tracking, and
she kept the speed steady, sweeping in low and insanely fast, waiting for it, waiting for it and the turret
was on her and the plane behind had fired, but missed. She was directly over Y xtrang now, opened her
belly and dropped the bombs, dumped what was | eft of her fuel and she was past and the other plane
was dill on her tail. The armor found its range and fired. Miri smacked the switch and the landing gear
came down.

Thefighter behind them blew up.
They were not soldiers, but they were fierce and willing, in their hatred, to take orders.

Accordingly, Ndirikk had them wait, in the cover a the near edge of the airfield. Wait, until thefirst plane
flashed over, dumping fuel and the last of its bombs onto the heads of the enemy. Wait, until the
anti-aircraft fired and destroyed the pursuer.

Then, with the enemy disordered and dismayed, he rose up, roared the battle cry—"Revengel "—and led
the rabble to war asthe wind rose and thunder out-sounded the cannons.

The beam legpt up from the planet's surface, threaded the Y xtrang Eye and touched the battleship.



Therewas aflare, which would be the outer shidds, Priscilla thought, and a second, which would be the
inner.

She sighed and shook her head, for it had been avdiant effort, if ill-favored and—
That quickly the Y xtrang battleship broke and ran, accelerating, and risng—
"Pogition report, Captain.”

Ren Zd'svoicewas levd, betraying nothing. "Tactical report, Captain.”

"Tactical?" Priscillademanded and reached for her board, banishing the Eye and the battleship to a
quarter screen, and saw the break-in noise of adozen ships, IDs blossoming— Terran IDs. Terran

troopships.

"Affiligtion?'

"Tree-and-Dragon,” Ren Zd said, as more ships phased in-system. "Gyrfalk." He paused. " Juntavas.”
"Juntavas," she repeated and |ooked over to him. He met her eyes, blandly.

"Perhaps they consider the Y xtrang bad for commerce.”

"| supposethat's possible.” Shelooked back to her screen. Something strange was happening closein by
the Y xtrang battleship. Space was behaving in amost unusua manner— pulsing—and there seemed to
be something phasing in, phasing out—in, out, in, out—

In.
Priscilladrew abreath, staring at the big asteroid, that was behaving as no asteroid could.
"Priscillal” Ren Zd said sharply and she put out a hand to touch hisdeeve.

"Clutch," she said, projecting camnessinto his agitation. "It'sonly a Clutch ship, friend. Captain
yosGalan's brother is—adopted—of a Turtle.”

"Yes" hesad, taking abreath. "Of course.”

Right rudder and some left aileron. Crab into the wind, but not too much, and down two-thirds
flaps to slow it. Keep the nose down and almost level and pop those leading slats right now to cut
lift hard. Down flaps the rest of the way, don't bounce. Main wheels down. Crush thrust reverse,
slight bounce, nose wheel down and guiding. The wind's up now and we're getting off center,
didn't correct the crabbing enough and the rudder's fighting the wind hard and slam the brakes
now with that wounded leg—

The pain shot through her like jellyfish fire. She convulsed where shelay, back arching, and Shan swung
over, holding her shouldersflat, reaching with Healer sense and then pulling back because their patterns
were united in abeautiful alien arabesque, and Miri opened her eyes asthe planerolled by them, too fast,
evenif—

"Val Con!"

She screamed herself back into the plane, and fell onto the stick, pushing it forward with the last of her
strength. Thelegther tether cut into her and she should be sure, but she knew she couldn't move, no
more, never again...



"Uncle" Alyssaid from the depth of the intercom. "Planetary Defense Unit saysit'staking down the
meteor shidd, following asuccessful strike at the enemy'stargeting computer.” te'Vosti stared. Sighed.

"Thank you, niece.”

"Yes. It ds0 saysthat reinforcements have arrived.”

LIAD

DEPARTMENT OF INTERIOR COMMAND
HEROQUARTERS

Of the Four assigned to the detail at Jelaza Kazone, two were undergoing retraining. The report on the
Commander's screen indicated that one of those would quite possibly re-attain his pre-catastrophe
condition. The other would not, in the informed opinion of the departmenta senior overseeing the
process, re-achieve hisformer level of expertise. However, the senior remained sanguine concerning that
oneseventud effectiveness asafird-line operative.

Not so, Agent yo'Zeamin, whom the Commander's second had been obliged to dispatch in the
antechamber of the Commander's own office, nor Agent pel'lso, fatally shot by a Solcintra Port security
guard during an ill-conceived attempt to stedl a Jumpship.

From the two presently undergoing retraining came atae of horrific—nightmarish—event, dikein nothing
save the overmastering sense of persona doom. One reported a disconnection with the physica world
coinciding with an overriding need to flee.

The second stated that his head had begun to pain him and he had closed his eyesto ease the strain.
When he opened his eyes, he found himsdlf standing on the outside of Jelaza Kazone's perimeter, near
the place where he and the others had crossed over the evening before. Disbelieving, he closed his eyes
once more. And opened them to discover himsdf on the ridge that marked the boundary to Korva's
Vdley, with no memory of having walked there. He continued to function in this on-again, off-again
manner until he was gpprehended in Solcintraitsalf by afirg-line operative, who took the precaution of
locking him into a storeroom before placing the call to her cell-leader.

The most disturbing part of this unlikely occurrence, to the Commander's eye, was that the expert's
report indicated the force in operation during the agent's lapses of perceptua sense wasthe raw will of
the subordinated native persondity.

It was this Agent whom the expert felt might be adequately retrained to basic operative. The Commander
frowned, touched the button to activate the line to his second's desk.

"Commander?'

" Agent ven'Egut.”

"Undergoing retraining, Commander.”

"Y es. Seeto histermination. Unacceptable risk.”
"Y es, Commander."

He cut the connection and swept the screen clear. Three Agents, lost to Korval. He would meditate upon
the best answer to that. In the meanwhile, there was Agent yosPhe-lium's pet Terran to consider.



A match program placing the gene-set known as Miri Robertson against the Book of Clans had yielded
an—interesting—piece of data.

The genes of Miri Robertson closely matched the genes of Clan Erob, Korva'soldest dly.

Thissgnificantly atered the face of event—transforming an apparently chance meeting between
yosPhelium and a" Terran mercenary™ into a bit of well-planned and longstanding subterfuge.

It dso invested one placein dl the wide gaaxy with areason for Va Con yosPhelium's presence.

Commander of Agentstouched the speaker-button once more. "I will have four full Agents of Changein
the mid-level meeting room in twelve hours precisaly. Commander's Priority.

"l will also have the history, decision point records, and current clan and strength particulars on the planet
Lytaxin. | need full loyaty-compliance reports on any Agent ever on Lytaxin."

"Immediately, Commander,” said his second. "Isthere more?

The Commander hesitated, consdering three Agentswasted and likely aKorval dramlizaresponsible.
Especid study was required there, with one mistake aready laid to his account.

"Yes. | will have an overview of the current strengths of the various dramliz on planet, and acomparison
of reputed powers. Also..." Here he hesitated. It would not do to disturb the balances quite yet. But, if
AnthorayosGdan wereto cal due adebt from another dramliza. ..

"Also please refer to me, for tomorrow's morning briefing, our contingency plansfor dedling with the
guildsand hdls™

"That will bedl for thismoment,” he concluded, and closed theline.
LYTAXIN
EROB'SCLAN HOUSE

The orders had come from the captain's own lips, and so, on the morning of the sixth day following the
battle of the airfield, Ndlirikk left the bunker-like infirmary benesath Erob's house and went out into the

open air.

He marched with a steady step, eating one of the wonderful pastries the house cooks had brought to the
captain'sroom. Hewore alieutenant's bar and captain'saide insgnia, aswell asthe green scarf at hisleft
shoulder—the troop-sign of The Irregulars—and a Tree-and-Dragon which the captain had very nearly
been ableto pin on him without ass stance.

The orders. Orders. He was s0 pleased that she was able to give orders that he would have marched to
every mountain-top on the planet for her.

"Get outta here," she'd rasped, pale against the pale pillows that supported her. "That's an order. Eat an
extradessert or two. That's an order. If you need something to do, go down the airfidld and see what's
cookin'. | don't want you back in this room before tomorrow unless you got area good reason.”

Her wounds were like unto a pilot's wounds. During those long hours of grief and waiting, when it was
thought both would pass on to duty's reward, the Healer who was a star captain and a soldier had
explained to him about wizards and the bond of lifemates. Y et, had not he seen the very real burnsfrom
thetie belts, the black eyes and pulled skin of high acceleration. .. Strange indeed were the lives of those



who guarded Jela's Tree.

The world was strange now: Troopsin good order patrolled, and while some looked on him warily, none
barred hisway. The air was good, the sun a pleasure, and he had elected to walk, asthe captain's
purpose had clearly been to insure his va ue to the troop and to preserve his health while she dowly
regained her own.

The way he had chosen brought him to aridge, and aview reminiscent of his not-so-long-ago vantage in
the 14th Conquest Corps command shack when the courageous, silly plane had struck back with
honorable intent againgt the Corps, and the scout's vessal had flung Jela's own chalenge at the sky.

The valey wasfull of planes and ships of various sorts, for the mercenaries were taking no chance that
the 15th would come to finish the campaign the 14th had started. There were missle units and fighters,
and one odd small ship which he guessed to be the courier or persona vessel of acommander.

The blast crater where the scout's ship had been was aready, and wisdly, being recycled into a
foundation for some new Structure.

Wasit atrick of hismind or was that not ascout ship dropping quickly into the valley?

His heart nearly crawled into histhroat in admiration of those lines. One day, perhaps the captain would
permit him ingde such avess.

Hefinished the pastry in agulp, watching as the scout ship set neatly down on the near edge of thefield.
In amoment he began to run.

There were three of them standing by the ship in casua uniform when he arrived: awoman and two men,
dl Liaden, dl pilots by their sance and dertness, speaking with asoft Erob officia. The officid was
pointing to a spot of treesand

Ndirikk heard, "Fighters... only defenseleft..." as he dowly approached the group.

The two men were surely of the elder pilots. One carried a cane, the other grew amustache on hisface,
asif he were Terran. Both showed gray in their hair. Both were weeping openly, as the woman stood
sober-faced and watchful.

Her eyes widened when she saw him, and she moved a hand, gently and with purpose. The men turned
to face him, ingantly aert to threst.

Nelirikk saluted.

The Liaden with the mustache—surely the first Ndlirikk had seen—stood asif under great strain, face
wet with his recent tears. The other man was both more at ease and more dangerous. his eyes quickly
touched lieutenant's bar, scarf, Tree-and-Dragon, then lifted to Nedlirikk'sface.

Momentarily Nelirikk felt as he had when the captain had first walked round him. This one could take his
lifeinamoment if need be. Thisone, by Jda—

"Ndirikk Explorer, Lieutenant First Lytaxin Irregulars,” he stated in the Liaden High Tongue. "May | be
of service, scouts?”'

The three looked between themselves, and as one, they bowed, equa to equd as he had learned it. The
Erob officid took thisasagood sign and removed hersdf quickly from the scene.



"Shadia NeZame, Scout Lieutenant, First-In," the woman said, laying her hand over her heart. " Clonak
ter'Meulen, Scout Commander,” said the man with the most tears. "Forgive my display, Lieutenant. |
have heard just now that my daughter died here.”

Thethird looked him over very carefully, and drew from some inner pocket ahand on which gleamed a
sngle, silvery ring. He opened his pam, displaying a pin which was the twin of the Tree-and-Dragon
Nelirikk wore.

"I, too, serve Tree-and-Dragon, Nelirikk Explorer, and am at some painsto recal your name among our
ligs"

Ndirikk stood rooted, asif he faced the very scout, the scout who—

"I am recently recruited, Sr. | am persond aide to Captain Miri Robertson, First Lytaxin Irregulars, who
islifemated to Va Con yosPhelium, Clan Korval. | serve Line yosPhe-lium.”

Gently, the scout lieutenant sighed. The man with the mustache shook his heed, Terran fashion, and
looked piercingly at the man with the dragon in his hand.

"Clansrevert to type, my friend. So here we have atrue Soldier and if that ship over thereisn't a Juntavas
courier—a pirate, in plain spesking—I'll eat my coord book."

Ignoring his companion's speech, the namel ess scout bowed deeply.

"Sir," he said to Ndirikk, "I must put myself in your hands and beg the grace of an introduction to your
captain, shewho lifemated Va Con yosPhelium, for |, too, am pledged to line yosPhdium. Where may
she be found?'

"Sir, sheisin theinfirmary, recovering from wounds received in the recent glorious battle.”
"Is she able to spesk with me? Or perhaps her lifemate might spesk with me.”

"The captainisnow alowed vistors. | think it likely that she would spesk with scouts, dthough | cannot
guarantee. Her lifemate..."

He paused, recaling what had been brought out of the Pilot Elite fighter.

There was sudden blesknessin the air, and the face he looked down upon was very closeto one he
knew initsbland intengity.

"Her lifemate, g, isin the sealed autodoc. The medica technicians expect he may be able to speak next
week, and perhapsin amonth to walk."

Thear warmed, the face before him al but smiled.

"Then | am persuaded you should take meto hislady with al speed.” And abruptly the shift came, from
High Liaden into the tongue of the Troop.

"Soldier, do your duty well, for your charge is a heavy one." He bowed, and the language was again
Liaden, in the mode the scout's brother had taught him was caled ‘Comrade.’

"l am very pleasad to see you, Ndlirikk Explorer. My nameis Daav yosPhdium.”



