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Scout's Progress by Steve Miller and Sharon
Lee

How to Find a Lifematein Several Hundred
Not-So-Easy-Steps

Or

How to Find AuthorsYou Really, Really Love on theVery
First Try

by Susan Krinard

| discovered Sharon Lee and Steve Miller'swork when their first novel, Agent of Change, appeared
from Del Rey lo, these many years ago.

At thetime | was gtrictly areader, and had no notion of becoming a published writer in any genre,
SHfantasy least of all. But | wasaprofessond reader. | lived for the hourswhen | could immerse mysdlf
in an author's universe, become the characters, leave behind the al-too-rea world that didn't dways
please me. | was—and remain—an inveterate escape artist. And books were my method of choice.

Good books. Books that stayed with me, long after the last page. Among the authors who fulfilled this
requirement—and my increasingly stringent standards—were (and are) C. J. Cherryh, LoisMcMaster
Bujold, and Sharon Lee and Steve Miller.

Each one of these authorswriteswhet | call "intelligent space opera” For some, them'sfightin' words;
"gpace operd’ isan insult worthy of the dreaded anti-romance expression "bodice-ripper.” But | usethe
term with love, awe, and admiration. The above-mentioned authors are masters and mistresses of the
ultimate escgpe adventure, fully developed characters, complex plots, careful and imaginative world
building. When | read astory by thesefolks, | fed as| did when | first saw Star Wars onthebig
screen—ultterly swept away.

As such adevotee of adventurous, dare | say it, romantic sciencefiction, it would have been natura for
meto writeit mysdf. Insteed, | fell, dmost by accident, into writing in agenre often scorned by SF
readers. romance. But my love of the fantastic led me to incorporate fantasy elementsin my work, and |
devoted ayear to writing my own sciencefiction romance, Sar Crossed.

Very few authors of either romance or science fiction have succeeded in "crossing” between genres,
appealing to readers of both SF and romance. Sharon and Steve have done so, with bellson. My
greatest hopeisthat the Liaden Universe bookswill be among the semind, classic worksin agrowing
genre of romantic sciencefiction novels.



Scout's Progress will hold aplace of honor onthisligt. It isthe latest in the beloved series of books
about theworld of Liad and thefolk of Clan Korval. In this episode, we witness the courtship of Daav
yosPhdlium and Adliana Caylon, parents of Va Con yosPhdlium, protagonist in Agent of Change.

The stakes are high for Adlliana, shy mathematica genius, who facesadismd future unless she can
qudify to become apilot, and thus escape the rigid caste system of Liaden society and the barbarous
treatment of her scheming brother. In the course of her studies, she meets Scout and Master Pilot Daav,
who just happensto avoid mentioning that heisthe Delm of Clan Korval (and one of the most powerful
men on the planet) even as he dowly, subtly finds himsdf faling in love. The obstacles are many—not
least of which are the rigorous demands of melant'i and Baance—but the potential reward isthe winning
of that most prized and rare object in aculture of contracted marriages—the precious bond of lifemates.

Thelove gtory in Scout's Progress harkens back, in part, to the hallowed roots of Regency romance and
thework of Jane Austen—it isacomedy, and drama, of manners set on aworld bound by ritual
courtesies and the dangerous undercurrents of potential savagery kept in check. One leavesthis
book—aswith al the others—in love with al the marvelous characters, and with the longing for more
indghtsinto Liaden higtory and culture.

With any luck, Sharon and Steve will keep 'em coming.

Susan Krinard November, 2000

For the binjali crew: past, present and future

CHAPTER ONE

Typically, the clan which gains the child of a contract-marriage pays a marriage fee to the mating
clan, aswell as other material considerations. Upon consummation of contract, the departing
spouse is often paid a bonus.

Contract-marriage is thus not merely a matter of obeying the Law, but an economic necessity to
some of the Lower Houses, where a clanmember might be serially married for most of his or her
adult life.

—From " Marriage Cusomsof Liad"
"Snit, must you read at table?’

Voni's voice was clear and carrying. It was counted agood feature, Adlliana had heard, though not so
pleasing as her face.

At the moment, face and voice hdd ahint of boredom, as befitted an dder sster confronted with the
wearisome necessity of disciplining ayounger.

"No, I'mjust at agood part,” Sinit returned without lifting her head from over the page. She put out a
hand and groped for her teacup.

"Redly,” Voni drawled as Adlliana chose amuffin from the center platter and broke it open. "Even
Adlianaknows better than to bring a book to tablel™

"It'sfor anthropology,” Sinit mumbled, fingers il seeking her cup. "Truly, | am nearly done, if only youll
sop plaguing me—"

"If you keep on like that,” Adlianamurmured, eyes on her plate, "your teacup will be overset, and Ran



Eld will ring down aterrific scold. Put the book aside, Sinit, do. If you hurry your breskfast you can il
finish reading before your tutor comes.”

The youngest of them sighed gustily, and closed the book with rather more force than necessary.

"l suppose,” she said reluctantly. "It isthe sort of thing Ran Eld likesto go on about, isn't it? And dl the
worseif | had spilt my tea. Still, it'samonstrous interesting book—I had no ideawhat queer folk Terrans
arel Wdll," she amended, prudently diding the book onto her 1ap, "I knew they were queer, of
course—but only imagine marrying who you like, without even aword from your delm and—and kissing
those who are not kint And—"

"Snit! " Voni put ahaf-eaten dice of toast hagtily back onto her plate, her pretty face pae. She
swdlowed. "That's disgusting.”

"No," Sinit said eagerly, leaning over her plate, to the imminent peril of her shirt-ribbons. "No, it's not
disgusting at dl, Voni. It'sonly that they're Terran and don't know any better. How can they behave
properly when there are no delmsto discipline and no Council of Clansto keep order? And asfor
marrying whomever one pleases—why that's exactly the same, isn't it? If onelives clanless, with each
individual needing to make whatever dliance seems best for onesd f—without Code or Book of Clansto
guidethem, how else—"

"Sinit." Adlianathought it best to stem thisimpassioned explanation before VVoni's sensibilities moved her
to banish their younger sster from the dining hall altogether. ™Y ou were going to eat quickly—were you
not?—and go into the parlor to finish reading.”

"Oh." Recalled to the plan, she picked up amuffin-half and coated it liberally with jam. "I think it would
be very interesting to be married,” she said, which for Sinit passed as a change of topic.

"Wel, | hardly think you shdl find out soon,” VVoni said, with areturn of her usud asperity. "Especidly if
you persst in discussing such—perverse—subjects a table."

"Oh, pooh," Sinit replied degantly, cramming jam-smeared muffin into her mouth. "It'sonly that you've
been married an hundred times, and so find the whole matter a dead bore."”

Voni's eyes glittered dangeroudy. "Not—quite—an hundred, dear sster. | flatter mysdlf that the profit the
clan has made from my contract-marriagesis not despicable.”

Nor wasit, Adlianaacknowledged, worrying her muffin into shreds. At thirty-one, Voni had been
married five times— each to Mizd's clear benefit. She was pretty, nice-mannered in company and knew
her Code to afull-stop—a valuable daughter of the clan. Just yesterday, she had |et drop that there was
asxth marriage in the delm's eye, to young Lord pel'Rula—and that would be a coup, indeed, and send
Voni's quarter-share to dizzying height.

"Adlianas been married,” Sinit announced somewhat gickily. "Wasit interesting and ddightful ?*
Adlianagtared fixedly at her plate, grateful for the shieding curtain of her hair. "No," she whispered.

Voni laughed. "Adliana" she said, reaching into the High Tongue for the Mode of Ingtruction, "was
pleased to dlow the deim to know that she would never again accept contract.”

Round-eyed, Sinit turned to Adlliana, ditting still and stricken over her shredded breskfast. "But the—the
parties, and al the new clothes, and—"

"Good-morning, daughterd™ Birin Caylon, Delm Mizel, swept into the dining room on the regal arm of



her son Ran Eld, the nadelm. She alowed him to seat her and fetch her a cup of tea as she surveyed the
table.

"Sinit, you have jam on your face. Adliana, | wish you will either eat or not, and in anywise leave over
torturing your food. Voni, my dear, Lady pel'Rulacallstomorrow midday. | shal wish to have you by
me"

Voni smpered. "Y es, mother."

Mizel turned to her son, who had taken his accustomed place beside her. "You and | areto meet inan
hour, are we not? Be on your mettle, Sir: | expect to be shown the benefits of keeping the bulk of our
capitd in Yerlind Shares”

"Therearenone," Adlianatold her plate, very quietly.

Alas, not quietly enough. Ran Eld paused with aglass of morning-wine haf-way to hislips, eyebrows
highin disbdlief.

"| beg your pardon?'

I've gone mad, Adlianathought, staring at the crumbled ruin of her untasted breakfast. Only a
madwoman would call Ran Eld's judgment thusinto question, the nadelm being— disinclined—to
support insolence from any of thelong list of hisinferiors. Woefor Adlianathat her name was written at
thetop of thet ligt.

Beg his pardon, shetold hersdlf urgently, cold handsfisted on her Iap. Bend the neck, take the jibe, be
meek, be too poor a thing to provoke attack.

It was a dtrategy that had served athousand timesin the past. Y et thismorning her head remained in its
usual half-bowed attitude, face hidden by the silken shield of her hair, eyesfixed to her plate asif she
intended to memorize the detall of each painted flower fading into the yellowing china

"Adliana" Ran Eld's voicewas apurr of pure maice. Too late for begging pardons now, she thought,
and clenched her handsthetighter.

"I believe you had an—opinion," Ran Eld murmured, "in the matter of the clan'sinvestments. Come, | beg
you hot be backward in hinting us toward the proper mode. The good of the clan must carry al before
it

Y es, certainly. Excepting only that the good of the clan had long ago come to mean the enlargement of
Ran Eld Caylon's hoard of power. Adllianatouched her tongue to her lips, unsurprised to find that she
wastrembling.

"Yerlind Shares,” she said, quite camly, and in the Mode of Ingtruction, asif he were arecacitrant
student she was bound to put right, "'pay two percent, which must be acknowledged a patry return, when
the other Funds offer from three to four-point-one. Neither isitsliquidity superior, snce Y erlind requires
three full daysto forward cantraequal to shares. Severd of the other, higher-yield optionsrequire aslittle
astwenty-eight hours for converson.”

Therewasasmall pause, then her mother's voice, shockingly matter-of-fact: "1 wish you will raise your
head when you speak, Adliana, and show attention to the person with whom you are conversing. One
would suppose you to have less mant'i than a Terran, the way you are forever hiding your face. | can't
think how you came to be so rag-mannered.”



Voni tittered, which was expectable. From Ran Eld came only stony silence, in which Adlianaheard her
ruin. Nothing would save her now—neither meekness nor apology would buy Ran Eld's mercy when she
had shamed him before hisdelm and hisjuniors.

Adliana brought her head up with asmooth tossthat cast her hair behind her shoulders and met her
brother's eyes.

Brilliantly blue, bright as first-water sapphires, they considered her blandly from beneath arched golden
brows. Ran Eld Caylon was a pretty man. Alas, he was dso vain, and dressed more splendidly than his
gation, using a heavy hand in the matter of jewels.

Now, he set hiswine glass asde and took a moment to adjust one of his many finger-rings.

"Naturdly," he murmured to the room at large, "' Adllianas discourse holds me fascinated. | am astonished
to find her so diligent ascholar of economics.”

"And yet," Mizd Hersdf countered unexpectedly, "she makes avaid point. Why should we keep our
capita a two percent when we might placeit a four?

"The Y erlind Shares are tested by time and found to be sound,” Ran Eld replied. " These—other
options—my honored sister displays have been lessrigoroudy tested.”

"Ormit isthe youngest of the Funds | consider,” Adlianaheard hersdlf state, till in the Mode of
Ingtruction. " Surdly fifty yearsistime enough to prove aflaw, should it exigt?"

"And what do | know of the Ormit Fund?' Ran Eld actudly frowned and there was alook at the back of
his eyesthat boded not so well for one Adliana, once the delm was out of hearing.

Shemet hisglarewith alittle thrill of terror, but answered camly, nonetheless.

"A study of the Exchange for aslittle as atwelve-day will show you Ormit's mettle upon the trading
floor," shereplied, "Information on their investments and hol dings can be had anytime through the
data-net.”

The frown deepened, but his voice remained dulcet, as ever. "Enlighten me, Sster—do you aspire to
becomethe clan'sfinancid advisor?”

"She might do better,” Mizel commented, Sipping her teg, "than the present one.
Ran Eld turned his head so sharply his earringsjangled. "Mother—"

She held up ahand. "Peace. It seems Adlliana has given the subject thought. A test of her consideration
againgt your own may bein order." Shelooked acrossthetable.

"What say you, daughter, to taking charge of your own quarter-share and seeing what you can make of
it?"

Take charge of her own quarter-share? Four entire cantrato invest as she would? Adliana clenched her
fistsuntil the nails scored her pams.

"Turn Adlianaloose upon the world with four cantrain her hand?' Ran Eld lifted an elegant shoulder.
"And when the quarter is done and she haslogt it?"

"| scarcely think she will be so inept asto lose her seed,” Mizel said with some asperity. "The worst that
may happen, in my view, isthat shewill return usfour cantra—at the end of ayear.”



"A year?' That was Voni, asever Ran Eld's confederate. "To alow Adlianasuch liberty for an entire
year may not be to the best good, maam."”

"Oh?" Mizd put her cup down with aclatter, eyes seeking the face of her middle daughter. "Well, girl?
Have you an opinion regarding the length of time the experiment shall encompass?’

"A quarter istoo short," Adllianasaid composedly. "Two quarters might begin to show a significant
deviation. However, it is my understanding that the delm desires proof of atrend to set againgt facts
established and in-house. A year isnot too long for such a proof.”

"A year itisthen,” the delm announced and flicked aglance to her heir. ™Y ou will advance your sister her
quarter-share no later than this evening. We shal see thistested on the floor of the Exchange itsdlf.”

Sinit laughed at that, and Ran Eld looked black. VVoni poured herself afresh cup of tea.

Adliana pushed carefully back from the table, rose and bowed to the delm.

"If | may be excused," she murmured, scarcely attending what she said; "I must prepare for aclass.
Mizd waved acardless hand and Adllianamade her escape.

"But thisis precisdy the manner in which Terrans handle affairs of investment!” Sinit said excitedly. "Each
person isresponsiblefor hisor her own fortune. | think such asystemisvery exciting, don't you?"

"I think," Voni's clear voice followed Adlianainto the halway, "that anthropology isnot at al good for
you, Sster.”

CHAPTER TWO

Each person shall provide his clan of origin with a child of his blood, who will be raised by the
clan and belong to the clan, despite whatever may later occur to place the parent beyond the
clan's authority. And this shall be Law for every person of every clan.

—+From the Charter of the Council of Clans

Madein the Sixth Year After Planetfall

City of Solcintra, Liad

"Lady yosGalan," the butler announced from the doorway .

The man at the desk looked up from his screen, rose and came forward, hands outstretched in welcome.

"Anne. You're up early." His Terran bore a Liaden accent, lighter than ayear ago, and he smiled with
genuine pleasure. "Are you well? My brother, your lifemate—and my most excellent nephew!—they
enjoy their usud robust hedth?"

Tdl Anne Davisgrinned down at him, squeezing his hands affectionately before releasing him,
"Y ou only saw ustwo daysago," she said. "What could go wrong so quickly?"

"Any number of things" he assured her, striking atragic pose that won aripple of her ready laughter.
"Only see how it comes about: Thismorning | am afree man—thisevening, | am affianced!”

Trouble crossed her mobileface, aswdl it might, she being Terran and holding little patience with
contract-marriage. Intellectudly, she alowed the efficiency of custom; emotionaly, she turned her face
aside and would far rather speak of other matters.



"Isit going to be very dreadful for you, Daav?' There was sisterly sympathy in her voice, acceptable from
the lifemate of hisfoster-brother. And indeed, Daav thought wryly, rather more than he had received
from his own sister, who, upon hearing the news of hisimpending contract, had alowed hersdf anironic
congratulation on duty embraced—at long last.

"Ah, well. One must obey the Law, after al." He moved his shoulders, dismissing the subject, and moved
toward thewine table.

"What may | giveyou to drink?'
"Istheretea?'

"Asamatter of fact, thereis,” he said, and drew acup for each from the silver urn. He carried both to the
desk and resumed his seat, waving her to the chair at the corner.

"Now, tell me what takes you abroad so early inthe day."
Anne sipped and set her cup asdewith atiny click, leveling apair of very serious brown eyes.

"l anin need of Delm's Ingtruction,” she stated in the High Tongue, in the very proper mode of Respect
to the Dem.

Daav blinked. "Dear me."
Anne's mouth twitched a ong one corner, but she otherwise preserved her countenance.

Sghing lightly, he glanced down a his hands—long, clever hands, blunt-nailed, caloused dong pams
and fingertips. He did not care overmuch for ornamentation and wore but asinglering: A band that
covered thethird finger of hisleft hand from knuckle to knuckle, the lush enamel work depicting atreein
full leaf over which adragon hovered on half-furled wings. Clan Korvd's Ring, which marked him delm.

"Daav?' Annesvoicewas carefully neutral.
He shook himsalf and looked back to her face, one eyebrow quirking in self-mockery.

"Perhaps you had best make me acquainted with the details of your requirement,” he said, in the blessed
casuaness of Terran. "The delm may not be necessary, tiresome fellow thet heis.”

Once again, the meretwitch of agmile.
"All right," she sad, following him obligingly into her own tongue.

Daav rdaxed. It was not entirely clear how much this very unLiaden member of his Clan understood of
melant'i. He had never known her to make ablunder in society, but that might well be put to the account
of her lifemate, who would certainly never dlow her to place herself in aposition of jeopardy. Whether
now moved by understanding or intuition, she waswilling to alow him to put off for the moment the
burden of hisdelmhood, and that suited Daav very well.

"In obedience to the Delm's Word," Anne said, after another sip of tea, "I've been studying the diaries of
the past delms of Korval, aswell asthelog books kept by Cantra yosPhelium, the—inceptor—of the
den

Daav inclined his head. It was necessary for every member of the Line Direct to master the knowledge
contained in Diaries and Log. Terran though she was, Anne stood but two livesfrom the Ring
hersalf—another subject of which she held shy. Much of the Diaries had to do with politics—doubtless



she had come across the record of an ancient Balancing and found hersel f—understandably!—fuddled.

Daav smiled, for herewas no case for Delm's Ingtruction, but only that teaching which elder kin might
gledly offer junior.

"Thereisapassagein the Diarieswhich isnot perfectly plain?' He grinned. "Y ou amaze me."
She returned the grin full measure, then sobered, eyes darkening, though she did not spesk.

"Sotell me" Daav invited, Sinceit became clear that such prompting was required, "what have you found
in Korva'slamentable higtory to disturb you?"

"Hardly—entirdy—lamentable,” Anne said softly, then, firmer: "The Contract"

"So?' He dlowed both browsto rise. ™Y ou doubt the authenticity of Cantra's Contract with the Houses
of Solcintra?'

"Oh, no," she said, with the blitheness of the scholar-expert she was, "it's authentic enough. What | doubt
isKorva's assumption of continuance.”

"Assumption. And it seemsto me so plain-written adocument! Quite refreshingly stark, in fact. But |
must ask why my challeket has not been able to resolve this difficulty for you. We have had much the
sameingtruction in these matters, as he sandsthe dem's heir.”

Shelooked a him solemnly. "I didn't ask him. He's got quite enough to explain about the Tree."

"Y ou question Jelaza Kazone? That isbold." He waved toward the windowed wal behind him, where
the Treg's monumenta trunk could be glimpsed through atangle of flowers and shrubbery. "1 would have
been tempted to begin with something abit less definite, | confess.”

Anne chuckled. "Pig-headed,” she agreed and moved on immediately, leaving him no time to contemplate
the startling picture conjured by this metaphor. "Er Thom saysthe Tree— talks."

Wadll, and it did, Daav acknowledged, though he would not perhaps have phrased it so—or even yet—to
her. However, the Tree did—communicate—to those of the Line Direct. Er Thom, that most unfanciful
of men, knew thisfor fact and had thusinformed his lifemate, against whom his heart held no secret.

"| seethat he has hiswork cut out for him," Daav said gravely. "Baance therefore dictates my defense of
the Contract. It isfitting. | make a clean breast at once: The Contract does not speak, other than what
sense the written words convey.”

"Entirely sufficient to the discusson,” Anne returned. "The written words convey, in paragraph eight,
that—" She paused, flashing him a consciouslook. "Maybe you'd like to call acopy up on the screen, so
you can see what I'm talking about?"

"No need; the Contract is one of—severa—documents my delm required | commit to memory during
training." He Sipped tea, set the cup aside and raised hiseyesto hers. "'l understand your trouble has root
in the provision regarding the continuing duties of the Captain and her heirs. That seemsthe plainest-writ
of dl. Show mewherel amwrong."

"It'svery plainly written,” Annesaid camly. "Of courseit would be—they were making such a desperate
gamble. The Captain's responsbilities are very carefully delinesated, asisthe chain of command. Ina
Stuation where assumption might kill people, nothing is assumed. | have no problem with the original
intent of the document. My problem stems from the assumption held by Clan Korva that the Contract is



dill inforce"
Oh, dear. But how delightfully Terran, after al. Daav inclined his head.

"Thereisno period of expiration put forth,”" he pointed out camly. "Nor has the Council of Clansyet
relieved Korval of its contractua duty. The Delm of Korvd is, by the precise wording of that eighth
paragraph, acknowledged to be Captain and sworn to act for the best benefit of the passengers.” He
gmiled.

"Which has cometo mean al Liadens—and | do acknowledge the dagticity of that interpretation.
However, one could hardly limit onesdlf to merdly overlooking the well-being of the descendants of the
original Houses of Solcintra. Entirely aside from the fact that Grandmother Cantrawould never have
accepted a contract that delineated alower class of passenger and a higher, the Council of Clans has
become the administering body. And the Council of Clans, so it statesin the Charter, speaksfor dl
dans" He moved his shoulders, offering another amile.

"Thus, the Captain's duty increases.”
"Daav, that Contract isathousand yearsold!"
"Near enough,” he dlowed, nodding in the Terran way.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, perhapsto cam herself. Eyes till closed, she said, flatly,
"Paragraph eight makes you the king of theworld.”

"No, only recall those very paingtaking lists of duty! I'm very little more than atightly-channeled—what is
the phrase?—ferd trump?”’

"Wild card." She opened her eyes. ™Y ou do acknowledge the—the Captain's melant'i? Y ou consider
yourself the overseer of the whole world—of dl the passengers?’

"I mugt," he said quietly. "The Contract isin force.”
Sheexpdled air in a pouf, hdf laugh, haf exasperation. "A completely Liaden point of view!"
Daav lifted abrow. "My dear child, I'm no more Liaden than you are.”

Her eyes came swiftly up, face tensng—and relaxing into asmile. "Y ou mean that you've been a Scout. |
grant you have more experience of the universethan | ever will. Whichiswhy | find it so particularly
odd—the Council of Clans must have forgotten the Contract even exists! A thousand years? Surely
you're putting yourself—the clan—at risk by taking on such a duty now?"

"Argued very likeaLiaden," Daav said with agrin, and raised a hand to touch the rough twist of slver
hanging in hisright ear. "It does not fal within the scope of Korvad's meant'i to suppose what the Council
may or may not have forgotten. The second copy of the Contract was seen in open Council three
hundred years ago—at the time of thelast call upon Captain's Justice.”

"Three hundred years?'

He nodded, offering her the dip of asmile. "Not avery arduous duty, you see. | oversee the passengers
well-being as| was taught by my delm, guided by Diaries and Log—and anticipate no opportunity to
take on themelant'i of king."

Silence. Anne's eyes were fixed on apoint somewhat beyond his shoulder. A frown marred the



smoothness of her brow.
"I have not satisfied you," Daav said gently. "And the pity is, you know, that the delm can do no better."

Shefixed on hisface, mouth curving ruefully. "I'll work onit," she said, sounding somewhat wistful.
"Though I'm not sure I'm cut out for talking Trees and thousand-year Captains.”

"It'san odd clan," Daav conceded with mock gravity. "Mad as moonbeams. Anyone will say s0."

"Misspesk the High House of Korva?1 think not." Anne grinned and stood, holding out her hand.
"Thank you for your time. I'm sorry to be such apoor student.”

"Nothing poor at dl, in the scholar who askswhy." He rose and took her hand. "Allow meto walk you
to your car. Your lifemate till intends to bear me company tonight, does he not? | won't know how to go
onif he deniesme his support.”

"Asif hewould,” Anne said with ashake of her head. "And you'd go on exactly as you dways do,
whether he'swith you or not.”

"Ah, no, you wrong me! Er Thom ismy entree into the High Houses. His manners open dl doors.”
"Whereas Korva Himsdf findsdl doorsbarred againgt him,” she saidironicaly.

"That must be the casg, if there were more students of history among us. But, there, scholarshipisadying
art! No one memorizesthe great events anymore—gossip and trividity isall.”

Hafway across the sun-washed patio, Anne paused, looking down at him from abruptly serious brown
eyes.

"How many is'saverd'?’
Helifted abrow. "I beg your pardon?’
"Y ou said you'd had to memorize 'several’ documents, besides the Contract. | wondered—"

"Ah." He bowed dightly. "I once cdculated—in an idle moment, you know!—that it would require
three-point-three relummato transcribe the materid | have memorized. Y ou must understand that | have
committed to memory only the mogt vita information, in case the resources of JeazaKazon€'slibrary
should be—unavailable—to me."

"Three-point-three..." Anne shook her head sharply. "Are you—al right?"

"l an Korva," Daav said, with an austerity that surprised him quite as much asher. "Sanity isa
secondary consideration.”

"And Er Thom—Er Thom has had the sametraining.”

So that was what distressed her of asudden. Daav smiled. "Much of the sametraining, yes. But you must
remember that Er Thom memorizes entire manifests for the pleasure of it."

Shelaughed. "Too truel” She bent in aswoop and kissed his cheek—a gesture of siterly affection that
warmed him profoundly. "Take care, Daav."

"Take care, Anne. Until soon."



She crossed the patio with her long stride and dipped into the waiting car. Daav watched until the car
went 'round the first curvein the drive, then reluctantly went back into the house, to his desk and the
delm'swork.

CHAPTER THREE

Those who enter Scout Academy emerge after rigorous training capable of treating equitably with
soci eties unimaginably alien, some savage beyond belief.

Scouts are by definition courageous, brilliant, supremely adaptable and endlessly resourceful.
—Excerpted from " All About the Liaden Scouts'

"The question we addressin this scenario,” Rdllianareplied sharply, "isnot, ‘am | ableto perform this
level of math without acomputer lab to back me up? but, 'shal | acknowledge the effort to be
impossible, and give mysdf upto die?

The six students—five Scouts and a field engineer—exchanged glances, doubtless startled by her
vehemence. So beit. If startlement bought them life, their ingtructor had served them well. Sheinclined
her head and continued.

"l consder that any student till enrolled at this point in the course will possess sufficient memory and
grength of will to win through to life, provided they aso possess a ship with afunctioning Jump unit.”

Her students looked at her expectantly.

"Avallability of the venTura Tablesisuseful, but the full tables are not required if the following can be
determined:

Y our initia masswithin three percent. Y our initia Jump charge to within twenty percent aslong asit fdls
within the pel'Endra Ratio—which, as you know by now, may be derived using thelocd intrinsic electron
counterspin and approximate mass-curve of the nearest large mass. If you are outside amajor gravity
well you may ignore the Ratio and proceed.” She paused to consider six rapt faces, six pairsof avid
eyes, before concluding the list of necessaries.

"You mug, findly and most importantly, have lines one through twenty and one-ninety through
one-ninety-nine of the basic table memorized.”

Someone groaned. Adliana suspected Var Mon, youngest and least repressible of the six, and fixed him
with agtern eye.

"Recdl the problem: Y ou are stranded in an unexplored sector, coordinates|ost, main comp and
navigation computer destroyed or usgless. Y our god must be to arrive within hailing distance of one or
more space-going worlds. Y ou will bresk many regulations by applying the gpproach | outline, but you
will adhereto the highest regulation: Survive."

She paused.

"This approach requires thought before implementation: Y ou must know the system-energy coordinates
of the location you will be Jumping to before you arrive. Thereis opportunity for error here, asthe Jump
equation requires you to transform your current mass-energy retio into one exactly equivaent to that of
the rescue destination. Therefore, theinitia definition, including the first Assumption, must be exact to
within several decimd places, to assure amatch of both magnetic and tempora magnitudes.”



Once more Adliana surveyed their faces, saw severd pair of doubtful eyes. Well for them to doubt. The
danger wasred: A mismatched equation meant implosion, trandation into amass, explosion—desath, ina
word. It was hers to demonstrate that such a Situation as the problem described—all too common in the

duty the Scouts took for themselves—was survivable. Sheraised ahand.

"A demondration,” she said. "Please provide the following: Rema—an existing system equetion.”

It came, ashadetoo glib. Adlliana'scribed it to the auto-board behind her viathe desk-remote, sparing a
mental smilefor Scout mischief. Every class thought they would catch her out with abit of clever foolery.
Every classlearned its error—eventudly.

"Var Mon—areasonable mass and charge for your ship—" He supplied it and she called on the others,
bringing the portions of the equation together and transcribing them to the autoboard. Now.

"Overlooking for the present that one marooned in Solcintra Port might just aseedily cdl ataxi—thisisa

survivable stuation. One could indeed Jump from Solcintrato the outer fringe of Terrasystem by deriving
the spin rates from the tables—note line fourteen and its match in line one-ninety-seven, part three for the
proof.”

There was sheepish titter from the class, which Adliana affected not to hear. Redlly, to assume shewould
fail of knowing the coordsfor the largest spaceport on the planet! Sheraised her hand, demanding
serious attention.

"To our next meeting you will bring the proof just mentioned, with anillustration of derived figures. Also,
an explanation of the most dangerous assumption made by the student supplying the Terran system
equations.”

She looked around the half-circle. Several students were still 'scribing into their notetakers. Scout
Corpora Remaven'Dedin, who had an eidetic memory, was staring with haze-eyed intengty &t the
autoboard.

"Questions?' Adlianamurmured asthe chittering of note-keysfaded into slence.
"Scholar Caylon, will you partner with me?' That wasVar Mon, irrepressible as dways.

"| fear you would find me entirely craven in the maiter of fighting off savage beasts or in conversing with
primitive peoples,” she said, bending her head in bogus scrutiny of the desk-remote.

"Never should | risk losing such a piloting resource to savage beasts! Y ou should stay snug in the ship, on
my honor!"

Remalaughed. "Don't let him cozen you, Scholar—he only wants someone to do the brain work while he
seeps

Thoughitistrue" she added thoughtfully, "that Var Mon is uniqudy suited to—ahh—grunt-work—eh,
Baan?'

Scout Pilot Baan yo'Neon moved his shoulders expressively as Var Mon did down in his chair, the
picture of mortification.

"Never, never, never shdl | overlivethetale" he groaned. "Scholar Caylon, have pity! Rescue mefrom
these brutes who call themsalves comrades”

But thiswas only more of Var Mon'sfoolery, entirely safeto ignore. Adllianadid so, risng to sgnd the



end of the session.
Her class rose as one student and bowed respect.

"Thanksto you, Scholar, for an astonishing lesson,” said Field Technician Qiartatel'Ozan, who, as eldet,
was often spokesperson for the class. "It is, asdways, addight to behold the process of your thought.”

Prettily enough said, but inaccurate—deadly inaccurate for any of these, whose lives depended upon the
precision of their calculations. Adliana brought her hand up sharply, commanding the group's atention.

"Beholding the process of my thought may delight,” she said, shaking her hair away from her face and
looking at them asthey stood before her, one by solemn one. "But you must never forget that
mathemdticsis reality, describing relationships of space, time, distance, velocity. Mathematics can keep
you dive, or it can kill you. It isnot for the weak-willed, or—" she glanced & Var Mon, to Remas
not-so-secret delight— "for the lazy. The equations elucidate what is. Knowing what is, you must act,
quickly and without hesitation.” Her hand had begun to shake. Shelowered it to her Sde, surreptitioudy
curling cold fingersinto afid.

"I do not wish to hear that one of my students has died stupidly, for want of the boldnessto grasp and
use what the calculations have clearly shown.”

There was amoment's silence before the field tech bowed again: Honor to the Magter. "We shdl not
shameyou, Scholar.”

Adlianainclined her head; her hair dipped forward, curtaining her face. "I expect not. Good-day. We
mest again Trilsday-noon.”

"Good-day, Scholar,” her students murmured respectfully and filed out, Remaand Var Mon aready
involved in some haf-whispered debate.

Adliana sank back into the ingtructor's dot, dawdling over the smpletask of clearing the autoboard and
forwarding copies of the lecture to her office comp and to Director Barg.

Chonsdlta Technica College employed Scholar of Subrationd Mathematics Adliana Caylon with pride,
so the director often said. Certainly, it prided itself on her seminar in practical mathematics. What a coup
for the college's melant'i, after all, that Scout Academy sent its most able cadets to Chonsdlta Tech for
honing.

Such reputation for excellence earned her abonus, most semesters, afact she had never seenfit to
mention to her brother. Ran Eld liked it best when she bowed low and gave him 'sir' as she surrendered
her wages. Indeed, he had once struck her for her inferna chattering, which action had, remarkably,
earned him the delm's frown. But Adllianatook good care never to chatter to her brother again.

The copies were made and sent, the auto-board was clear. The hall beyond the open door was empty;
she sensed no patient, silent Scout awaiting her. They learned quickly enough that she was tongue-tied
and graceless outside of class. Thisfar into the semester no onewas likely to disturb her uneasy peace
with an offer of escort.

Y et she sat there, head bent, eyes on her hands, folded into quiet on the desk. She bore no rank within
Mizd; her single ring was a desth-gift from her grandmother. Aelliana stared at the ancient weavings and
interlockings until the scarred silver blurred into asmear of gray.

How could she have been so foolish? Her mind, released from the discipline of ingtruction, returned to its
earlier worries. Whatever was she thinking, to chalenge Ran Eld's authority, to call hisjudgment into



guestion and shame him before the delm? The last haf year had seen adecrease in her brother's vigilance
over hersdf. She had dared to believe— and now this. A dight that held no hope of passing unavenged,
born of three words, whispered in alapse of that essential wariness... Adlianabit her lip.

Peace lay in meekness, safety ininvisibility. To care— about anything!—to lift up her face and challenge
the dreary, daily what-is—that was to become visible. And in exposure to Ran Eld's eye lay an end to
both safety and peace.

In the warm classroom, Aedlliana shivered. Resolutely, she unfolded her hands, placed the remote
precisely into its place and rose, going down the hal silent and unnoticed, head bowed and eyesfixed on
thefloor directly before her.

Craven, she had tarried long in her office and returned home in the cool evening, ghosted acrossthe dim
foyer and up the front stairway, toward her rooms.

He burst from the shadows on the second floor landing, catching her hard around the wridt.
Adlianafroze, wordlessy enduring the touch. Hisfingerstightened, ring-bands cutting into her flesh.

"We missed you a Prime medl, sigter,” he murmured and she could not quite damp her shudder. Ran Eld
laughed.

"How you hate me, Adlliana. En?" He shook her writ, rings biting deeper. ™Y ou were bold enough at
breakfast, were you not? Raised your head and stared mein the eye. | fancied | saw abit of the old
wildness there, but mayhap it was atrick of the light. Best to be certain, however, so one knows how to
proceed.”

That quickly he moved, knotting her hair in hisfree hand and wrenching her head up.

She gasped—a whispered scream—and closed her eyes against a surge of sick panic. Thus had her
husband handled her, time and again, until her body grew to loathe the touch of any hand, kindly or
severe.

"Look at me!" Ran Eld snapped. Precisdly thus had he commanded her. Twice, perhaps, in the very
beginning, she had willfully kept her eyes closed. He very soon broke her of such nonsense.

Half-strangled with fright, she forced her eyes open.

For an age she hung suspended in the maice of her brother's glare, the mauling of her wrist and the
misuse of scalp and neck muscles reduced by terror to the veriest nothings.

"S0." He twisted her knotted hair moretightly, perhaps hoping for another outcry. When none came
forth, he brought hisface closeto hers, eyes glittering in the dimness of the landing.

"It occursto me, sister” he purred, breeth bresking hot against her cheek, "that you give very little
toward the upkeep of this clan. Such paltry wages as you bring me from your teaching are hardly more
than might be made by one or two well-considered contracts.”

Her heart lurched. She forced hersdlf to swallow, to hang limp in his grasp and keep her eyes open
againgt the sear of hisanger.

"The ddm,” she whispered, voice trembling, "the delm gave me her Word. | am acquitted of more
marriages.”



"Soyou are," Ran Eld murmured, eyes glinting. "However, anew dem may very well hold anew
understanding of the clan's necessities and the duty owed by—some." He smiled suddenly, eyesraking
her face.

"Why, | do believe you had not thought of that! Poor Adlliana, did no one tell you that nadelms become
ddms?'

Her face must have shown the full measure of her dismay for he laughed then and released her with a
shove that sent her redling againgt the landing-rail.

"| am ddighted we have had this opportunity for discusson,” Ran Eld said, bowing with broad irony. "It
would have been adreadful thing, indeed, to dlow you to continue on with no anticipation of the pleasant
futureto sustain you."

He laughed once more and shook hislace into order. Aelliana huddled where she had been flung, hands
gripping therail so tightly her fingers cramped.

Her brother turned to go; turned back.

"Ah, yes, there was something else" he said with studied negligence. One hand moved; four coins flashed
inthedimness, fdling. "Y our quarter-share.”

Hesamiled.

"Invest wisdly, sSister. And do remember to give me awritten report on the progress of your portfolio
every twelve-day. | would be behindhand in my duty if | did not closely oversee so chancy aventure.”
He bowed. "Good-night, Adliana. Dream well."

Hewas gone. At last she shut her dry eyes, listening as his footsteps faded down the stairs and crossed
the stone-floored foyer. A moment later she heard the door to the parlor creak on its ancient hinges,
hestate, and fal closed.

Adlliana sank to her knees on the thin carpet. Gods, how could she have been so stupid? How could she
have forgotten, when from that single irrefutable fact came dl that she was today: Nadelms became
dems.

Of coursethey did.

And she, blind foal, to think Delm's Word would shield her forever; to believe that she had only to
gppease Ran Eld sufficiently, to show that she did not—had never—wanted it. To think that, eventudly,
matters would mend.

Ran Eld would be delm someday; gods willing, not soon.

But when hefindly cameinto hisrightful estate there was one task he would immediately set himsdlf to
accomplish: Theannihilation of AdlianaCaylon, hisold and bitter enemy.

Hewould kill her, she thought, shuddering. He would breed her until her body broke, choosing such
husbands as would discover thefirst to be a paragon of gentle virtue. He would invite her to beg his
mercy and glory in refusing it; he would dap her facein company and fling her into wallsfor the pleasure
of hearing her cry.

Gods, why had she never seen that every time the current delm stayed Ran Eld's hand, two blowswere
banked for later delivery?



| must leave.

The thought was so shocking, so perfect, that she raised her head, shaking tangled hair away from her
face, the better to sareinto thedim air. Terranslived clanless, did they not? And by all accounts
prospered—or the clever ones did. One needed only be canny in one'sinvestments, and—

Invesments.

She flung forward, scrabbling among the frayed rug-loops.

Her frantic fingers found them quickly; she cradled their coolnessin her hot palm, breething fast and hard.
Four cantra.

Not afortune, certainly, though she gpproached seven, counting her hoarded bonuses. It might well be
enough to buy her free of afuture where Ran Eld was delm.

Clutching her meeger treasure, she lurched to her feet. She would leave the clan, leave Liad, Start anew
among the free-living Terrans. She would go now. Tonight.

She stowed the four cantrain her right deeve-pocket, seding the opening with care.

Then shewent, silent and breath-caught, down the stairs. She crossed the foyer like awaft of breeze and
let hersdlf out the front door and into the migt-laced night.

CHAPTER FOUR

As each individual strivesto serve the clan, so shall the clan provide what is necessary for the best
welfare of each. Within the clan shall be found, truth, kinship, affection and care. Outside of the
clan shall be found danger and despite.

Those whom the clan, in sorrow, rejects, shall be Accepted of no other clan. They shall neither
seek to return to their former kin nor shall they demand quarter-share, food or succor.

To be outside of the clan is to be dead to the clan.
—Excerpted from the Liaden Code of Proper Conduct
Daav cameinto the Small Parlor, eyebrows up.
"Good evening, brother. Am | late?"

"Not a al," Er Thom yosGaan replied, turning from the window with asmile. "I came beforetime, so
that wemight talk, if youwould.”

"Why would | not? Wine?'
"Thank you."

Er Thom preferred the red. Daav splashed a portion into a crystal cup and handed it aside, surveying his
chaleket's evening clotheswith asmile.

"Y ou look extremely, darling. Bindan shdl have no hesitation in opening the door this evening.”

"Asthey would certainly hestate to admit Korval Himsdlf," Er Thom said, in echo of hislifemate.



Daav grinned and poured himself acup of pale blue misravot. "No, you are the beauty, after al. What
could Bindan find for pleasure in such afox-faced fellow as mysdlf?* He sipped. "' Discounting, of course,
an dliance such asno one of sensewill turn aside.”

"So hitter, brother?' Er Thom's soft voice carried a note of sorrow.

Daav moved his shoulders. "Bitter? Say jaded, rather, and then pardon—as you always do!'—my
damnable moods." He raised his cup. "What had you wished to spesk of ?*

"Weare on my subject,” hisbrother said gently. "It had been in my mind that you did not—like—the
meatch.”

"Likethe match," Daav repeated, staring in surprise. For Anneto question the vaidity of a
contract-marriage was expectable. To hear such aquery from Er Thom, who was Liaden to the core of
him—that must give one pause.

"Haveyou information," he asked carefully, "which might—ater—the delm'sdecison in this?'

"I have nothing to bring before the delm. Indeed, lady and clan appear perfectly unexceptiona, in terms
of dliance and of genes. My concernisal for my chaleket, who I—fed— may not be entirely reconciled
to marriage.”

"| am reconciled to necessity," Daav said, which did not answer his brother's concern, and held asits
only virtue the fact that it wastrue.

Worry showed plainin Er Thom's eyes.
"Daav, if you do not likeit, stand asde.”
Pain speaking, indeed! Daav dlowed astonishment to show.

"Darling, what would you have me do? The Law is clear. Necessity isclearer. | must provide theclan
with the heir of my body. Indeed, full nurseries at Jelaza Kazone and Tred la Fantrol must bethe delm'’s
god, for we are grown thin—dangeroudy so."

He saw that point strike home, for it wastrue that the Line Direct had suffered severelossesin recent
years. And yet—

"If you cannot like thelady,” Er Thom ingsted, with al the tenacity ameaster trader might bring to bear,
"stand aside. Bid Mr. deaGauss find another—"

"Astothat," Daav interrupted, with some asperity, "I like her aswell as any other lady who has been
thrown a my head these past Six years."

"Y ou have grown bitter. | had feared it." Heturned aside; put hisglass away from him. "I shdl not
accompany you thisevening, | think."

Shock sent atingle of ice down Daav's spine. In the aftermath of disbelief, he heard hisown voice,
dangeroudy mild.

"You refuseto assst your delm in amatter of such import to the clan?’
Er Thom's shoulders stiffened, hisface yet turned aside.

"Will the delm order me to accompany him?* heinquired softly.



Yes, very likely! Daav thought, with awry twist of humor. Order Er Thom to any thing like and Daav
would gain as his evening's companion an exquisitely mannered manneguin in place of awilling, intelligent
aly. It was no more Balance than he would himself exact, were their places changed.

Er Thom being quite as much Korva as Daav, persuasion aone was | eft open. He extended a hand and
lay it gently upon hisbrother'sarm.

"Come, why shall we disagree over what cannot be escaped? If not thislady, it must be some other. | am
of amind to have the matter done with, and the best course toward finish lies through begun.”

Er Thom turned his head, raised troubled violet eyes. "Y et it is not—meet, when you do not care for her,
when any isthe same as one—"

"No," Daav interrupted gently. "No, darling, you have lost sight of custom. The Codetellsusthat a
contract-spouse is chosen for lineage and such benefits of dliance and funding as must be found desirable
by one's delm. It notes that resolution may be brought about more speedily, if both spouses are of
generdly like mind and neither is entirely repulsed by the other. Y ou know your Code, own that | am
correct.”

"You are correct,” Er Thom acknowledged, with an inclination of the head. "However, | submit that the
Codeis not—"

"I submit," Daav interrupted again, even more gently, "that you have been taught by a Terran wife."
A flash of violet eyes. "And that isanill, | understand?’

"Not at dl. Scoutslearn that all custom is equaly compelling, upon its own world. | point out that Korval
is based— however regretfully—upon Liad."

Er Thom's eyeswidened dightly. "Sowe are," he murmured after amoment. He grinned suddenly. "We
might relocate.”

"To New Dublin, | suppose," Daav said, naming Anne's homeworld with asmile. "The Contract istill in
force”

"Alas." Er Thom recovered hiswine glass and sipped, eyes roving the room.
The point was his, Daav considered with relief, and had recourse to his own glass.
"I dowish," Er Thom murmured, "that you might find oneto carefo—asAnneand|..."

Daav raised abrow. "I shdl advertisein The Gazette," he said, meaning to offer an absurdity: "'Daav
yosPhelium seeks one who might love him for himsdlf done. Those qudified apply to Jelaza Kazone,
Solcintra, Liad."

Er Thom frowned. "Y ou do not bdieve such aone exiss."

"l have met agreat many peopleinthe six years| have worn the Ring," Daav said with matching gravity.
"If such aone exists, she has been—eticent.”

Er Thom glanced away then, but not before Daav had seen the quick shine of tearsin hiseyes.
They finished their winein asilence not so easy asusud.

"Itistime, brother,” Daav said a last. "Do you come with me?"



"Yes, certainly,” Er Thomreplied. "I had left my cloak inthe hall.”

"Mineiswithit," Daav sad, and arm-in-arm, they quit the room.

* ok ok

It waslate.

Adlianahad no very clear notion of precisaly how late; her thoughts, fears, and discoveries muddled time
past counting.

Less hasty consideration showed that her initia plan—to leave Clan Mizel and Liad
immedi ately—required modification. She walked the misty streetsfor unheeded hours, working and
reworking the steps, weighing necessity againgt certitude, honor against fear.

Fact: In due time, and barring unfortunate accidents, nadelms did, indeed, become delms.

Fact: Learned Scholar of Subrational Mathematics Adlliana Caylon, lately resolved to flee her
homeworld for the comforts of a Terran settlement, spoke not one word of Standard Terran, nor any of
the numerous Terran dialects. She did, of course, speak Trade, and understand somewhat of the Scout's
finger-talk, but she could not, upon sober reflection, suppose this knowledge to balance her ignorance.

She might take deep-learning to remedy her deficiency of language. But even degp-learning takestime;
and the skills thus gained must be exercised in waking mind, or else be lost like any other dream.

Therewere, of course, luxury liners which made such things as Learning Modules availableto their
passengers, but to book such passage was—

Fact: Beyond her meager means.

A vigit to theticketing office in mid-city had reveaded that seven cantrawould indeed buy passageto a
Terran world, viatramp trader. If she wished to crew as part of her fare—and if the captain of the vessel
agreed—she might reduce her cost to four cantra.

In either wise, she arrived at her destination—one Desolate—clanless, bankrupt; ignorant of language,
custom and local conditions.

A badly flawed equation, in any light. She leaned against adamp pillar and closed her eyes, sickened by
the magnitude of the things she did not know.

Ran Eld wasright, she thought drearily: Shewasafoadl.

How could she have considered leaving Liad? She was no Scout, trained in the ways of countless odd
customs, ableto learn foreign tongues smply by hearing them said. ..

"Scholar Caylon?' The voice was familiar, light and young, the mode, of dl things, Comrade, though she
took painsto be no one'sfriend.

"Scholar Caylon?" the voice perssted, somewhat more urgently. She had the sense that there was a body
very closeto her own, though her interlocutor did not venture atouch. "It isRema, Scholar. Do you
requireaid?'

Rema, Scout Corpora ven'Dedin. She of the eidetic memory. Adliana pried open her eyes.
"l beg your pardon,” she whispered, answering the warmth of Comrade mode with the coolth of Nonkin.



Her glance skated past the Scout's face.

"Indeed, it isnothing. | had only stopped to rest for a—" Her gaze wandered beyond the Scout's
shoulder and for thefirst time in many hours Adllianas brain attended to the information her eyes
reported.

"What placeisthis?' she demanded, saring at awholly unfamiliar plaza, a adouble rainbow of lights that
blazed and flashed dong asidewalk like aribbon of gold. Folk were about in distressing number, most in
cloaks and evening dress, small congtellations of jewels glittering about their eegant persons. Others
were dressed more plainly, with here and there a glimpse of Scout leather, such asthe girl before her
wore.

"Chonsdta Port," Remasaid patiently, yet ingsting upon Comrade. "It isthe new gaming
hall—Quenpalt's Casino. Welve al come down to seeit—and half Solcintra, aswell, by the ook of the
crowd!"

Chonsdta Port. Gods, she had walked the long angle through the city, entirely through the warehouse
digtrict, passed al unknowing between the gates and then walked haf her original distance again. It must
be...must be...

"Thetime," she said, suddenly urgent. "What isthe time?”

"Loca midnight, or close enough,” Remareplied. She swayed hdf-astep closer. "Forgive me, Scholar. It
isplainthat you are not well. Allow meto cdl your kin."

"No!" Her hand snapped up, imperative. Rema's eyes followed the motion, snagged—and did away.

Startled, Adliana glanced down. The bracelet of bruises circling her wrist was green and yellow,
distressingly obviousin the extravagant light.

"Perhaps,” the Scout suggested softly, "there is a place where you would prefer to spend the night.
Perhaps there is a—friend—in whose care you might rest easy. | am your willing escort, Scholar, only tell
me your degtination.”

Shefdt tears prick the back of her eyes, who had long ago learned not to weep.

"You arekind," she murmured, and meant it, though she dared not alow hersdlf the mode of comrades.
"Thereisno need for you to trouble yourself on my behdf. | have only waked further than | had

supposed and the hour escaped my notice.”
"l see" Remasaid gravely. She hesitated and seemed about to say more.

"Widll, for space sake," commented an irritated voice only too plainly belonging to Var Mon, "if your
object wasto stand out in the damned migt al night—" He blinked, coming up short just beyond Remals
shoulder.

"Scholar Caylon! Good evening, maam. Have you come to beat the house?"

"Best the house?' she repeated stupidly, wondering how she might explain her late homecoming, when
Ran Eld was aready watching, eager for achanceto pain her.

"Certainly! Have you not taught us that there is no such thing as agame of chance? For every mode of
play thereisapattern which, once recognized, may be manipulated according to the rules of
mathematics. Y ou recdl the lecture, Rema, | know you do!"



"l do," hisfriend said shortly, and without sparing him aglance. " Scholar, please. Y ou are plainly far from
well. Allow one who holdsyou in highest respect to offer aid.”

"Not well?' Var Mon sent abrilliant glance into Adliana's face, then tapped Remals shoulder with an
authoritative forefinger. "Sheswet, isal. Anyone would be, sanding around in this stupid mist. I'm
getting wet mysdlf, if it comesto that.

Glass of brandy will set her right." He pointed down the length of golden sdewalk to a cascade of gem-lit
stairs crowned by wide ebon doors.

"Nearest source of brandy's right there—not to mention shelter from the westher. There'sroom at our
table for the Scholar. After she'swarmed herself she can give us some advice on winning againgt the
random and we'll see her into a cab before we start back to Academy. Everything'sbinjai, hey?"

Binjali—a not-Liaden word enjoying currency only among Scouts, so far as Adlliana knew—meant
‘excellent’ or "high-grade’. She forced her fuddled brain to work. Something must be doneto disarm
Rema's dl-too-apparent concern. Scouts were observant, many were empathic, aswell, though of a
different skill level than an interactive empath, or Hedler. Perhaps aglass or two of wine, and alecture on
practical math in relation to games of chance...

"That sounds agood plan,” she said, looking past Remas grave eyesto Var Mon's mischievousface. |
am damp and would welcome achanceto dry."

"Good enough,” the boy returned with agrin. Without more discussion, he spun on his hed and moved
away down the crowded sidewalk, obvioudy expecting that they would follow.

"Scholar?' murmured Rema, but Adlliana pretended not to hear and pushed away from the friendly wall,
following Var Mon's|eather-clad back through the glittering crowd.

CHAPTER FIVE

Remember who we are.

We are not Solcintran.

We are not derived from the Old Houses.

We are Korval.

Keep the Contract, protect the Tree, gather ships, survive.

But never, never, never let them make you forget who you are.

—Val Con yos Phdlium, Second Delm of Korval,
Entry inthe Delm's Diary for Jedlum Twelfthday in the
Fourth Rdummaof theYear Named Qin

The lady had expected amore costly jewd.

Not that shewas S0 ill-bred asto actudly say it, but Scouts are skilled in reading the language of muscle
and posture: To Daav, her disappointment could scarcely have been plainer had she cried it aloud.

Hewas stung at firgt, for it was apretty piece, and he had expended time and carein its choosing.
However, hisinnate sense of the ridiculous soon laid salve upon injured fedings.

Come, Daav, he chided himsdf, where is the profit in contracting Korval, if not in having
extravagant jewelry to flaunt in the face of the world? Being so little fond of jewels yourself, this
aspect of the case doubtless escaped you.



He had asip of tolerablered. No matter, he thought. The marriage-jewels shall be more fitly chosen,
now her preference is known.

Besde him, Samiv tel'l zak gently replaced the troth-gift in its carved wooden box and set it on the table.
Daav felt another twinge of regret. He had carved the little box himsalf— not, it must be admitted, with
thelady at al in histhoughts, but rather as a means of cdming mind and heart on aday some years pas.
Stll, thefed of hand-carving must be unmistakable againgt her fingertips, odd enoughto earn at least a
second glance.

Samiv tel'l zak took up her glass and lifted grave eyesto hisface.
"| thank Y our Lordship for the grace of your gift."

It was said with complete propriety in the mode of Addressing aDem Not One's Own. There were
severa other modes she might have chosen with equal propriety—and greater warmth: Addressng a
Guest of the House, Adult-to-Adult, or even Pilot-to-Pilot, though that approached the Low Tongue,
and might be considered forward-coming.

Samiv tel'lzak was not forward-coming. A solid daughter of a solid mid-level House, Daav suspected
that her ddm'singtruction held her to aloftier mode than she might have chosen on her own: Addressing
aDdam Not One's Own was taking the High Tongue high, indeed.

In balance, Daav should make answer in Addressing One Not of His Clan, which came uncomfortably
closeto Nonkin. He choseinstead to set an example of good felowshipin this, their first meeting aone,
and hope well-bred manners would force her to follow hislead.

"Togivethegiftisjoy," hetold her in Adult-to-Adult, then offered abranch of active friendship: "Joy
would be made greeter, did you consider yoursdlf free of my persona name.”

L ong, mahogany-colored lashes swept coyly down, while shoulder muscles shrieked aoud of triumph
and some daring.

"Your Lordshipisgracious.”

Daav's eyebrow twitched, which warning sign she did not see. He Sipped hiswine, blandly considering
the studied curve of her neck.

S0 I'mto be smitten, am | ? he thought sardonically—and then thought again. Perhaps, insteed, he was
punished for giving so pdtry agift? He wondered which would become annoying soonest, gloating or
greed.

"Onelearnsthat your contract with Luda Soldare commences somewhat sooner than expected,” he
murmured, keeping stubbornly to Adult-to-Adult. "When do you lift?"

"The Master Trader was pleased to amend the route," she replied, keeping just as stubbornly to her own
choice of mode. "We break orbit tomorrow, Solcintradawn.”

Firg Class Pilot tel'l zak had signed an employment contract with the captain of the newly commissioned
trade ship Luda Soldare just prior to her dedm's receiving notification of Korva'sinterest. This previous
commitment was the reason that this evening Samiv and Daav signed aletter of intent rather than a
contract of marriage.

Once sgned, they were bound to each other by the terms of the letter, which further sipulated that the
actud marriage commence not more than three full days after Luda Soldare released Pilot tel'l zak from



her duty. There were the usual buy-out clauses on the side of Bindan. Asthe clan seeking the marriage,
Korvd waived right of termination.

"And has the master trader also been pleased to dter the tour?' Daav wondered, watching his
soon-to-be-betrothed closaly.

Her face remained properly grave, though the breath on which she answered was dightly deeper than the
onebeforeit.

"On the contrary, the master trader counsaed oneto plan the signing of one's marriage lines on thethird
day of the coming Standard Y ear.”

Three Standard Months—a very prudent time for a new vessdl's shakedown voyage. Daav inclined his
head and, obedient to the promptings of his lamentable sense of humor, offered the lady a sardonic
compliment:

"| shall count each day asthree, until you are returned.”
"Your Lordshipisgracious," she murmured, and he detected neither irony nor pleasurein her voice.

He was saved the necessity of forming areply to this rather uncommunicetive statement by the entrance
of the butler, come to summon them to the signing room, where Delm Bindan and Er Thom had been
aranging thingsthisage.

Samiv tdl'lzak roseimmediately and bowed, allowing him to proceed her, which wasthe privilege of his
rank. He tifled asigh as he followed the butler down the hallway and decided that, before either greed
or gloating did their work, propriety would drive him mad.

* * %

The table was large, crowded and boisterous. A place was made for Adlliana between Remaand Var
Mon, the shortage of chairs being remedied by abit of deft piracy from neighboring tables.

Brandy was caled for—"A double for the Scholar!" Var Mon ordered—and arrived amid a chef's
ransom of food platters. At once, Rema snatched up afiligreed plate and began loading it with exotic
savories.

Adlianahad a cautious sip of brandy and watched the Scout in awe. Her own appetite was never robust
and it seemed such an amount of food would serve her needs for aweek. Y et Remaclearly intended this
laden plate to be amere snack or late-night luncheon.

She assayed another sip of brandy, relishing the resulting sensation of warmth. Brandy was not her usud
beverage—indeed, sherarely drank even wine—but she found it pleasing. She had athird sip, somewhat
deeper than the firgt two.

"Of your grace, Scholar." Remaagain. Adlianalowered her glass and regarded the plate the Scout set
firmly before her with amixture of astonishment and dismay.

"The house brandy is potent,” Remamurmured. ™Y ou will wish to eat something, and minimize the
effects”

Having thusissued her ingtruction, the Scout turned away and legpt willy-nilly into aspirited discusson
taking place at the opposite end of the table. Aslessthan haf the comments were rendered in
Liaden—and nonein Trade—Adlianawas very soon adrift and perforce turned her attention to that



dismayingly over-full plate.

Mizd laid asmple table and Adllianawas not such a pretender to elegance as her elder brother, to be
awaysdining a the first restaurants. Of the foodstuffs chosen for her, she could reliably identify cheese,
fresh vegetables and athin dice of fruit-bread. All else was mystery.

Wi, shethought, brief moments ago brandy had likewise been amystery, and only see how pleasant
that encounter had been.

Indeed, the brandy was displaying ever more beguiling charms. She not only felt warmed, but rather
delightfully— unconnected, asif theterrorsthat had driven her from Mizd's Clanhouse only hours ago
had someway ceased to exist. She sighed and reached for aflagrantly unfamiliar morsd, biting into it with
awill.

It took very littletime, redly, to empty the plate of al itsddightful mysteries. Sated, Adllianaleaned back
in her chair, now and then sipping brandy, and drowsily watching her tablemates, paying no heed to their
conversation, even when they happened to be speaking alanguage she understood.

It occurred to her that she felt relaxed, a state she dimly recaled from girlhood, when her grandmother
had been dive, before Ran Eld Caylon had discovered the way to bring down the most dangerous of his

gblings
| believe, Adlianathought, assaying another Sip, that | could come to be quite fond of brandy.

"Warm now, Scholar?' That wasVar Mon. She turned to look at him, shaking her hair back from her
face and squardly meeting his eyes.

"Quitewarm, | thank you," she said courteoudy, and saw hiswide brown eyes go somewhat wider.
Before she had opportunity to wonder over that, he rose and stepped back with alight bow.
"Will you wak with me? A tour of agaming house on your arm can only beingtructive.”

Widl, and why not? Such opportunity to observe the laws of her study area operating under field
conditionswas not to belightly set aside.

"Cetanly."

Putting away her glass, she came easily to her feet, muscles moving swestly, unencumbered by fear.
Some unfamiliar, brandy-created sensetold her that Rema had aso risen, and she nearly smiled at the
Scout's continuing concern.

She wondered if Rema knew about the healing effects of brandy. It seemed likely, Scouts being privy to
just such odd knowledge. That being the case, Remas continued vigilance suggested there was
something in the nature of brandy-healing that was perhaps not entirely salubrious.

The thought should have disturbed, but Adllianaalowed it to flow away as shefollowed Var Mon
through the restaurant and into the first of the playing rooms.

The moon wasfull, shedding more than enough silvery light for a Scout with excellent night vison to find
hisway through the familiar branches of the Tree.

A steady ten-minute climb brought him to awooden platform firmly wedged between three greet
branches.



Daav sat with hisback against one of the branchings, carefully folding hislegs. Er Thom and he had built
this sanctuary as children, a double-dozen years before—it had seemed a vast space indeed, then.

Heleaned his head against the warm wood and sighed. Asif in echo, a breeze stirred the branches
around him. Something fell with a sharp thunk to the board by his hand. He picked it up: A seed-pod.

"Thank you," he said softly to the Tree and opened the pod, cracking the nutsin hisfingers and solemnly
egting the minty-sweet kerndls.

"Oh, gods." He closed his eyes, allowing the tearsto rise. Here, there was no one—no thing—save the
Treeto know, if he wegpt.

His coming marriage—that was the smallest source of pain. If the lady were greedy and venid and held
him no more than hisrank, it was nothing other than he had expected. It was only required that she
provide him a healthy child. Did she perform that one service, she might gladly havefrom him dl the
jewe s and expensive gidgets her heart wished for.

Hisown child, hdd warm and safein hisarms—that imagefilled him with alonging so intense hefelt
nearly ill with wanting. His own child, upon whom he might lavish the love that threatened to sour, locked
up asit wasin the depth of his heart. His own child, who might replace the love Er Thom's lifemating had
stolen away—

No.

Er Thom loved him no less, and to that maingtay of hislife was added Anné'strue affection, aswell asthe
rambunctious regard of young Shan, Er Thom's heir. It was no drawing back on Er Thom's part—no
dighting on the side of hislifemate— that fed Daav'slondiness. Truth was far more melancholy.

There, with his back against the Tree, Daav owned himsdf jedlous of his brother's joy, and wept
somewheat, that he should not be a better man and receive his beloved's joy as hisown.

The tears soon spent themsalves, for he was not aman who wept often, and he remained leaning against
the Tree, hismind open and unfocused.

It was not meet that the new child bear the burden of dl Daav'slove. Did hediscover himsdf soill a
parent, the child would be fostered into Er Thom's careimmediately, there to be loved and disciplined in
moderation.

Nor was it reasonable to expect Er Thom—uwith alifemate, an heir, and the duties of master trader and
thodelm to absorb him—to provide everything his more volatile challeket required of human contact.
Another solution must be found, else Daav would grow bitter, indeed.

For the good of the clan, he thought, yawning suddenly in the cool, mint-tanged air.
He might have dozed—a few minutes, no more—and woke with the shape of an answer in hismind.

He smiled as he consdered it, for, after dl, it was an obvious step, and one he should have undertaken
for himsdf erethis.

"Thank you," he said once more to the Tree and fancied the leaves moved in dight, ironic bow.

Then, helet himsdlf over the platform's edge and began the climb down.



CHAPTER SIX

Your shipisyour life. Sake your air before you stake your ship—and your soul before you stake
either.

—Excerpted from Cantrayos Phelium's L og Book

Play was deep and asusud Vin Sin che'Marawas in the degpest of it, pulling cantra from the pockets of
the young fancies-about-town like amagnet pulling iron filingsto itslf.

He was awizard with cards, was the chel'Mara, any of his cronieswould say so. And it took either a
god-kissed or an innocent to Sit across from him at the pikit table and lay hand on deck to dedl.

The universe being itsdlf, there was no shortage of god-kissed for chel'Marato fleece, innocents being
something rare in the neighborhoods he frequented. Y et it seemed that tonight one had muddled into the
depths of Quenpalt's Casino, and stood watching the play with wide, misty eyes.

She was utterly out of placein the jewd-glitter, silk-whisper crowd of players. Her quilted shirt waslarge
and shapeless, fastened tight around her fragile throat. Her only adornment was an antique silver

puzzle-ring.

Her hair, dark blonde or light brown, draggled too close around her face, and her eyes, thought
yo'Vaade, who saw her first, were gray, or possibly afoggy green.

She stood quiet as amouse at the side of the table, flanked by two halflingsin Scout lesther, foggy eyes
intent in the thin, hair-shrouded face.

At first he thought it was chel'Mara she was after, so raptly did she watch his play. And why not? He
was awell-looking man, and of good Line, though that would matter lessto her than the cantra piled
before him. The chd'Marawould never consider something so dowdy, yo'Vaade knew, but what harm
to let the mouse dream?

Then he saw that it was the cards she was watching and frowned to himsdf. Fagtidious ashewasin
bedmates, che'Marawould play against any who sat to table. But surely, thought yo'Vaade, aragged
girl, with scarcely acantrafor her quarter-share, if he was any judge—

"Y ou find the game amusing?’ chel'Mara's query hovered on the edge of Superior to Inferior—yproper
enough for aHigh House lordling out of Solcintrawhen addressing amouse of unexated birth. 1t would
have been more gentle to bespeak her otherwise, he being aguest in her city, but the chel'Marawas not
agentle man. He gathered in his latest winnings and stacked the coins before him in careful towers of
twelve, hardly sparing aglance at the mouse'sthin face.

"| find the game interesting,” she returned in an unexpectedly strong voice, and in the mode of
Adult-to-Adult. "And | cannot for the life of me, Sir, understand why you continueto win." che'Mara
raised his eyebrowsin eegant amusement. "1 continue to win because my line of play is superior.”

"Not s0," she returned with such surety that yo'Vaade openly stared. "It isabadly flawed line, Sir.
Indeed, asolid loser, over time" chel'Maraleaned back in his chair and gazed blandly up into her face.

"How very—interesting,” he purred and moved alanguid hand, showing table, cards and cantra. "We
have before us the meansto test your theory. "

She hesitated not at dl, but came forward and sat in the chair Sg'/Andir had just vacated. Her guardian
Scouts came forward, as well, and stood, one behind each shoulder. "Certainly, sir."



"Certainly," chel'Mararepested. "But it'savaiant mouse, to sit with the catsl™ He bowed, seated as he
was, the gesture full with mockery. "What shall you stake, Lady Mouse?!

"My quarter-share," she stated, and produced it—four cantra, which was better than yo'Vaade had
thought, but nothing near chel'Mara's more usud stake.

"Four cantrait is," he agreed, plucking a matching amount from his treasury—

"Oh, yes, very handsome!” cried Ssg’/Andir, who was a bitter loser. "The poor lady stakes her entire
quarter-share and you match it with four from your hoard! Where's honor in that? Stake something that
will pain you as much, should you loseit, and make the play worth her while!" che'Mararaised his
eyebrows. "l cannot imagine," he drawled, "what could possibly mean as much to me asfour cantradoes
to this—lady." sg/Andir grinned tightly. "Why not your ship, then?'

"My ship?' che'Maraturned wondering eyes upon him as acrowd began to gather, drawn by the ruckle.

"It would be done thus," the male Scout said unexpectedly, "in Solcintra" He grinned, fresh-faced, and
bowed to chel-Maras rank. "My Lord need have no concern of pursuing amelant'i stake here. | am
assured that Quenpalt's aspiresto be the equa of any casino in Solcintra™ Heraised hisvoice. "The
Stakes Book, if you pleasal”

There was a shifting of the crowd as the floor-master came panting up with Book and pens.

"A mdanti stake," someone of the crowding spectators whispered loudly. "Vauefor equa vaue,
absolute. Ship againgt quarter-share.”

"Ship againgt quarter-share!” Theinformation ran the casino. Play stopped at other tablesand inthemain
room, the Wheel was seen to pause. yo'Vaade held his breath.

For along moment, chel'Marastared at the Book the floor-master held ready. Then one elegant hand
moved, fingers closing around the offered pen. He sgned his name with aflourish.

The Book was presented to the mouse, who took the pen and wrote, briefly. The floor-master made the
House's notation and stepped back, reverently closing the gilded covers.

Lazily, dmost lovingly, chel'Marareplaced hisfour coins on the proper stack. Likewise, he produced a
st of ship keys strung together on ashort jeweled chain and lay it gently beside the mouse's
quarter-share in the center of thetable.

"Ship againgt quarter-share,”" he murmured and inclined hishead. "Y our dedl, Lady Mouse."

It was along game, and the mouse a better player than yo'V aade would have guessed. Indeed, shewon
at first, made her four cantrainto sx—seven. Then che'Marafound his stride and the mouse's cantra
went back acrasstheline, until only one remained her.

yo'Vaade thought it was ended then, but he had reckoned without the Scouts.

Indeed, he had quite forgotten about the Scouts, who had remained standing, silent and patient as
leather-clad statues, behind the mouse's chair. It was doubly startling, then, to see the boy lean acrossthe
mouse's shoul der, ringless hand descending briefly to tabletop.

He straightened and yo'V aade |ooked to the mouse's bank, richer now by three cantra.

chd'Marafrowned into the Scout's face.



"Doyou buy in, Sir? 1 had understood thisatest of theory between the—lady—and myself.”
"Payment of along-standing debt, Y our Lordship,” the Scout returned blandly. A murmur ran the crowd.

There was no comment from the mouse. Indeed, there had been no comment from her since play began,
she apparently being one who concentrated wholly upon her cards.

A moment longer the chel'Mara stared into the Scout's face.

"l have seen you," heremarked, in such atone that said, Having seen you twice, | shall remember you
long.

The Scout bowed. "Indeed. Y our Lordship saw me but three nights ago, at the Stardust in Solcintra Port,
where'Y our Lordship was pleased to win the quarter-share of Lyn Den Kochi and certain payments
from three future quarter-shares.” chel'Maralifted an ironic hand. "There are those who are not friends of
theluck."

"AsYour Lordship says." The Scout returned to stillness and chel'Marawent back to his cards.
"Areyou mad?' Remahissed into Var Mon'sear. "To s&t her againgt Vin Sin chd'Mara—"
"My dear comrade, | didn't set her against my lord, she set hersdlf. Where'sthe harm?”

"Y ou ask that, when you saw him ruin Lyn Den? What if she should lose, tipsy assheis?'

"She'swinning and you know it. | can dmost see where that line of play isgoing, and you're quicker than
| am. Whereis she going, Rema?'

"l—am not certain.”
"But sheswinning.”
ll%.l,]q)slll

"No perhaps about it,” Var Mon asserted, eyes on thefall of the cards. "Y ou don't seeit and | don't see
it, but Scholar Caylon seesit—and it's her board." He paused as Adllianatook atrick, then continued,
oftly.

"Asfor being tipsy—Iook at her! She looks as she does when she lectures—I should be so cool when |
gt to Jump!”

"If he should take exception..."

"Thecamerasareonit,” Var Mon told her. "The Scholar'slineis fair—she's got the pattern and she's got
the break-key, even if her students are too stupid to seeit. How can he take exception to afair line?
Stop fretting.”

The tempo changed shortly after the Scout's three cantra entered the game.

It was asif, yo'Vaade thought, the mouse had at |ast found the path she had been seeking, though her
previous play had in no way been marred by hesitation.

Now she played with asurety that was avesome to behold, calling the cards to her hand like kin. It took
lessthan an hour for dl the coinsto cross back over theline, until it was seven on her sSide and the keys
aone, and che'Marabidding aClan Royae.



It waswheat dl the rest had been building toward—thislast hand, thislocking of wills. The crowd held its
breath, and yo'Vaade held his. chel'Maras face was seen to be damp. The mouse sat cool as water ice,
cards a smooth fan between quiet fingers, and called for her seconds.

"Scout's Progress,” she announced in that surprisingly clear voice, which was esoteric enough, surely, but
no match for a Clan Royae. One by one, she lay the cards out, face up for al to see, and looked over to
ched'Mara

"Ah." He sighed, and agreat tenson seemed to go out of him al at once, so that yo'V aade began to fed
sorry for the poor, vaiant mouse.

chel'Mards cards came down in a practiced sweep, face up for dl to see: Delm, Nadelm, Thodelm,
A'thodem, Master Trader...

"Ship," the crowd whispered among itsdlf. "He's missing the Ship. A broken run... Thelady wins..."

"Thelady wins," Vin Sin chd'Mara announced, loud enough to be heard in the far corners of the room.
He snapped hisfingers. "Bring a port-comm! ™

"A port-comm!" the crowd babbled. "A port-comm for Lord che'Maral"

It came and he tapped in one sequence, then another, and looked over to his erstwhile opponent, who
was staring down at her run asif she had never seen cards before.

"Your name?" heinquired neutrally and when she looked up with a start, explained with overdone
patience: "In order to change the regigtration of the ship, | will need to file your name as new owner."

"Oh," shesaid, and picked up the keysto frown at before replying. "Adliana Caylon, Clan Mizdl."

Therewas aflutter of something through the crowd at that, and yo' Vaade consdered the taste of the
name. It meant nothing to him: it obvioudy meant nothing to chel'Mara. Behind the mouse's chair, the
Scouts preserved attitudes of slent attention.

chel'Mara had recourse to the port-comm's keyboard, finished his entry, tapped the send key and lay the
comm aside. He cameto hisfeet and stood gazing down &t the mouse. Thelook in his eyes, thought
yo'Vaade, was not good. Not at all good.

"Theshipiscdled Ride the Luck," hesaid. "It iskept at Binjai Repair Shop, Solcintra Port. Ownership
entire remitsto you at Solcintradawn. | shal require the hours between to remove my persond effects.”
He bowed, low and mocking. "1 wish you joy of your winnings, Lady Mouse," he said softly.

Heturned to go, hiseyefaling on sg/Andir, who was openly smiling. " Satisfied, sr?* he purred and
waited until the smiledied and all color drained from the boy's face before he swept away through the
crowd, toward the lounge-room and the bar.

"Good evening, Jon."

The man at the desk finished writing out hisline before glancing up. Asit happened, he needed to glance
up quite away, he being seated and his vigtor being somewhat above the average height, for aLiaden
mde

He was a 50 dressed in work lesthers, his hands innocent of rank ring, which meant High House gossip
was not the purpose of thisvigt. The spirited dark hair was negtly confined in atail that hung below his
shoulders; from hisright ear dangled the twisted silver loop he had earned from the head-woman of the



Mun.

He bowed, Student to Master, and straightened; the glow off the desk lamp underlit his sharp-featured
face, throwing the black eyesinto shadow.

"I need work," he said, speaking in Comrade Mode, which was how they always spoke a Binjdi's.

"Hah." Jon rubbed his nose. "Happens we have work." He jerked his head at the window and the repair
bays beyond. "Go on out and cal yoursdf to Trillas attention.”

"Thank you."

Another bow and he was gone, waking with a Scout's sllent stride, melting out of the light asif he had
never been. A moment later, Jon saw him crossing the bay, lifting ahand toward Trilla.on the platform.
The office noise-proofing was top-grade, so he missed the shout that must have accompanied the
gesture. But he saw Trillawave back and the flicker of hand talk: Come on up.

Needed work, did he? Jon thought, between agrin and aworry. He sighed and returned to his papers.
"May | work again tomorrow?"

Jon ddliberately finished cleaning his hands, shook the rag and hung it back on its nail.

"We're open to casua labor. Y ou know that.”

"Yes. | only wanted to be certain | would not be—inconvenient.”

"Inconvenient.” Jon grinned, reached out and caught the younger man's elbow, turning him toward the
so-caled crew'slounge. "Let's have a cup of tea. I'll ask some nosy questions, you'll snatch what remains
of my hair from over my ears and wéell part friends, en?’

The other laughed, arich, full sound that had pulled Jon deaCort's mouth into agrin from the very first
time hed heard it.

"A bargain," he cried and appeared to sober abruptly, glancing sdeways from glinting black eyes. "How
oldisthetea, | wonder?'

"Must be six, seven hours old by now," Jon admitted without shame.
"Perfect."

A few moments later they were both seated on rickety stoals. In addition to tea, Jon had helped himsdlf
to the last of the stale pastries and was busily dunking it into the depths of his mug.

"How isit, Master Jon, that the mugs never melt?

"Had 'em made specia out of blast glass," Jon returned and disposed of his soggy sweet in two bites. He
took a scalding swalow of bad teaand threw hisformer student a stern look.

"They don't keep you busy enough out in Dragon's Vdley, Captain?"

"Alas, they keep me out of reason busy," camethereply. "l swear to you, Master Jon, if | am required to
Spesk to one more Liaden | shall either go mad or strangle him.”

Jon laughed. " Spoken like atrue Scout! But the fact of the matter isthat you're too important aman to



either go mad or take it upon yourself to strangle the bulk of the population. Not," he admitted around
another gulp of tea, "that most of ‘em wouldn't be better for athrottling. But it's out of Code, child: the
natives arelikely to takeissue.”

"Understood. And so | ask for work."

"l can giveyou work. But I'd like to know you're not turning your face from matters needing your
attention. There arethose things, aswedl learn in Basic, that only you can do, Captain. Leave them
asde and theworld could be alot worse."

"You terify me"
"Some respect for your elder, if you please. | can give you work, but iswork what you need?’

The other man spped gingerly at his mug, screwing up hisfacein comic distaste. "Magnificent,” he
pronounced, and gave Jon deaCort al hisblack eyes.

"My brother," he murmured, "fdlsjust short of suggesting we remove to New Dublin.”

"It ddlights meto hear your honored kin has, however latein life, comeinto his heritage," Jon returned
with atouch of acid. "Had he anything useful to suggest?*

"You are severe. Y es, something useful.”

"But you'll see me damned before you tel mewhat it was," Jon said comfortably. He finished histeaand
roseto transfer the dregs from the pot to his mug.

"All right," he said, resettling on hisstoal. ™Y ou need work, I've got work. Casual schedule; call if you're
expected and something forestallsyou. But if your self-healing hasn't earned out in ardlumma, | will cease
to have work, young Captain, and | would then strongly suggest—as a comrade— that you vist the
Heders"

"A relumma should be mote than sufficient to relocate center. | thank you." The younger man stood,
poured his tea down the sink, washed out the mug and put it to drain.

"Until tomorrow, Master Jon."

"Until tomorrow, child. Bewdl."

CHAPTER SEVEN

The number of High Houses is precisely fifty. And then thereis Korval.
—From the Annual Censusof Clans
"What long-standing debt?' Alliane demanded of agrinning Var Mon asthey |left the card room.

"Why, only the honor of being allowed to Sit at the feet of Adlliana Caylon for an entire semester and
catch thejewe s asthey fell from her lips" He stopped to bow, coincidentally disrupting the flow of traffic
between the card room and the music lounge.

Adlianafrowned. "Y ou are absurd."”

"Not to say impertinent,” Rema put in, adding arider to her comradein aflutter of finger-talk. To
Adliandseyes, it scemed alist: Twelve variationsonthesign for idiot. Var Mon laughed.



"Youwill bevery well served if Scholar Caylon pockets your three cantraand says no more,” Rema
scolded audibly. "How will you come about then?”

"Indeed, no," Adlianasaid hadtily; "1 do not wish to keep Var Mon'smoney. But it isill-doneto say you
are repaying adebt when it isno such thing!”

There was amoment of complete silence, her companions staring at her from rounded eyes.
"Chastised,” Var Mon murmured.
"Judtly,” returned his partner. "Loca custom.”

"Exactly s0." He bowed once more, taking care not to discommode others nearby. "I ask your
forgiveness, Scholar,” he said in the Mode of L esser-to-Greater, which was the High Tongue and not a
quiver of merriment to be heard. "Y ou are graciousto illuminate my error."”

Adliana considered him, suspecting ajoke. The boy's face showed nothing but serious courtesy, and
perhaps atouch of anxiety. Histhree cantrawere safe in her right hand, mingling with the jeweled chain
and the keysto—the keysto her ship.

"Y ou knew that lordship,” she said abruptly.

Surprise showed at the corners of hisface. "I know hisname," he alowed, sill in Lesser-to-Grester,
"and hisreputation.”

"Vin Sn chd'Mara" Remamurmured, "Clan Aragon.”

Adlianasighed. She had learned, as any child, the rhymesfor Clansand Sigils, Houses and Tasks. But
childhood was many years gone and her genera grasp of such mattersfell far short of the knowledge
held by one who moved in the world.

"High House?" was the best she could hazard now, looking a Rema.
The Scout blinked. "Not so high asKorva," she said dowly.

But thiswas merely aquibble. Who in al the world outranked the Dragon? Even Adlianaknew the
answer was, none.

"|—see," shesad, the keys hot in her hand.

"The play was clean." That was Var Mon. "We were surrounded by those who know their cards, and the
house camera, beside.” He grinned, irrepressible boy bursting free of the solemn gentleman he had been a
moment before.

"Scholar Caylon, you don't say the game was fas2?"

"The gamewas entirely true," she said tartly. "Nor wasit a al necessary for you to offer your cantra. His
Lordship'slinewasirretrievably flawed." She held out the coinsin question. "'l thank you for your aid,
though it wasin no way required.”

"Ouch," sad Var Mon mildly, and took his money with a bow.

Adliana shifted in the pulldown tucked between the pilots stations and inner hatch, and considered her
circumstances.



It would appear that she was, in unlikely truth, the owner of a spaceship, which she was even now on her
way to inspect.

She closed her eyes, feeling how quick her heart beat. She owned a spaceship; possibilities proliferated.

If it was, as she suspected, arich man'stoy, she would contrive, discreetly, to sell, thus ensuring
outpassage and a stake upon which to build her new life.

If, againgt dl expectation, Ride the Luck was aworking class ship, she would—
Shewould keep it.

A pilot-owner might find work anywhere, she wastied to no singleworld. A pilot-owner need owe none,
was owned by no one.

A pilot-owner was—free. Alone, independent, autonomous, sovereign... Adlianaleaned back inthe
pulldown chair, somach cramped with longing.

If Ride the Luck wasaworking ship...

Of course, pilot-owners held piloting licenses, which Adliana Caylon did not. Thelife she so avidly
envisoned required she be nothing less than a Jump pilot.

"Adeep, Scholar?' Var Mon's voice broke in upon these rather lowering considerations.
"Not entirely," shereplied, and heard Rema, at first board, chuckle.

"Good," Var Mon said, unruffled. "We set down in three minutes, unless Remaforgets her protocols. Il
conduct you to Binjdi's, if you wish, and make you known to Master dea-Cort."

Adlianaopened her eyes. "Thank you," she said, asaflutter of her ssomach reported the ship waslosing
dtitude. "I would welcomethe introduction.”

"Master Jon! Joy to you, sir!" Var Mon strode into the center of the repair bay, head up and voice
exuberant.

Adliang, trailing by severd steps, saw a stocky figure come to the edge of shadow cast by awork-lift,
casualy wiping its hands on afaded red rag.

"I'm not lending you another cantra, you scoundrd," the figure said sourly, for al the mode was
Comrade. "What's more, you're due in Comparative Culturesin twenty minutesand I'll not haveit said |
was respons ble for kegping you beyond time.”

"Not abit of it,” Var Mon cried, apparently not at al put out by this rather surly welcome. He reached
into his pouch and danced into the shadow. Grasping a newly-cleaned hand, he deposited two gleaming
coins on the broad palm and closed the fingerstight.

"Debt pad" he said gaily and spun, bowing with aflourish thet called attention to Adlliana, hesitating yet
between light and shadow.

"Magter Jon, | bring you Adliana Caylon, owner of Ride the Luck. Scholar Caylon, Master Jon
deelCort, owner of Binjai Repair Shop.”

"Caylon?' Master dedCort at last stepped forward into the light, revealing aman well past middle years,
sturdy rather than stout, his hair a close-clipped strip of rusty gray about four of her dender fingerswide.



Eyesthe color of old amber looked into her face with the directness of a Scout.

"Scholar Adlliana Caylon," he asked, big voice pitched gently, though he still spoke in Comrade mode,
"revisor of the venTura Tables?'

Sheinclined her head, and answered in Adult-to-Adult. "It iskind of you to recall.”

"Recdl! How might I—or any pilot!—forget?" He bowed then, distressingly low—the bow of Esteem for
aMaster— and straightened with his hand over his heart.

"Scholar, you honor my establishment. How | may be dlowed to serve you?"

Adlianaraised her hand to ward the reverence in the old man's voice. To know her asthe revisor of one
of the most important of a pilot's many tools—that was grace, though not entirely unexpected. Jon
deaCort had undoubtedly been a Scout in former years and Adlliana strongly suspected his " master”
derived from "madgter pilot.”

"Pease, gr," she said, hearing how breathless her voice sounded. ™Y ou do me overmuch honor. Indeed,
itisnot a dl—" Here she hesitated, uncertain how she might proceed with her disclaimer, without calling
the magter's melant'i into question.

"Var Mon, are you here, you young rakehd|?' the old man snarled over his shoulder.
"Aye, Magter Jon!"

"Then jet, damn you—and mind you're on timefor class!"

"Aye, Magter Jon! Good-day to you, Scholar. Until Trilsday-noon!”

Va Mon was gone, running slently past Adlianas shoulder. She heard nothing, then awhine and sigh as
the crew door cycled.

"S0." Jon dedCort amiled, waking wrinkles at eye-corners and mouth. "Y ou were about to tell methat |
do you too much honor. How much honor should | lay at the feet of the scholar responsible for
preserving the lives of haf-arthousand pilots?”

"Half-a—oh, but that's averaged over the years since publication, of course." Adllianalooked down,
tongue-tied and gracel ess as ever when dedling outsde the familiar role of teacher-to-student.

"Y ou must understand,” she told her boot-toes. She cleared her throat. "The tables were in need of
revision and | was able to undertake the project. To recall my name as the one who did the work—that
iskind. But, you must understand, to offer such honor to one who merely—" She fdtered, hands twisting
about each other.

"l teach math,” shefinished, lamely.
There was a short silence, before Jon deaCort spoke, voice matter-of-fact in Comrade Mode.

"W, nothing wrong with that, isthere? | taught piloting, mysdf, and to such a thankless pack of puppies
as| hopeyou'll never see!”

Adlianaglanced up, hair swinging around her face. "Y ou are amaster pilot.”

"Right enough. Most of usare, hereabout.” He tipped his balding head to one side, offering another smile.
"What might | do for you, math teacher?



She lowered her eyes, refusing the smile as she refused Comrade Mode.
"I had cometo inspect Ride the Luck, of which | am owner."
"So my problem-child said," Jon deaCort said placidly. "I hadn't known Ride the Luck wasfor sde.”

"l—it wasn't." She moved her shoulders. 'l won it last evening from Lord Vin Sin che'Mara—in around
of pikit."

"Besat him at hisown game!" Jubilation was plainin Master deslCort's voice, from which Adliana
deduced that His Lordship was not afavored patron. "Well done, math teacher! Here, let me fetch the
jitney and I'll take you out myself. Best the che'Maraat pikit, by gods! | won't beamoment..."

* * %

"Shel'sasweet ship,” Jon deaCort was saying some minutes later, sending the jitney full-speed down the
yard's central avenue. " She's seen some hard times of |ate, but she's sound. Show her kindness and shelll
dovery well...Herewe are."

Thejitney shivered to a stop; Master deaCort did out of the driver's dot and walked toward the ramp.
In the passenger's seat, Adlliana sat and stared, her hands cold and dick with swest.
"Scholar Caylon?' Therewasworry in the big voice.

With an effort, Aellianamoved her eyesfrom the ship— hers, hers—to the face of the man standing
beside her.

"It'saJdumpship,” shetold him, asif such avitd point of information could have someway escaped a
master pilot's expert notice.

He glanced over his shoulder and up the ramp, then returned his amber gaze to her face. "Class A," he
agreed gravely, and held out a companionable hand. "Care to seeinsde?’

She could remember wanting nothing € se so much.
"Yes," shesaid hungrily and dipped out of thejitney, deftly avoiding Jon deaCort's touch.

Aédlianabrought the board up and watched, rapt, as the ship ran its self-check. Each green go-light
added to her wracking store of joy until she found hersdlf clutching the back of the pilot's chair, wet
fingerssmearing theivory leather.

The check ended on three chimed notes and she reluctantly touched the off-switch before allowing Jon
dedCort to lead her further into the ship.

There was adining alcove containing agourmet automeat, aswell asatiny digpensary housing apremium
autodoc.

"Likes everything binjdi, the che'Mara," Master desiCort murmured and led her down a short
companionway.

Adlianafollowed him over the threshold of what should have been the pilot's quarters and stopped short,
blinking at mountains of slks, deeping furs, pillows of every hue and sze. Thefloor was covered in arug
so fine she felt apang of sorrow for having set her boots upon it. Tapestry gardens burgeoning with ripe
fruits made thewallsan oasis.



Theillumination in the chamber was unusudly firm and Adliana glanced up, expecting to see alight fixture
in keeping with the rest.

Instead, she looked up into the room she was standing in, Jon deaCort at the door, lined face carefully
bland, while her own, reflected without distortion, showed dightly pale, with lips half-parted.

She glanced down, not quite able to stifle the sigh, and spoke over her shoulder.
"Everything binjai?"

"Understand,” Magter dealCort said earnestly, "the che'Mara's no pilot. Happens he had other usesfor a
ship. And yon mirrors are top-grade.”

"l see” Shewalked past him and into the room across the hall, which would have been the co-pilot's
quartersin any other ship. Inthisship, it wasthe twin of the orgy room. Adllianasighed again and turned
downthelight.

"Guess you're ready to seethe hold,” Master deaCort said then, and showed her the way to the access
door and how to punch in her code.

The door did back and the lights came up and the first things she saw again were the damned mirrors.
She had just enough time to wonder how anyone could be such a popinjay, when she saw therest.

Some items she could name—silken cords and legther lashes, afew of the lessarcane articleslaid nestly
inther cases, the swing suspended from the ceiling, the post with its built-in manacles.

Most, however, were unfamiliar: What, for instance, was the purpose of that oddly-shaped table, or the
counterbalanced bench or—

Adlianatook adeep breath, turned carefully and lifted her face. Resolutely, she met Jon deelCort's eyes,
and saw sympathy there,

"Master dealCort, | need your advice," she said, yet keeping to Adult-to-Adult.
"Math teacher, ask me."

With an effort, she kept her face up, her eyes steady; her hands were behind her back, twisting
themsalvesinto sweat-dicked knots.

"I had—thought,” she said, "that | had acquired aworking ship. It seemsinstead that | have acquired
a—abordello. What isyour estimate of the time and expense required to restore this ship to its—origina
Specifications?”

"Not acantra," he said promptly, "and about athree-day— maybe four, depending on the crew | get.”
He grinned.

"No need to look like I'm pulling teeth,” hetold her. "I told you the chel'Maraliked everything binjdi, eh?
Thetoys are worth something, sold to the right party, and the mirrors— Math teacher, you could refit to
spec on the profit from the mirrors alone! Had ‘em set on gimbals, so they'd aways be oriented,
whatever G or spin the ship took on—made out of scanner-glass to withstand take-off stress and not
flow—arare wonder, these mirrors, and there are those who appreciate wonder."

Adlianaclosed her eyes, trying to think, to work the steps.

"Do you know the proper—the proper buyers?| confessthat | am not—"



"l can act asbroker," he said easly. "My fee's ten percent off the top. Well bring her back up to working
weight, deduct labor and parts from what remains and put the profit into your ship's account. Dea ?"

She opened her eyes. "Profit?!

"Bound to be acantraor two left over," he said, looking around the gleaming playground. "Some of the
toys are specidity items, and those mirrors haven't gotten any chesper.”

"Oh," Adlianasad, feding rather adrift. Sheinclined her head formdly. "Thank you, Sir. | accept your

"Wdl enough, then." He waved her out ahead of him.

"Will you be starting to work her at once?" he asked as they went back down the companionway.
"At once? |—I mugt take the piloting exam,” Adlianasad, dowly. "And—flight time..."
Therewas adight sound from behind her, asif Master dealCort had sneezed.

"Y ou haven't—forgive me. | understand you to say that you have no piloting license.

"Not at the moment,” she said, "but | shal be taking the exam—I have classestomorrow...| shal take
the exam on Banim. Second classisrequired to lift Class A locdly, Sr, isthat correct?!

"Correct."
They had reached the dispensary. Adlliana paused, staring down into the 'doc's opague hood.

"| shdl acquire asecond class, then," she said, feding necessity likeastonein her gut. "I will work this
ship.”

"I don't doubt it," Jon deaCort said from beside her. "If you wish, | can test you, or one of my crew.
We'real of usmaster class, as| said. Or you can cal ahead to the Pilot's Guild in Chonsdtaand be sure
they can accommodate you on Banim.”

"I believe that will be best," she said, dill staring down into the darkness.
"I'll call them now," he said, "while you usethe unit here."
Sheturned sharply. "Use the unit?'

"No sense leaving that untreated when you've the meansto mend it," he said, tapping hisownwris. "It's
ararewonder how those little things can eat away at your concentration.” He moved down the hdll. "I'll
just get ChonsdtaGuild ontheline..."

Hewas gone. Adllianalooked down at the bruises circling her wrist. They seemed more vivid now than
they had, hours earlier, outside of Quenpalt's Casino. And, now that she was reminded of them, they did
ache.

Wi, she thought, with aflash of amused irritation, she was here and the autodoc was here. At the very
least, mending the hurt would put astop to dl thisrather embarrassing solicitude.

So thinking, she tapped the proper code into the 'doc, rolled back her deeve and did the wrist through
the open hood.



CHAPTER EIGHT

What'sin a name? That which we call arose
By any other name would smell as sweet.

—From Romeo and Juliet, Act ii Scene 2
William Shakespeare

Vin Sin chel'Marawas not aman accustomed to his delm's close attention. Most especidly, hewas
unaccustomed to the felicity of receiving such attention during hisrather belated breskfast.

"How pleasant it must be," Aragon murmured politely, asteawas poured and set before him, "to deep so
far into the day that one may digpose of noon med and waking meal in onerepadt. | quite admirethe
efficiency of such an arrangement.”

Sincethis particular arrangement had been in force for anumber of years without awaking the delm's
displeasure, his comment now was doubtless prologue to some other, lessamiable, subject. che'Mara
inclined his head, as one acknowledging a pleasantry, and poured himself a second glass of wine.

"Thegngledifficulty | detect in such asystem,” Aragon pursued, "isthat it opens oneto disadvantagein
the matter of collecting rumor and anecdote—vitd work, as| am certain you will agree. For an ingtance,

| had today from Delm Guayar an entirely amusing anecdote out of Chonsdlta, of al places. Had |
adopted your strategy of late deeping, rather than rising early to attend Lady yo'Lanna's breskfast gather,
| should havefailed of harvesting this amusing—and instructive—tit-bit."

The che'Mara schooled hisface to camness, ddliberately raised his glass and spped.

"Y ou are behindhand, Vin Sin," hisdelm chided softly. "Good manners dictate you alow methe pleasure
of imparting my news."

Vin Sin che'Maradid not reign over Solcintrals deegpest tables because he was afool. Still, there was
nothing for it but to alow thistrick to fall to Aragon and accept whatever chastisement became his due.
Hewas not in the habit of faling under his delm's displeasure, and he considered the odds favorablefor a
quick recover.

Heinclined hishead. "Forgive me, air. | fear | am dreadfully stupid so early in the day. Whatever came
out of Chonsdtato amuseyou?'

"Why, thedrollest tale I've heard in many a breakfast gather,” Aragon said composedly. "It seemsa
certain Quenpdt's Casino has opened in Chonsdlta Port and it is rumored to stand with the best Solcintra
hasto offer. Last evening, indeed, much of Solcintraundertook the journey to the far sde of theworld in
order to see thiswonder for themsalves."

"And wasredlity aspleasng asrumor?"
Aragon pursed hislipsin consderation.

"Rumor and redlity appear to have agreed splendidly,” he said after amoment. "Quenpalt'sis, by dl
accounts, acasino in which one such as yoursdlf, let us say, may be perfectly at ease.”

He paused to sip tea. chel'Mararefrained from hiswine.

"Tomakealong tale short,” Aragon resumed gently, "it trangpires that—again—one such as yourself was
present at Quenpalt's last evening, and, having availed himsalf of certain moniesthrown in hisdirection by



agentleman who has regrettably never mastered the art of pikit, set himsdlf to contend againgt awalk-in."
Aragon gazed pensvely into che'Marasface.

"There were some oddities attending this walk-in. She was shabby-dressed, according to report, and
plain-spoken, when she spoke at dl; she did not offer her name, nor was she asked to give it. Shewas
accompanied by two Scouts—one male, one femae, both young.

"The shabby lady declared she would stake her quarter-share, some four cantra, according to my
information. The gentleman so like yoursalf plucked four cantrafrom his bank—and was forestalled by
the person he had just bested, who called to mind—aquite properly!—certain delicate points of melanti,
in which he was seconded by the male Scout. The Stakes Book was called for and the wager recorded
thus. Quarter-share againg ship. It wasthe very first entry, you will be interested to learn, in Quenpalt's
Stakes Book." He had recourse to histea once more. chel'Mara sat like astone, his hands quite cold.

"S0. The shabby lady won her venture—aided once more by the male Scout, who chose, | am atold, an
interesting point in the play to settle a debt he had long owed her. The ship of the gentleman so very like
yourself changed hands. In the course of recording the win, the shabby lady at last gave her name:
AdlianaCaylon."

It wastime to have done with this charade. chel'Marainclined his head with exquisite courtesy.
"So ghedid.”

"So shedid,” hisdelm echoed gently. "And, having now heard it twice, the name yet awakes no interest. |
fear, Vin Sin, that you have not been as close a student of theworld as | had aways supposed.”
chel'Mara swallowed a sharp return, preserving a courteous countenance with—some—effort.

"AdlianaCaylon," Aragon continued, after amoment spent savoring thelast of histes, "isthethird child
of the four borne by Birin Caylon, who has the honor to be Mizdl." He moved his shoulders. "Mizdl
totters on the edge of mid-House. It ismy notion that it will tumbleinto Low House, when the present
nadelm comesto hisown. But that is not the card we must trump.”

"Adliana Caylon," the che'Marasuggested, with delicate irony, " supports the tottering fortunes of her
clan by performing—card tricks, shal we say?"

Aragon raised aconddering brow. "It might do," he dlowed gently, "dthough | believe the lady's range to
be somewhat wider than mere—card tricks." His eyes sharpened. "Do the venTura Tables wake
recollection, Vin Sn?"

"Certainly."

"Ah, ddightful. Y ou will then be able to tell methe name of the author of the revision, dated, | believe,
eight yearsago?' chd'Marafrowned. "The name? Truly, g, it was merdly this scholar or that. No one
I'vemet."

"Until last evening. How unfortunate, that you were not able to give Honored Scholar of Subrationa
Mathemeatics Adliana Caylon her full bow, upon introduction.” Aragon leaned forward, handsflat on the
paecloth.

"The foremost mathematica mind on the planet,” he said, very softly, indeed, "who makes the sudy of
random event her speciality. Her thesis—aclassc in thefield, so Guayar assures me—was entitled,
Chaotic Patterning in Pseudorandom Events. Init, the scholar demonstrates the manner in which one
may predict card-fal, based upon an ordered diminishment of pooled possibility, as one might find when



playing pikit." He leaned back, with asoft sigh.

"By happenstance—I place it no higher!l—the pattern which gainsthefind prize in Scholar Caylon's
illugrationis Scout's Progress. Thisisthe woman you thought to best at pikit, Vin Sin. Are you not
diverted? | assure you that Guayar, who madeit his businessto be a my side throughout the gather,
found the tale amusing in the extreme. Indeed, he repeated it to everyone.™

The chd'Maragrit histeeth and met hisdelm's eye steadily.

"But you do not smile!" Aragon said, Sitting back in sudden ease. "My tit-bit has not amused. Never
mind, | have an addendum cal culated to please. Y ou recall the Scouts?'

"Indeed, gr, | recdl them—specificdly.”
"Ah, then you will certainly know their names." chd'Mararaised abrow. "Whatever for?"

Hisdem lifted an admonitory finger. "Now that was careess. One should dways know the names of
those with whom oneis engaged in an affair of Baance. How fortunateit isthat | am ableto supply you
with thisvitd information. The name of the femae Scout is Remaven'Dedin, Clan Ixin—High House,
you perceive. ThemaeisVar Mon pin'Aker, Clan Midys—solidly mid-House. He and Corpora
ven'Dedin are partnered. He likewise has the honor of standing challeket to one Lyn Den Kochi, whose
quarter-share wastragically left behind at Sunrise House three—possibly four—nights ago.”

There was silence. chel'Mara stared down into the dark depths of hiswine, considering the trap and the
skill with which it had been sprung.

Certainly, achaleket might undertake Balance on behalf of hisfoster-kin. That the trap had been set with
skill and something of wit made it no easier to bear.

"A namelesslady attended by Scouts gpproaches your table and cals your play into question before all
theworld," Aragon said pengively. "Did it not occur to you, Vin Sin, that you might—just possibly—have
been set up?'

"Alas, gr, it did not. An error, | admit.”
"Do you? But how graciousyou are!™ The bite of irony in his delm's voice brought chel'Maras eyes up.
Aragon hdd hisgaze, dlowing him to see anger.

"I shdl say no more of your carelessnessin this matter of last evening,” Aragon said in clipped tones,
"except that | find you well-rewarded in the loss of your vessel—and that | see no necessity for Aragon
to Baance the Caylon's most vauable lesson to yoursdlf. Of this other, however—you will tel me, Vin
Sin, if you habitualy prey upon haflings and innocents” chel'Marafdt aflicker of hisown anger and
lowered hiseyes, lest it be seen.

"Asyou say, S, the lady was no innocent. For Master Kochi—I fear he forced the matter and then did
not know when to bow away."

"And you, most naturdly, gave him no hint, but continued to play until he had lost not merely this quarter's
share but significant amounts from future shares. Y ou waited, in fact, for his challeket to comprehend the
Stuation and act to end it. After al, Master Kochi has the accumul ated wisdom of seventeen entire
Standards to support him. Hischaleket, | believe, isevery day of eighteen.”

"Hewas cleared to play,” che'Marasaid flaily. "Am | to be held as nanny for every babe with the means



to buy adeck?’

"| see. Y ou consder that fleecing children addsto your melant'i. | am desolate to inform you that your
delm considers otherwise. Y ou will restore Master Kochi to his quarter-share and relieve him of the
burden of future debt. Y ou will accomplish these things before Prime meal thisevening. | do expect you
to dine a homethisevening, Vin Sin." che'Maraalowed surpriseto show. "Certainly | shal undertake
your orders regarding Master Kochi, sir. However, | am engaged to dine with—"

"Cancd it." Aragon held out hisempty cup and chel'Mara, perforce, poured tea. His delm sipped.
"Excdlent. Yes" He sat the cup aside and met chel'Mara's eyes with acool smile.

"Y ou think me harsh, but indeed my concern is soldly for yoursdlf, that you have opportunity to take
proper leave of your close-kin."

"Leave-taking?' The che'Marafairly gaped. "I have no plansto travel, Sir."

"Ah, | have been maadrait! Your dem, Vin Sin, requiresyou to travel on business of the clan. A bunk
has been reserved in your name aboard Randall's Renegade, which breaks orbit an hour before
Solcintramidnight. Prime has been set up an hour, to accommodate the necessity of your early
departure.” che'Marasat ill, the chill having moved from his handsto hisbely.

"If I have indeed purchased so large ashare of my delm'’s displeasure in the matters of Master Kochi and
Scholar Caylon, | am of course desolate," he said, speaking gently, indeed. "But—sent off-world on a
Terran trampship? Surely, Sr—"

Aragon held up ahand. "Y ou are about to say that such ameasureis over-Baance, are you not? | repest
that the Caylon'sinstruction on her own behaf surpasses anything | might undertake for her. Asfor
Master Kochi, | believe areturn of hislosses and relief from the specter of indebtedness shall settle his
account fairly, with additiona benefit accruing him through the vehicle of avery sernfright.” He sipped
tea. "Yes, | think we emerge alittle to the good from your encounter with Master Kochi."

"Thenthistravd, this—ship..."

"Ah, yes" Heleaned back in his chair, hands cradling his cup. "Guayar and | are well-known to each
other," he said, at what one who did not know him might consider atangent. "We are not comrades, you
understand—the interests of our Houses but rardly intersect. And yet, | have known Guayar many years,
snce before ever the Ring was set upon hisfinger. Hisisastringent melant'i, | do allow you that. But |
have never known him spiteful, Vin Sin, nor inclined to go beyond verifiable certaintiesin discussion.”
chel'Marareached for hisglass, downed the half of it in one swalow. It met therail in hisbely like oil
poured on liveflame,

"S0," Aragon said softly. "1 offered Guayar arideto his next appointment as we left yo'Lannas, which he
was gracious enough to accept. His grace extended to arecitation of some of your past activities, and a
candid avowal of concern.”

che'Maracleared histhroat. "Surely, Sr, rumor and—"

"| gpent the remainder of my morning verifying Guayar'sinformation,” Aragon continued, "which
was—illuminating." Heraised hiseyes and chel'Mara could not ook away.

"Y ou may not be aware of certain inclinations of Aragon's fortunes—indeed, you concern yourself so
little with the business of the House, that | am persuaded you cannot know!— but for the past severa
years we have been in astate of—mild, but worrisome—disadvantage. Interest rates rise by a point.



Warranty periods are made shorter. Surcharges are added to the most commonplace of orders. Contract
renewals are written so tightly one might amost suppose dealGauss himself had put his hand upon each.
And | wondered, Vin Sin. | wondered, why. Guayar has shown me the answer, and | count mysdlf in his
debt."

llgr_ll

"No lessthan three ddms of clanswith which we do business regularly lost—catastrophicdly lost—to
you at play— two of them when they were no older than Master Kochi. Four thodelms, an equa number
of nadelms—and this does not begin to account for the favored youngers and chall ekets who have been
dedt public humiliation a your table snce you reached your mgority." He sighed, druptly.

"I had known you were expensive. It ismy error, that | failed to know how expensive. Now that | am
informed, my duty isplain. It may be that the clan can yet recover something of value from you. The
attempt must be made, else | am remissin my duty to those others| hold in care.”

The chd'Marasat with hishandsin hislap, thinking, this cannot be happening. And yet, incredibly, his
delm continued, asif hewerein verymost earnest.

"You will be aboard Randall's Renegade thisevening, Vin Sin. My own car will bear you to the shuttle.
In duetime, you will be set down upon Aedryr, where you will be met by your aunt my sister Sofi
pel"Tegin, who will conduct you to the family holding and instruct you in your responsibilities. | will tell
you that | believe those responsibilitieswill &t first have to do with mastering the recipes of various soil
mixtures required to sustain the plants grown a the holding. The mgor portion of the holding'sincome
derives from these same plants, so you will readily understand that athorough knowledge of soil is of
utmost importance.” che'Maralicked hislips. "Uncle..."

Aragon reached into his deeve and produced a card.

"Y our identification card. | council you to guard it closdly, asit is necessary to present it whenever you
wish to travel beyond the land to which you are registered.”

The card was extended toward him. chel'Mararaised an arm grown heavy with dread and forced
nervelessfingersto grip the dick plagtic. Hetook arather ragged breath and looked into his ddm'sface.

"How long?"

Aragon sipped the last of histeaand put the cup down. "Y our aunt appears confident that you will be
ableto magter theintricacies of the House's business on Aedryr in five Standard years. | leaveit to her
judgment, if you requirealonger curriculum.”

"Five Standards." On a farm! Magtering the mixtures of soils? It wasajest. It must be a—
Aragon rose. che'Mararose aswell and made his bow, barely attending what he did.

"Until Prime, then," Aragon said, and turned. Halfway down the room, he checked, asif he had
bethought himself of something ese. che'Marasighed, feding his heart lift, for now, surely, hisdelm
would reved thejest and—

"I had dmost forgot, Vin Sin, the most diverting thing imaginable! Do you careto hear?'
Heforced hislipsinto asmile and bowed lightly. "Why, certainly, Sr."
"Ah, good. This planet—Aedryr. Gaming is unlawful by order of the planetary government. Anyone



found with so little asadeck of cardsin his possession isfavored with a Standard of government |abor,
no appedl. Isit not amusing? Good day to you."

Aragon was gone.

chel'Marasank down into his chair and closed his eyes, the thin plastic card gripped tight between his
fingers

He had never fdt lesslike laughing.
It was early afternoon in Chonsdlta.

Adlianabegan the wak from the train station to Mizel's Clanhouse with an absurdly light heart. The keys
to her ship hung about her neck on achain provided by Jon dedCort.

Using Binjai's comm, she had verified the transfer of ownership, opened a ship's account with the Port
Master's Office and transferred her hoarded bonus money from Chonsdlta Tech'sin-house bank.

She had perused Ride the Luck's regular maintenance records, finding aso that the ship's berthing a
Binjali Repair Shop was paid afull year ahead.

"Shall | refund that amount to Lord chel'Mara?' she had asked Jon deglCort doubtfully.

The old Scout snorted. " Ship paid the berthing fee out of itsformer account. The che'Maras
arrangement was that he paid in advance without benefit of refund, should he decide to berth elsawhere.
Y our luck, math teacher."

"l suppose..."

She had been introduced to Master deaCort's apprentice, acompact and cheerful person who spoke
with amarked Out-world accent.

"Trilla, give greeting to Adliana Caylon, math teacher and owner of Ride the Luck."

"AdlianaCaylon." The bow was crisp and matter-of-fact, augmented by a smile and aflash of bright
eyes. "Good lifting.”

"Thank you," Adlianasaid, returning the bow with relief. No embarrassing respect from Trilla, thank
gods, merely avery Scout-like acceptance of what was.

Departing Binjdi's, she had not forgotten to stop at the Ormit Fund's Office and make disposition of her
quarter-share before catching the ferry to Chonselta.

Now, heading home lighthearted and not a bit weary, she re-assessed her position.

By her reckoning, she had one year to achieve afirst class piloting license, learn Terran and garner what
money she might. The delm had given her ayear, after al, to prove her point regarding the investment of
funds. Ran Eld would be held in check for precisaly that long, saving Adllianadid nothing to provoke him
or to arouse his suspicions.

So beit. She had ten years practice of appeasing Ran Eld. For Ride the Luck—for freedom—she could
endure one year more.

She walked up Raingleam Street, rapt and unseeing, so that her Sister's voice gave her a severe start.



"Adlianal" Sinit caught her deeve and tugged her hurriedly up-sireet. "Come in the back way, do. Ran
Eld'sgot hiseye on the front door." She giggled. "Primed to ring down aterrifying scold!™

Sheturned stricken eyesto her sster'sface. "What have | done now?"

"Well, you didn't come down to breskfast," Sinit said, turning into the back courtway, Adlianafirmly in
tow. "That annoyed him. He sent VVoni up to rouse you, but you weren't in your room. That annoyed him
even more—you know what Ran Eld is. Then it transpired you weren't in the house at al!" She grinned
and paused to work the latch on Mizdl's gateway .

"Voni saysyour bed hadn't been dept in. She saysyou have alover." Shelooked up, eyes brimming
laughter. "Ran Eld's not about to stand for that!"

"A lover?' Adlianagared, sone-till. "Voni thinks | have alover?"

"Why not?' Sinit asked matter-of-factly. "Go in—quickly! Up the serving stairs and into your room—and
mind you remember to come down to Prime!” She gave Adlianaafirm push and turned back to latch the
gate.

For one long moment, Adlliana hesitated, heart pounding.
Then sheturned and flew into the house, taking the thin back stairstwo at atime.

Silent as a Scout, she negotiated the short hallway leading to her rooms, dipped insde and—futile
gesturel—I ocked the door behind her.

She affected not to see the house comm's blinking message-waiting light, opaqued the windows and
crossed to the narrow bed.

Fully clothed, shelay upon the coverlet, closed her eyes— and dept.
CHAPTER NINE

...by this note convey said land and building to the Liaden Scouts for the purpose of establishing
an academy and training center for future Scouts and those whom the Scouts deem it wise to
train...

—EXxcerpted from a Contract of Gift
signed by Jeni yos Phelium, Ninth Delm of Korval

"We missed you a breskfast, sster.” Ran Eld's voice was sweet and mild—abad sign.

Aedliana set her teacup down and kept her eyes on her plate. They were four at table, the delm having
sent word that she would join them later.

"Such an unusua happengtance,” Ran Eld pursued. "Our sister was concerned for your health. Imagine
her surprise when she entered your room and found you absent, the coverlet smooth atop the bed.”

"l am grateful to my sister for her care,” Adlianatold her plate, though the wordsfdlt like to choke her.

"Very proper, | am sure,” Voni snapped from her place up-table. "But that does not address where you
weredl the night, Adliana.”

"Wherewould | be?" Adlianawondered softly.



"Exactly what | wishto know!" her sster said sharply. "Redlly, Adliana, | suppose you will deny that
your bed had not been dept in!"

"Not at dl. |—" shefocused on agrayish square of vegetable pudding. "I was up much of the night,
considering the wisest investment of my quarter-share. Thismorning | placed the funds as seemed best.”
She cleared her throat and reached for the teacup. "1 did not wish to be behindhand in obeying the
Dem'sWord."

There was a charged pause, before Ran Eld's voice, very dry: "Commendable.”

"Well, | think it iscommendable,” Sinit announced from her seet at the foot of the board. "Truly, Ran Eld,
you make it seem a crimeto heed the dem'swishes! The Codetells us plainly—"

"Thank you, little sster. | believe my comprehension of Code may be—somewhat—superior to your

"Oh, then you know you're making astupid twitter over none of your concern,” Sinit cried in atone of
broad enlightenment. "1, for one, am greetly relieved. Y ou mustn't mind them, Adliana—Ran Eld'sina
temper and VVoni's snipe-ish because Lady pd'Rulafound fault with her dress.”

"Y ou were ligtening at the door!" Voni's voice shook in outrage. "1 shdl tell mother. Of al—"
Through the shield of her hair, Adlianasaw Sinit amile.

"Lady pd'Rulasaid Voni's dresswasimmodest, and not at all what one looked for in alady of
impeccable manner." The smile broadened to agrin. "It was, too."

"What do you know of the matter?' Voni snarled. "That design was copied from agown created for
yosGaan! If Lady pe'Rulais so provincid that she turns her face from alook sanctioned by Korval—"

"Then sheswdl-rid of," Sinit suggested, eyeswide.

Voni frowned and extended agraceful hand for her wine glass. "Naturaly not. Mother and | areto call
upon Her Ladyship tomorrow after luncheon.”

"And you'll wear aless dashing dress, won't you, Voni?'

Adlianasaw Voni'sfingerstighten on the stem of her glass, knuckles paing. She answered inavoice
rigid with fury.

"Y ou need not concern yourself with my wardrobe, Sinit. | shal consder it an impertinenceif you
continue.”

"Sinit, let be" Adlianawhispered urgently.

"Excdlent advice." Ran Eld said, voice cloying as sugared tea. "How good of you to overwatch your
sgter, Adliana, and drop theselittle hintsin her ear. Allow meto perform the same service on behaf of
yoursdlf."

Adllianareached for her teacup. It was empty. She swallowed hard in adry throat and folded her hands
onto her 1ap, eyes on her untasted dinner.

"Certainly," she said, hearing her voice tremble. "I welcome ingtruction from one so much my eder, and
who is accustomed to going about in theworld.”



"Y es, you're not much used to the world, are you?' Ran Eld murmured, swirling hiswine. "Onetendsto
forget just how ill-suited you are to caring for even so smdl aportion of the clan's melanti. But, there. If
those who are wiser do not pauseto ingtruct their inferiors, the wiser must sharein the fault, when the
inevitable disgrace occurs.” He Sipped, waiting.

Aédlianaclenched her hands about each other. "Asyou say," she whispered.
Voni giggled and helped hersdf to another spoonful of baked melon.

"Precisdly,” Ran Eld sad, lazily. "No, Sinit, don't speak, | pray you. Adlianaand | have quite agreed that
shewe comes my tuition." He finished off hiswine and set the glass aside, pushed plates, bowlsand
sauce-thimbles back and folded hisarms atop the cloth.

"Look a me," he murmured, leaning forward.

Teeth-grit, sheraised her head, met hiseyeswith aflinch.

"S0." Hesmiled, not pleasantly. "Scouts, Adliana."

She stared a him, speechless, saw his mouth tighten with impatience and blurted, "I teach Scouts.”

"Precisely,” he purred, mouth easing with satisfaction. ™Y ou teach Scouts, for which you receive awage.
A regrettable necessity. However, necessity ends with the ending of the school-day. Thereisno need
for—and, indeed, very good reason to refrain from—associ ation—with Scouts.”

"Scouts are not our kind," VVoni eucidated, perhaps for Sinit's benefit. " Scouts, pilots, mechanics—it all
comes down to bad manners, oily fingers and dirty faces. | hope no one of Mizel isso foolish asto credit
such disreputable persons with heroism and vast knowledge. Heroism isa great piece of nonsense. |
infinitely prefer good manners™

A flicker of mind pictures: Jon deelCort tidily wiping his broad hands on ared rag; Remas spotless
leathers and courteous concern; Var Mon's scrubbed-'til-it-shone, mischievous boy-face. ..

Ran Eld raised ahand and leaned closer acrossthe table, eyesleveled like lasers.

"Scouts are not fit companions for one of Mizd. For anyone of Mizdl," he said, spacing hiswords asif
her ears were defective—or her wits. "Do you understand me, Adlliana?"

Bow the head, shetold hersdlf, desperately. Be meek. Remember. Remember your ship.
"l understand you," she whispered, heartbeat pounding in her temples.

"Wdll, what have we here, atableau?’ Birin Caylon stood in the doorway. Sheraised a hand on which
Mizd's Clan Ring gleamed and stabbed a finger toward her son.

"Ran Eld isthe insatiable cat about to eat the unfortunate mouse, portrayed by Adlliana—so!" She
dropped her hand and came into the room. "Did | guess correctly?

Ran Eld laughed and eased back into his chair. " Correct as dways, Mother!"

"Indeed, maam," Voni ventured, rising to hold the delm's chair, "we were merdly striving to show
Adlianaand Sinit the unsuitability of associating with Scouts and other such persons.”

"A cup of wine, Ran Eld, if you please—and a saucer of soup, if any remains.”



Provided with these, she tasted her wine before turning her attention to her middle daughter, who sat yet
in her pose of mouse-about-to-be-devoured. Birin Caylon felt agtir of compassion. The child looked
unwell, her thin face was pinched and there were great bruised circles under her misty eyes.

Abruptly, Birin wondered if aparticular Scout might be the subject of thislesson in appropriate behavior.
She had a spoonful of soup. Really, shethought, Ran Eld istoo hard on the girl.

"No doubt but that Scouts are odd-tempered,” she said, after another spoon of soup. "I recall your
father, Adliana. What that man was for questions! He would babble on concerning a certain mix of tes,
or the practice of drinking morning-wine only in the morning, or whether catstold jokes. He found the
most mundane affairs cause for high amusement. Very nearly he drove meto distraction—and he merely
trained at Academy and not atrue Scout &t al!" She sighed.

"Y our grandmother, who was of course delm at that time, found him unexceptiond. For his part, he
showed her great deference and spoke highly in her praise, so hewas not lost to proper feding at dl, as
some claim of Scouts.”

"And yet you do not deny that he, asal Scouts, was odd in his manner,” Ran Eld said.

"No," said Birin, frowning after her thoughts. "No, my son, | cannot deny that he was considerably out of
the common way. At thetime, | suspected him of laughing at me. However, | have come to seethat
much of hisoddness must be laid to histraining.” She paused.

"It is necessary for those who would take up the chancy duties Scouts claim for themselves to undergo
rigorous and specidized education, the better to survivein the wide universe. It isto be regretted that an
effect of ataning excellencein this curriculum must dso make one—different.

"l have heard it said that Scouts are other than Liaden— that of courseisnonsense. What | bdlieve isthat
Scouts are burdened with an understanding that takes into account not only Liad, but the universe entire.”
She reached for her wine. "I bdieve such understanding sets them apart forever from those who look no
further than Liad."

"Then you credit Scouts with heroism, do you, maam?’ Sinit's voice carried clear amusement and Birin
turned to frown at her.

"I credit Scouts with otherness," she said sternly, "and perhaps with loneliness. It is possible that thereis
something to be learned from them, should one have the ability to grasp it. Not al do—whichisno
shame. Nor isthere shamein finding that one hasthat certain ability.” She moved her gazeto Ran Eld,
gtting attentive beside her.

"I find no disgrace in the companionship of Scouts."

Heinclined his head politely. Satisfied, Birin returned to her soup.

The silence was broken by the scrape of achair. Adllianarose and made her bow.
"If you please, maam. | have student work to review."

Birin waved ahand. " Certainly. Good evening, daughter.”

"Good evening," the girl whispered and pushed her chair to, leaving afull plate of food and an empty
teacup behind.

At the door of the dining hall, she paused and spun, one hand outflung. The silver ring that had belonged



to her grandmother caught the light; logt it.

"Please, mdam," she sad breathlesdy. "What came of him?"
Birin glanced up with afrown. "Of whom?"

"My—my father."

"Child, however should | know what came of him?| last saw him twenty-seven years ago, when we
sgned the completion of contract.”

"Oh." Her shoulders drooped inside the cocoon of her shirt. "Of course. Good evening, maiam.”

"Good evening, Adlliana," Ran Eld cdled dulcetly, but the doorway was empty.

* ok ok

"Hedid what?' Var Mon stared at his chaleket in patent disbelief. "Have you gone mad?'

"No, but my Lord che'Maradoubtless has!" Lyn Den crowed. He flung himsdlf into his challeket'sarms
and kissed his cheek. "Come and rgjoice, darling, | needn't join the Terran mercenaries, after dl!™

"Asif they'd have you," Var Mon retorted grumpily, "or asif youd liveaday in battle, if they did. And
the office of informing your father doubtlessfalling to mysdlf. Lyn Den, areyou certainit wasVin Sin
chd'Mara?'

"Am| likely to forget hisface?' the other asked, spinning about in sheer exuberance. "Hello, Rema.”

"Lyn Den." Sheinclined her head and cameto stand a Var Mon's Side, her face serious. "How do you
goon?'

"Délightfully. Delirioudy. | have had the best fortune imaginable, could | but convincethisbrute of a
chaleket that my mind isfirm.”

"Or asfirm asever it hasbeen,” Var Mon muttered. Rema smiled, briefly.
"What's come about? Has your father redeemed your debt?"

"Better—adozen times better! Vin Sin che'Marahimsdf met me after my early class—only imagine His
Lordship cooling hishedlsin auniversity halway! He met me, | say, and returned my entireloss, with a
paper sating | owed him nothing in the future; that anything | might have cometo owe himinthepastis
forgiven. Here—" He pulled amuch-folded piece of vellum from hisdeeve—"read it for yourself."

Var Mon snatched the paper free and unfolded it. Rema put her head againgt his and together they
scanned the brief document.

"Hissgnature, certain enough,” she murmured, fingering the drop of orange wax and pendant silver
ribbon. "Sealed up proper asyou please.”

"Wel." Var Mon refolded the page and thrust it back to his foster-brother, setting his face into amost
un-Var Mon-like frown.

"| judge you've encountered an unreasonable bit of good luck. One only hopesthat the fright you've had
will be sufficient to keep you out of gaming-houses for the rest of your days."

"Oh, indeed. | intend to live retired and entertain but rarely, and that at home.”



"Laugh, do," Var Mon said, severely. "Remaand | are atwelve-day away from our solo examinations.
Have the grace to grant me ease of mind where you are concerned. Or must | leave Academy and

appoint myself your keeper?'

"There, old thing, don't take on!" Once more, Lyn Den flung into Var Mon'sarms. He lay his cheek
againg the leather-clad shoulder. "I'll be good, darling, never fear it. Truly, I'velearnt my lesson—if |
never see adeck of cardsagain it will be some daystoo soon for my taste!”

"Well." Var Mon alowed himself atender smile as he set his chaleket back. "Mind you stay wary. You'd
best get on, now. We're bound for piloting practice—and you have your afternoon classesto consider.”

"Mongter." Lyn Den grinned, sobered. "Shal | see you again, before you leave for your solo?

"Of course,” Var Mon said. "Y ou know | daren't leave planet without making my bow to my mother your
aunt.”

"True enough,” Lyn Den laughed and swept abow. "Filots. Good lifting.”

"Take care, Lyn Den," Remacaled, as he ran lightly down the Academy's front ramp. She glanced aside
and met Var Mon's puzzled eyes.

"A peculiar course for His Lordship to plot,” she commented.

Var Mon sghed. "Do you know, | was only just now thinking that exact thought.”

CHAPTER TEN

There shall be four levels of pilot acknowledged by the Guild. The base level, or Third Class, shall
be qualified for work within system and orbit, operating ships not above Class B.

Mid-level, or Second Class, shall be qualified to lift any ship to Class AA within system and orbit.

A pilot holding a First Class license shall be competent in accomplishing the Jump into and out of
hyper space.

Master Pilot isone able to performall aspects of piloting with excellence. This grade may
undertake to train and test any of the lower three levels.

For the purposes of these by-laws, Scout-trained pilots shall be understood to hold a license equal
to Master Pilot.

—Excer pted from the By-laws of the Pilots Guild

Thetesting chamber was familiar, even comforting. In just such acubicle had she taken her university
placement tests, winning afull mathematics scholarship to the University of Liad.

Even the problemsthat flashed so quickly across the screen were comforting. There were no mysteries
here; no danger. No doubt.

Adlianasfingersflew acrossthe keyboard, structuring and restructuring the piloting equations as
required. She hesitated when the focus of testing shifted from practical application to law and regulation,
blinked, shifted thought-mode and went on, speed building toward a crescendo.

The screen went blank. A chime sounded, startling in the sudden absence of key-clicks.



"Part One of your examination is completed,” amechanica voice announced from the generd area of the
cubicles calling. "Please await your examiner with the results.”

Adliana sat back in the squesky chair, hands folded sternly in her 1ap, head dightly bent, eyeson the
quiet keys.

Shefdt no anxiety regarding thisinitial phase of testing. The piloting problems had been quite ordinary,
amogt bland. The abrupt change from math systemsto regulatory language had startled her, but the
questions themselves had been entirely straightforward.

She was less sanguine regarding her ability to perform satisfactorily at alive board. It was true that she
had lifted and landed a Jump-ship. It was equaly true that she had done so exactly thrice, each time
monitored closaly by Scout Lieutenant Lys Fidin, one of her most brilliant—and outrageous— students.

Within the shelter of her hair, Adlianasmiled. Lys had taken advanced training, gaining for hersdf the
ultimate prize. When sheleft Liad it had been as a Firgt-In, among the best the Scouts possessed, trained
to go doneinto uncharted space, to makeinitial contact with unknown cultures, to map unexplored
worlds and star systems.

It had been Lys who attempted to convince her teacher to "go for Scout”, and would hear nothing like
'n0' when it cameto Adlianaslifting alive ship.

"Theory'sdl very well," the Scout ingsted. "But, damn it, Adlli, you can't teach pilots surviva math
without ever having aship in your handdl™

Lyswon that effort, and lift aship Adlianadid.

The next campaign had been for Adlianas enlissment in apiloting course, which cameto adraw: Ran Eld
would certainly have denied such an expenditure from his sster's wages and might well have felt moved
to make aretaiatory striketo remind her of hisauthority.

So, Adlianaaudited Primary Piloting at Chonsdlta Tech, read the manuals from basic to expert, worked
with the sm-boardsin the piloting lab—and with that Lys had to be satisfied.

"Scholar Caylon." The door to the cubicle did back with arush, reveding Examination Officer Jarl. He
bowed.

"| am pleased to report that you have flawlesdy completed theinitid testing. If you will accompany meto
the smulation room, you may commence the second segment of the examination.”

Once again scene and task were familiar, clear and comforting. Indeed, Adlianafound the sm duggish,
less sprightly than the board she still worked from timeto timein the piloting l&b.

The dow response threw her off-balance during the systems check and clearance operations. By thetime
it became necessary to engage the gyros and lift, she had largely adjusted to the dower pace, though the
duggard navcomp irritated. In the end, she smply ran the equations herself, feeding the numbersinto the
board and executing required maneuvers without bothering to wait for the comp'stardy verification.

She attained the prescribed orbit and, as before, the screen went abruptly blank. A chime sounded, the
webbing retracted and the hood lifted. Aelliana stepped out into the larger room.

Examination Officer Jarl, who had been monitoring her progressin the master-asm, cleared histhroat.

"Very quick—ah—Scholar. | note you were routinely ahead of the navcomp.”



"The comp wasdow," Adlianasaid, hanging her head. "It was much more efficient to smply do the
cdculations myself and feed them in manuadly." She paused, gnawing her lip. "Shdl | be pendized, sir?!

"Eh?' He coughed. "Oh, no. No, | don't believe so, Scholar. Though I must remind you that Port regs
ingst aship's navcomp be engaged and online during lift and orbiting.”

"Yes, gr," Adlianawhispered. "l will remember.”

"Good," he said, rising and rubbing his hands together. He looked at her askance, asif she had suddenly
grown a second head, then made his bow.

"Asbefore, Scholar, aflawless—if dightly irregular—performance. | believeitistimefor you and | to
walk out to thefield and see what you might make of the test-ship.”

"Yes," Adlianasaid and followed him out of the sm-room, head down and stomach churning.

Adlianainitiated the system checks and webbed into the pilot's chair, nervoudy double-checking the
cdibrationsin her head. She brought the navcomp online and ran atest sequence, comparing the
computer's results against her own.

Satisfied to six decimad places, and relieved to find this board more lightsome than the Sm, she glanced
over to the examination officer, who was webbed into the co-pilot's station.

"I am here as an observer, Scholar,” he said, folding his hands deliberately onto hisknee. "If difficulties
ensue, or if it becomes obviousthat ship's control isnot firm, | shall override your board. If that should
occur, it will be understood that you have failed the third phase of testing and may retest in twelve days.
In the meanwhile, | am barred from answering any questions you may ask, or from offering any aid save
override and return to berth. Isthisclear?”

"Sr,itis"

"Good. Then | will tell you that | expect to arrive in Protocol Orbit Thirteen within the next loca hour.
Once gtable orbit has been achieved, you will receiveingtruction for return to planet surface. You are
cleared to proceed.”

Adlianatook a deep breath, shook her hair back and opened aline to Chonselta Tower.

Stable P-13 orbit was achieved in just under oneloca hour. Thelift waswithout incident. Aellianapaid
scrupulous attention to her navcomp and charted a course remarkable for its dignity.

It must be said that severa times during this stately and undemanding progress Adllianafound hersalf
computing quicker, less grandmotherly approaches. Once, indeed, her hand crept severd finger-lengths
inthe direction of the communicationstoggle, while her mind was busy formulating the change of course
shewould file with the Tower.

She pulled back with a gasp and continued the course asfiled.

"Protocol Orbit Thirteen achieved, Magter Rilot," she murmured, tapping in the last sequence and relaxing
againg the webbing. "L ocked and stable."

"So | see Examination Officer Jarl spun his chair to face her. ™Y ou disappoint me, Scholar. After such a
run at the smulation, | had expected alift like no other.”

She swallowed, forcing hersdf to meet hiseyes. "Thisnavcomp ismore able, Sir.”



"That would account for it, naturaly,” he said with a certain dryness. He glanced at his board, then sent a
sharp gazeinto her face. "Tdl me, Scholar, how much time could have been saved, had you filed that
change of course midHift?"

"l—As much asfive-point-five minutes, sir. Perhaps six, depending upon precise orientation with regard
to orbit approach.”

"l see" hesaid again. "Y et you chose to continue the coursefirgt filed, despite Sgnificant time variation. |
wonder why."

Adlianainclined her head. "The safety factor was dightly higher," she murmured, "aswel asthe chance
of absolute success. It is—important—that | gain my license, Sir. | dared risk nothing that might endanger
apogtive outcome.”

"Dared not put your license on the line, eh? Forgive me, Scholar, but thisis not promising news. Surely
you know that apilot's first concern isfor passengers and for ship. If he loses hislicense preserving
ether, that isregrettable, but necessary.”

Adlianahit her lip, fedling sweat between her breasts, where The Luck's keys hung. Surdly—surdly he
would not fail her because she had chosen aless-chancy approach. The regulations—

"| shall give you an opportunity to redeem yourself, Scholar, and to show me your mettle.”
She caught her breath, hardly believing she heard the words.

nGr?

Heinclined hisheed, lips curved dightly upward.

"I wish you to return usto our origind location. | expect you to have your lift time—or better.”

It was frightening, exhilarating. It demanded every bit of her attention, so that she forgot to swest or
worry or take precious seconds to ca culate some dternate, less rambunctious descent.

She abandoned the navcomp early on, letting it babble gently to itself while she ran and modified the
necessary equations and plugged them into the board.

Locd traffic presented no difficulty, though she caught an edge of chatter from adow-moving barge: At
least one pilot thought she was pushing the luck. She forgot it as soon as she heard it.

Numbersflickered, equations balanced, dtered, formed and rebaanced; Aelliana dropped the test-ship
through eleven protocols, skimmed dong the twelfth and fell like a stone into atmosphere.

Lys had taught her to extend the wings and wait on the jets. It was a Scout trick, designed to conserve
fud in circumstances where fuel might very well be scarce.

"Hy her aslong asyou can," the Scout had told her. Y ou don't have to kick in those retros until you can
seethe street whereyou live."

Fying was somewhat more difficult than merelifting or jet-aided descent. FHlying meant manud defest of
local wesather conditions. Loca weather conditions had been milk-mild on Adlianas three previous
ventures,

They were not so today.



The ship bucked and twisted, nose going down despite her efforts at stabilization. Scan reported
preci pitation, turbulent winds. Maincomp reported hazard.

Adlianahit thejets.

One short blast, as Lyswould have done it—just enough to get the nose up and cam the bucking. They
flew smoothly for aminute, two.

Adlianahit thejetsagain.
And again.

And one moretime, as she took up the gpproach to the Guild's field. Thistime she kept them on, letting
them eat the remaining velocity, until the ship hesitated and touched down, light as amote of dust, on the
designated pad.

Thejetskilled themsalves. Adlianadrew in the wings, ran the mandated systems check, reported her
safe condition to Tower and began the shutdown. Beside her, Examination Officer Jarl was slent.

Check completed, Adliana shut down the board, retracted the webbing and spun her chair, lifting her
head and mesting the man's eyes.

"Arrived, gr. | bdievethetimeis somewhat less than haf the ascent time."

"Yes" He closed his eyes, sighed deeply, opened his eyes and retracted the webbing. "I apprehend you
have trained with a Scout." He stood and looked down at her, hisface damp with swest.

"Such an gpproach isvery effective—and entirely acceptable, should you be carrying Scouts
or—inanimate cargo. For your generd run of passenger, however, you will wish to go more gently.”

Adlianainclined her head. "Y es, Magter Pilot."

Once again, he closed his eyes and sighed, somewhat less deeply. Apparently recovered by thisexercise,
he bowed asto afellow Guild-member.

"If you will accompany meto theregistry office, Pilot, | shall be pleased to issue aprovisona second
dasslicensein your name.”

Adlianagtared at him, gulped air and managed to stand on legs suddenly gone to rubber. She returned
the bow, augmenting it with a hand-gesture conveying gratitude to the instructor.

"Yes, well." He cleared histhroat. ™Y ou are required to complete certain hours of flight-time in order to
gain regular gatus. Hight-time requirements must be met within ardummaof this date and certified by a
master pilot. | note you are acquainted with Jon deaCort. He or any of his crew are qualified—I would
say, peculiarly quaified—to assst you and in providing any further training you may wish to undertake.”

Aédlianabowed her head. "Y es, Master Filot. Thank you, Sir.”

"| believe there are no thanks due, Filot. Y ou have earned this prize with your own hands. Follow me, if
you please.”

Shivering with reaction, heart pounding in terror—or jubilation—Aé lianafollowed.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

| have today received Korval's Ring from the hand of Petrella, Thodelm yos Galan, who had it
from the hand ofKorval Herself as she lay dying.

My first duty as Korval must be Balance with those who have deprived the clan of Chi yos
'Phelium, beloved parent and delm; aswell as Sae Zar yos 'Galon, gentle cousin, a 'thodelm,
master trader. Thereis also Petrella yosGalan, who | fear has taken her death-wound.

Sae Zar fell defending his delm. All honor to him.

Chi yos'Phelium died of a second treachery and in dying gave nourishment to her sister, my aunt,
who alone of the three was able to win back to home.

The name of the world which has fashioned these losses for Korval is Ganjir, RP-7026-541-773,
Tipra Sector, First Quadrant.

This shall be Korval's Balance: As of this hour, the ships of Korval and of Korval's allies do not
stop at Ganjir. Korval goods do not go there; Korval cantra finds no investment there. And these
conditions shall remain in force, though Ganjir starves for want of us.

...I note that my mother is still dead.

—Daav yos Phelium Eighty-Fifth Dem of Korval
Entry inthe Delm'sDiary for Finyal Eighthday in the
Firs Relummaof the Year Named Saro

Daav finger-tightened the last screw, reached over and swung the powertorque into position.

The repair had been tedious, badly located and generdly ill-wished. His back ached from bending, his
wrigstingled from the torque's vibration, hisleft leg had gone numb some minutes ago and sensation was
now returning in aflood tide of needles.

He digned the torque with thefirst screw, steadied it with hisleft hand and hit the go-stud with hisright.
Vibration rattled his hands, screamed through his head. He welcomed these minor pains as he had
welcomed the others.

He hit the second, third and fourth screws, killed the power and alowed the torque rise to the height of
itstether. Cautioudy, he straightened.

Abused back muscles sued urgently for their guild rep. Daav raised his arms shoulder-high, then over his
head, stretching high on histoes, pulling his entire body taui.

At the height of the stretch, muscles quivering and tense, he closed his eyes and ran amental sequence
he'd been taught as a Scout cadet. Colors whirled before his mind's eye, there was an abrupt click, loud
intheinner ears. Daav brought his arms down to shoulder-height, then the rest of the way, tension and
minor achesreceding in awave of ddiciouswarmth.

By thetime he had settled flat on hisfeet, hefdlt asif held had, if not quite an entire night'sdeep, avery
Subgtantia nap.

"Wadl," he said to himsdlf, or possibly to Petch, Binjdi's resdent cat, who had watched the repair from
atop thetool cart. "That would seem to bethat.”

Patch yawned.



"Yes, very good. Denigrate my efforts. It won't do for meto go above mysdf. | do remind you, however,
that | am merdly casua Iabor, which must account for my clumsiness and ill-use of time. | make no doubt
that Master deaCort—or, indeed, yoursel fl—would have managed the thing in high style and haf the
time. Perhaps someday very soon now | shal be privileged to see Master deaCort work."

That he had not lately been so privileged was not Jon's fault, but Daav's, as he would have been first to
admit. Indeed, after pleading so urgently for accessto Binjdi's particular grace, he found the necessities
of Clan Korval conspired to keep him away for four days together. He had returned only this morning, to
be greeted with precious off-handedness by Jon, who had set him to the repair of the back-up jitney.

An hour or so later, Jon caled that he was going over to Apd'sfor aglass, which Daav knew to be an
undertaking of some hours. Trillawas due in the afternoon, Clonak, Syri, Al Bred and perhaps afew
otherswould appear when they were seen. If trouble arose which Daav couldn't handle, Jon desired to
be cdlled from hiswine so that he might marve at it.

Now, the repair at last done, there was no sign of Trilla, Clonak or the other possibles. Daav moved
Patch from the cart to his shoulder and stowed the tools. The cat arranged himsdlf, stole-like, about the
man's shoulders and stuck his noseinto avulnerable ear, purring.

"l supposeit's nothing to you that your noseis cold and damp? 1 thought not. Contriveto leave my hair
rooted to my head, if you please. And if | detect so much as a paw-flick toward that earring, you, my fine
§r, are mouse mest.”

Tools neatly hung avay, Daav closed the cart and moved slently toward the front of the garage, stripping
off hiswork gloves ashewalked. The sight of his naked hands gave him amomentary shock, and he
lifted afinger to touch the chain about his neck. Korva's Ring hung, secret and safe, hidden below the
lacing of hisshirt.

"Do you know," he said to the cat riding his shoulders, "1 believe | shdl seeif | can repair the tea-maker.
It'smy belief Jon has recalibrated the brewing sensor in order to save money on lesf.”

Patch yawned. Thiswasan old line of chat, after al. Dozens of Scout fingers had been inside the
tearmaker over the years, seeking to correct itstragic fault—dl, thusfar, invain.

"l might just buy anew unit," Daav mused, rounding the ladder that led to the catwalk. "And ingtall it one
day while he's out courting Mistress Apd.”

That idea appealed. Daav ducked under aguy-rope and came out into the minor open space of the
crew'slounge. Sitting before the tea-maker on the scarred counter—indeed, entirely concedling that
rather bulky object—was abox. Attached to the box was a paper, 'scribed in garish orange ink. Daav
plucked the paper free.

"Leave my tegpot adone, you n." Jon deaCort's perpendicular hand was unmistakable. "When
you've done with that minor five-minute repair job up-bay, lift thisto Outyard Eight. Gat expects ddivery
before Solcintramidnight.”

Daav grinned. "Horrid old man," he said affectionately, reaching up to rub Patch's ear. The purring
intensified, setting up avery pleasant vibration across his shoulders.

"So, my friend, shal you watch the shop until Trillaarrives? Or shdl we go back to the office and see
what sense can be made from the roster-sheet? There's a—" Patch shifted abruptly on his shoulder,
claws skritching acrossthe leather vest.



Daav turned as the crew door cycled, admitting awedge of midmorning sun and abulky, hesitant
shadow.

The shadow came two steps into the garage, walking with something near Scout silence, then paused,
head moving from side to side while the door cycled closed behind.

Patch twisted to hisfeet and jumped from Daav's shoulder, landing noisily aop one of the ancient stools.

"Hello?" The voice was strong and even, an odd partner for that uncertain manner. She came forward,
soft-footed on the hard floor.

"Master—oh." A tenging of her entire body, asif for ablow, and ajerky inclination of the head. "|—beg
your pardon,” she ssammered in Adult-to-Adult. "1 was—Is Master deaCort about?*

"Not just at the moment,” Daav said, deliberately relaxing his muscles and letting his mouth curl dightly
upward. "May | assst you? | am Daav—one of the crew here, you see.” He used his chin to point &t the
black-and-white cat now perched, erect and dignified, atop astool cushioned in dull green leather.

"Patch will vouch for me"

Sheturned her head, furtively, asif expecting areprimand, and drifted forward another few steps,
pausing with her hip againgt the farthest of the disordered semi-circle of stoals.

"Petch?"

"Half-owner and resdent cat," Daav returned, pitching his voice for foolery. "We've been known to each
other any time these eight years. Hisword is quite as good as Jon's.”

She turned back, head lifting sharply, giving him sight of atense, fine-featured face dominated by apair of
shadowed green eyes.

"Y ou—are—a Scout."

"Retired, alas" hereplied, hoping serious gentleness might fare better than comraddy joking. "Isthere
someway inwhich | might serveyou?'

"I had come," she began, and then cut off with agasp, not recoiling so much asfreezing in place, head
bent to stare—

At Patch, who was twisting thisway and that, stropping himself against her hip and purring outrageoudy.
"Wha—" Her voice died asif breath had failed her. Daav stepped gently forward.

"He wants his chin rubbed, spoiled creature. Likethis." He reached down, carefully unthreatening, and
demondtrated. The purring reached an darming levd.

"|—see." She extended a thin hand adorned by an antique puzzle-ring and used two tentative fingerson
the black-splotched chin.

"A bit moreforcefully,” Daav coached gently. "It'sahedonig, | fear.”

Once again, that quick lift of the head and startled flash of eyes. Then her attention was back on the cat,
her face hidden by arippling fal of tawny hair.

Daav made himsalf restful, as Rockflower had |abored to teach him, cleared hismind of judging thoughts



and dlowed the woman before him to ducidate hersdlf.

Observed thus, she was not bulky, but desperately thin, disguised and armored in layers of overlarge
clothing. Likewise, the ferd tension and the quiet, uncertain movements were two wedges of the same
shield, meant to hold the world away.

Look away, her tense shoulders seem to say. Look at anyone—at anything—else, but at me.
She was misused, whoever she was—a person urgently in need of the benediction of friendship.

One of Jon's stray kittens, Daav thought, but the notion sat not entirely balanced. He watched her
fingers on the cat, more certain now, having moved from chin to ear in response to Patch's explicit
direction.

Comrades she might need, and someone to ensure she wasfed, yet hefelt shewas not entirely astray.
About the rigid shoulders sat amantle of purpose and from beneath the imperfect, ill-confining armor
roiled such a potent brew of energy that Daav shivered.

The woman'sthin body registered his movement, countered it with an abrupt cessation of her own
motion. He received the impression that green eyes had read his face through the curtain of her hair.

"I had come," she said, and the burr of a Chonselta accent tickled hisear, "to find if my ship wasready to
lift. Master dealCort had said—perhapsit might be—today. Depending upon the crew.”

"Ah. | am ableto assst you, then. If you will wak with meto the office, we may check theroster.”

" am grateful," she said formally, and kept awary step behind him down to Jon's office at the back of the
bay, Patch walking, high-tailed, a her Sde.

Daav tipped the screen up and tapped the on-switch.

"May | know the name of your ship?' he murmured as she came forward, stopping with the solid mass of
the desk between them. Patch jumped nimbly to the cluttered surface and leaned companionably against
her sde.

"Ride the Luck."

Inthe act of caling up the roster, he froze, and shot aglance at her shrouded face. Daav knew Vin Sin
che'Mara, aswell asmutua didike alowed, and knew somewhat of His Lordship's habits. He cleared
histhroat.

"Madam..."

"Itisnot complete” sheinterrupted, shoulders sagging within her large, shabby shirt. "I had hoped—Dbut
of coursethere was agreat ded of work to be done. Might—might the roster indicate, sir, when she will
be ready to lift?"

"Well," Daav murmured, "let us see." Hetapped in the required information, then stood, blinking like an
idiot, reading the name on the work order, over and over.

"Up to spec and ready tolift," he said after amoment, eyes yet stuck to the screen. A moment more and
he managed to move, trandferring his stare to the person before him.

"Forgiveme. Y ou are Adliana Caylon?'



Green eyesmet hisamid aslken ripple of hair. "Y es, |I— Of course, you will want identification! | do
beg—" Her head was bent once more. She produced athin metal card from adeeve pocket and held it
out, face averted.

Hetook it, automaticaly, noting the blurry likeness, and the date—two days gone. Provisona Second
Class.

"Thank you," he murmured and gave himsdf asharp menta shake, trying to dlign thistentative individua
with the extraordinary mind that had reconstructed the venTura Piloting Tables, the brilliant scholar who
taught Practicd Mathematics, or, asit was called in Scout Academy, Math for Survival.

"You aretherevisor of the—"

"Of thevenTuraTables," she said breathlesdy, al but snatching her license back from hishand. "I am.
Please do not bow. I—I have explained to Master deaCort."

"Which s certainly enough for both of us," Daav said, grabbing for equilibrium. Hesmiled. "Your shipis
ready and ableto lift. You have, as| see, the skills necessary to the task. Good lift, pilot.”

"|—That is." Shefloundered to ahalt, took ashuddering breath and raised her head to squarely meet his
eyes— "Thefactis, | anin need of flight time. I've never lifted—you understand, I've never actualy
gone anywhere. And the regs—I had thought Master deaCort..."

"l see." Daav tipped his head, consdering. "It happensthereisasmdl errand left me by Jon. If you like
it, I can serve as your second, and you may actualy go somewhere. Outyard Eight to be precise.”

The misty eyestook fire. "I would like that—extremely, gr."
"Then that iswhat we shall do. However, | must ingst upon a condition.”
Wariness cooled thefire, leaching color from her eyes. "Condition?"

"Itisrelatively painless" he said, offering her asmile. "The custom at Binjdi'sisto speak in Comrade. No
one demandsit, it ismerely custom. In no case, however, am | 'sir'. | prefer to be addressed as Daav. If
you find that too intimate, then 'pilot’ is acceptable.” Hetipped his head. "Are you able to mest this
condition?'

Sheinclined her head, very solemn. "'l am—pilot.”

"Good," he said, and shut down Jon's compuiter. "L et us seeif Trillahas come on-shift.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

The delm must be a smuggl er-class pilot—take from yos 'Galan if yos Phelium fails, asit likely
will. I'ma sport, child of a long line of random elements, and Jela—

Young Tor An's folk have been pilots since the first ships lifted beyond atmosphere, back among
the dead Ringstars. yos 'Galan will breed true.

The best pilot the clan possesses must be delm, regardless of bloodline. Thiswill be taken asa clan
law.

The delm's heir must be a pilot—of like class to the delm— and as many others of the clan as
genes and the luck allow.



There must be ships, spaceworthy and ready to fly: Asmany shipsasit is possibleto acquire. Such
a number will necessarily require funds for maintenance—whol e yards devoted to their readiness.
Therefore, Clan Korval must become wealthy as Jela and me only dreamed of wealth.

Serve the contract, aslong asit's in force. The boy don't hold with oath-breaking.
—Excer pted from Cantra yos Phelium's L og Book

"Lifting to OutEight?"' Trillagrinned. "Convey my undying affection to Gat."

"Yes, vary likely," Pilot Daav returned, shrugging into aworn leather jacket.

Adlianalooked at that battered item hungrily. "Pilot's jacket" most would say, because of the cut, and as
if any third-class barge runner might have one. In truth, only those who mastered Jump held the right to
wear apilot's jacket.

Trillalaughed and winked at Adlliana. " Scholar, good day to you. What luck at Chonsdta Guild Hall ?!

"Second class provisond,” she said, pulling her eyes away from Pilot Daav'sjacket, and warily meeting
the other woman's merry glance.

"Everything fulfilled but the flight time! Ge'shada, pilot." Surprisingly, the Outworlder swept abow of
congratulation. When she straightened, her face was somewhat more serious.

"Daav's among the best you can have next to you at board, don't fret yoursdlf there. Very good with
ships—eh, Magter Daav?"

"It humbles meto hear you say it, Master Trilla."

She laughed again, fingers shaping the sign for rogue. " Get your box, then, and haul out. I've work to do.
Wherésthe Master?'

"Apd's”
"Think they'd just set up house—be cheaper, which ought to compel Jon.”

"Yes, but Apd's not such afool,” the man said earnestly. "Besides, | expect shelikes drinkable tea.”
"Much more compelling, | dlow. Heard news of crew?”

"Clonak, perhaps, and Syri. Al Bred thisevening, if a dl. The back-up jitney's on-line.”

"Put you on that, did he?" She grinned and lifted ahand, turning toward the office with Patch a her hedls.
"Goad lift, pilots."

"Thank you," Adlianawhispered, watching the man raise the bulky cargo box easly to his shoulder.

"After you, pilot," he said courteoudy, black eyeslevel and calm. Scout's eyes, that saw everything, gave
back little, and judged nothing.

"Of course," she ssammered, and turned to lead the way to the crew door, fegling him, silent and solid,
behind her.

Outside, he stowed the box in the jitney's boot, straightened and stood |ooking down at her from his
height, head tipped to one side.



"Shdl you drive, or shdl 17"

Adlianaswalowed, trying without successto cam nerves set al ajangle by the last few harrowing days.
The acquidtion of the precious piloting license had not eased her position within Mizd, but rather
increased the necessity for Ran Eld's unquestioning acceptance of her subservience. It had been
necessary to placate her brother not once but severa times, each time bowing lower, until she could taste
carpet dust on her tongue, mixed with the bile of impotent fury.

It had been arisk to stedl away today, she thought with a heart-wrench of panic. In genera her days off
were spent in the tiny office at Chonsdlta Tech. Ran Eld knew that. What if he were to seek her there and
find the door bearing her name locked? He would want to know where she had been—would demand to
know—and what might shetdl him, that would buy his belief, while preserving her limited independence?
She had been mad—she was mad, gods help her. How could she have thought—

"Scholar Caylon." Cam, deep voice, warm sense of abody near—too near!—something, feather-light,
agang her deave—

She gasped, cringing back, shouldersjamming up around her ears. Through her hair, she saw darm cross
thetall Scout'sface, replaced ingtantly with careful neutrality. His hand, for it was his hand, dropped from
her deeve and he stepped back, beyond the boundaries of isolation she had woven for hersdlf.

If he had smply turned and gone, she would certainly have fled to the ferry, and spent thereturn trip to
Chonsdta pleading with a pantheon of uncaring godlings for the grace of undiscovery.

Hedid not leave. He spoke, in Adult-to-Adult mode, very precisely, so the accent of Solcintrarang
sharp against her ear.

"| regret that my presence troubles you, Scholar. Allow meto bring Trilla, so that she may Sit second
board for you."

His presence did trouble her: Tdl, dim and graceful, with his odd, twisty earring and nest, overlong hair,
the black eyes bold in a sharp, compelling face—He troubled her asthe cat had troubled her, and for the
same reason.

The cat—so soft, so comforting. Once she had started to stroke it, she could not stop; thejoy the
creature received from her caresses had awvakened some dangerous namel ess need—

The cat had seen her.
Tdl Daav, with hisbright black eyes, had seen her aswell and knew her to be—redl.
"Scholar?"

"|—" She shook her hair away from her face, forcing hersaf to meet those sightful eyes. "1 beg your
pardon yet again, Sr—pilot. Thelast few days have been—uneasy. It would be best, | think, not to lift
today."

"Hah." His mouth curved dightly—agentle smile— though his eyesremained neutrd. " Sky-nerves, we
had used to call it at Academy,” he said, in Comrade once again. "The best cureisto lift as planned.”

Lift as planned. Adlianafdt the words strike somewhere at the nearly-forgotten core of her.

Shetook a deep, trembling breath and inclined her head.



"That is doubtless excdllent advice," she said evenly and saw something move in the depths of the Scout's
dark eyes. "l will ask that you pilot the jitney, however. It seemsthe surest course for arrival.”

The smile became more pronounced. "I drive with ddight,” he said, and moved 'round the jitney to the
driver'sdot.

Adlianafiled a course on the chalenging side of the equation, scrupulously remembering to bring the
navcomp on-line, and took the opportunity of the quarter-hour wait to tour Ride the Luck.

The refurbished hold was eminently satisfying, though the pilots quarters remained in their previous state
of lavish comfort, lacking only the ceiling mirrors

Adlianalooked about the chamber, feding the dight vibration of the ship's gyros, hearing the hum of the
support system, the muted clamor of Port chatter feeding in over the mandatory open line, and sagged
againg the wall, the room blurring through arush of unaccustomed tears.

Hers.

The fierceness of possession warmed her, terrified her. 1t was dangerous to want something this much.
So many things might go wrong—and the clan...Until the day she cleared Liad orbit, heading for her
Jump-point, she was an asset of Clan Mizedl; her possessions no more her own than the clan's. Mizel
could as easily dispose of Adliana Caylon's ship asit waslegdly able to dispose of Adliana

"Pilot?' Daav's voice came quietly from thewall speaker at her shoulder. "We are cleared to lift in two
minutes”

"Thank you," she said, pushing shakily away from thewall. Sky-nerves..." | amnonmy way."

Thelift to Outyard Eight was dmost—restful. Master pilot that he was, Daav kept a serene second
board. He took communicationsto his side with amurmured, "By your leave, pilot," and offered neither
chatter nor any other assault upon her privacy.

Not so Y ardkeeper Gat.

"What ship?' It was not so much query as demand, loud enough to pierce Adlianas concentration on the
approach path, so she shot aglance full of startlement to her co-pilot.

A wiry golden hand moved to flick the proper toggle. There was aband of lighter gold about the third
finger, Adliananoted, and afaint indentation, asif Filot Daav had |eft off an accustomed ring.

"Ride the Luck," he answered the abrupt query. "Pilot Adlliana Caylon at first board. Daav from Binjdi's
on second. Y ard comp downloaded ship's particulars two-point-four minutes gone, Keeper, and cleared
usfor Bay Thirty-Two."

"l don't care what her nameis or how good she can add! I've got a second class provisona on a
non-standard approach to my Y ard. What does she know about docking? How do | know she won't
holethering?'

Daav grinned, which did unexpectedly pleasant thingsto hisfoxy face. "Ah, the sweet anticipation!" he
sad gaily. "Never fear, gr, dl shal be resolved in avery few minutes. Unless you would rather we smply
j€ettison the cargo and leave?"

"All agood joke, isit?' the Y ardkeeper snarled. "Bay Thirty-Two ready to accept Ride the Luck.
Y ou've got eight minutesto get in, unload that cargo and dump out.”



"Unless, of course, we holethering," Daav murmured politely.
Thein-line hummed empty.

Daav laughed, sending a bright glance toward Adliana. She ducked her head, but did not entirely turn
avay.

"Non-standard approach?’ she asked, voice breathlessin her own ears.

"Dear Gat. He only meansto say that, measured against other first gpproaches to ring-docking by
provisiona second class pilots he has seen in the padt, this one isabit too quick, abit too flaa—very
nearly Scout-like, infact." Hisfingers moved, swift and certain among the instruments. "Two-thirds loca
velocity must be dumped within forty-three seconds, pilot, else we buy abumpy docking and Gat's
disapprobation.”

"Good gods." Adliana spun back to her board.

Seven-point-nine minutes later, Ride the Luck tumbled out of Bay Thirty-Two, oriented, and
commenced descent.

The boards worked sweetly under Daav's fingers, he was agreeably surprised in Ride the Luck, which
seemed to sing with joy around them.

Hewaslikewise surprised in Adliana Caylon, who, for al her skittish, wary ways, knew what to do with
aship in her hands. From power-up to dump-out, there had been not one false move. The minor flutter
of hesitation upon approach he assigned to Gat's account, for breaking the web of her concentration and
recaling her to the chancy world of human interaction.

The course she had chosen to OutEight had been ambitious for asecond class provisond, though well
within her abilities. Daav had severa times noted her pushing the navcomp, asif shefound itsentirely
respectable response time amost too dow to bear. The filed descent was worthy of a Scout and Daav
had no doubt she would execute it with aplomb.

Adliana Caylon, he thought, watching her fragile hands flickering over prime board, might very well be
that rarest of preciousthings. anaturd pilot.

Guild law required amaster pilot engaged in evauating ajunior to judge and implement appropriate
training. Adliana Caylon, in the judgment of Scout pilot/Master Daav yosPhelium, was easly capable of
achieving firg class. It waslikdly that master pilot waswithin her grasp, did she careto leave her own
work for ardlummaor two and devote hersalf to study.

Thus, avariation from the smple meeting of second class flight-time requirements was mandated. Daav
ran an experienced eye over his scans, double-checked the filed approach and addressed the pilot,
pitching hisvoice soft out of care for her concentration.

"I wonder," he murmured, keeping his eyes scrupuloudy on hisboard, "if you might wish to attempt a
dinglanding.”"

"Now?" she asked, voice sharp with surprise.
"You will haveto master the kill, soon or late," he said, dl gentle reason. "Why not begin today?"

"To refile the course, to tie up the Port's emergency ding..."



"The most minor readjustment of course,” Daav soothed, "and no need to discommode Port at all.
Binjdi'shasading."

Heditation. Daav consulted his scans and dared push his point a bit, before time became too short.

"l can call Jon, if you likeit, and seeif we have clearance. We will comein on automatic first time, of
course." He paused. "Unless you have dready trained on ding-shots?!

“No..."
"I'll cal now," Daav sad, flicking the line open.

"Good-noon, Captain darling!" Clonak ter'Meulen'svoicefilled thetiny cabin amoment later. "What
service shal my humble sdlf be delighted to perform for you?"

Daav'slipstwitched. "Where's Jon?'
"Upto hisneck inagyro-fix. Service?'

"Sling-shot, automatics, current coords—" he reeled them off, confident of Clonak's ahilitiesas of his
own. "Hight plan downloaded—now. Cleared?’

"Cleared, oh Captain. Y ou and the pilot can take anap. Until soon."
"Until soon, Clonak." He cut the connection and turned his head to glance a Adlliana Caylon.

Shewaslooking directly a him, green eyeswide, less misty than he recaled, and holding something akin
to— amusement.

"It ssemsading-shot is mandated,” she observed, and there was the barest thread of laughter, too, in the
weave of thefine, strong voice. Daav grinned.

"Y our pardon, pilot. Of al people, you must know what Scouts arel”

"Bent on mischief,” she agreed, astonishingly tranquil, "and decided entirely upon their own course.” She
turned back to her board and her hair shifted to conced her. "I shdl file an amended descent.”

They werewd| into the amended descent when a certain subtle lack called Daav's attention to the upper
left quadrant of his board. Apparently the navcomp's inefficiencies had become too burdensometo
tolerate, for it was shut entirely down. He reached for the reset.

"That'swrong," Adliana Caylon told him sharply.
"Wrong?'

"Off by two places." Her fingerswere flying over the board, aswell they should, he thought abruptly, with
her running such a course on manua. He punched navcomp up.

Wrong, indeed, and off by nearly three places. Swearing silently, he caled for the back-up. It came
on-line with asuspicious stutter, accepted its office—and failed.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

In the absence of clan, a partner, comrade or co-pilot may be permitted the burdens and joys of
kin-duty. In the presence of kin, duty to partner, comrade or co-pilot must stand an honorable



second.

—~From the Liaden Code of Proper Conduct

"Comp Two down," Daav said, eyesraking the scans.

It was too late by several minutes to change course now.

"We're committed to the ding. I'll call Jon and file the change. Begin sending your numbersto mefor
veification."

"Yes," shesad, never looking away from her board. Daav hit the comm.

"Navcomp suspect,” hetold Clonak a heartbest later, "back-up's dead.”

"How lovely for you, darling.”

Daav grinned. "Pilot Caylon will be bringing her to the ding on manud .”

A short pause, then acheery, "Right-o!" in what Clonak fondly considered an Aus accent.
"Ride the Luck out."

"Tata"

Daav dapped theline off, dumped his holding bank and legpt into ariver of numbers.

Ordered and swift, the equations flowed, through his bank, into the board and out, a continuous perfect
stream of checkpoint and balance. He forgot about the navcomp, which should have been tested and
cleared as standard procedure. He forgot the oddities of the woman beside him. Heforgot Delm Korval.

There were the equations flowing to him, cold and pure, to be verified and fed in. There were the scans.
There was the sense of the ship around him. There was the background chatter along the open line.

"When you fed theding lock," he said, hardly hearing his own voice through thewall of his concentration,
"you will cut the gyros. Immediatdy.”

The smal portion of his mind not urgently concerned with equations, scan and ship expected an outcry,
for to cut the gyroswasto beimmediatdly and irrefutably within the talons of gravity. Cutting the gyros
meant the ship would fall ...

"Yes," sad Adliana Caylon and said no more.

He picked up the next sequence, noting that it was the setup—the find equation. He scrutinized, verified
and locked it, leaning back dightly in the web of safety stiraps.

"Twelve seconds. Mind the ding-lock, pilot..."

It came, adistinct sensation of ship's progress hated, of plate metal and blast glass grasped tightly in the
jawsof aninconceivable monger...

Adlianacut the gyros.

The stomach twisted, the inner ear protested, the heart clutched asfor an instant it seemed that the
mongter's jaw had dackened, and the ship diding freeto—



"Caught," Daav announced quietly. "And retained. A difficult task, executed well. Geshada, pilot.”

"No need for congratulation,” she said. ™Y ou were correct, after al. | shal need thisskill." Shethrew him
aglance, eyeshrilliantly green in apae golden face. "What is the procedure for clearing the ding?’

"Jon sends aworkhorse and hauls the ship to its berthing— heading out now, your two-screen.”
"l see. And the pilots?"

"Inthis case, | believe the pilots should make haste to Master dealCort. The luck wasin it, you caught
that error intime."

Once again, that brilliant green glance. "I know regs demand the navcomp be running—nbut | find it
distracting. Doubtlessit ismy inexperience and | do expect to learn better, 's—" She paused, lips
tightening. "1 cannot help but keep checking the equations, and when it started giving me bad numbers..."

"It was even more digtracting,” Daav concluded amiably. "Perfectly understandable. Point of information:
Norma procedure in such circumstance includes engaging the secondary comp.”

Shelooked abashed, the brilliancy of her eyesdimming afraction. "l had no notion there was a back-up
navcomp, Sr.”

"Daav. Ships of thisclass carry aprimary havcomp and one back-up as standard. Most pilotswill ingtall
a second back-up. Some prefer more. It iswise to check before dropping to manud, especidly if you
arerunning solo.”

She bowed her head. "'l will remember.”

"Good," he said and retracted the webbing. "L essons being done for the moment, | suggest we wait upon

"A beautiful landing!" Jon dealCort announced, raising alarge, heavy-looking teamug. "Not at dl like
some |'ve seen, where the ship comes in upside down and backward, eh, Daav?"

Clonak, the pudgy Scout with hair on hisface—"A mustache,” Filot Daav had murmured in Adlianas
ear, a her initid sart of surprise—laughed adoud and made an ironic, seated bow. "Y ou shdl never
outliveit, Captain.”

"So it seems,” Pilot Daav returned placidly and looked back to Master deaCort. "What about that
navcomp, Jon?'

The older man took ahearty swig from hismug. "1'd say replaceit.”

"Replace—Oh. Oh, no." Adlianadid off the stool Jon had insisted she take and stood, hands knotted
before her. "Nav-comps are—Master deaCort, Ride the Luck isnot awedthy ship. | intend to work
her, but until work can be found, expenses must be held to aminimum. Y ou have been very
helpful—indeed, generous, in the refitting, but I—" She sumbled to ahdt.

A pair of humorous amber eyes considered her. "Spit it out, math teacher. We're al comrades here.”
She drew in abreath, trembling as she met that gaze. "' cannot afford to replace the navcomp.”
"Well." Master dedCort took counsd of the ceiling.

"Regsare pretty clear," he said eventudly. "Navcomp's got to be online while the ship isin use within



Port-controlled space. Unless you can afford fines and temporary suspension easier than areplacement
comp?'

"lIt—it needn't be off-line for an ingtant!" Adlliana cried, the plan taking shape even as she spoke. She
leaned forward, cold hands twisted into a cramped knot, eyes on Jon dea-Cort's face.

"I'll engage the navcomp, gir, | swear it! 1t will be—I can learn to ignore it, use override and merely run
manual, as| did today. Then, when there has been sufficient work—" Something moved in the man'sface
and she stopped, gulping.

Clonak broke the smal slence, voice hushed.
"Daav, I'minlove”
"What, again?'

The sound of hiscalm, deep voice recalled her to a sense of duty left undone and she spun, not quite
meseting hiseyes.

"l am remiss. Y ou did very well, pilot, to keep the pace. | am—I am grateful for your assistance and the
gift of your expertise”

Trilla, seated beside Clonak, gave a shout of laughter. Jon grinned. Clonak popped off his stool and
bowed full honor.

"We shal makeapilot of you yet, oh Captain!”

Adlianagasped in dismay. She had not meant to hold him up to ridicule before his comrades, but to
thank him sincerdly for hisaid. Shefelt her cheeks hest.

"No, |—"
But Daav was dready making an answering bow toward Clonak.

It was a pure marvel, thisbow, swept asif the work |leathers were the most costly of High House evening
dress. Onelong arm curved aside and up, holding the imaginary cloak gracefully away asthe deek dark
head brushed one elegant, out-thrust leg.

"Y ou do me too much honor."

"Wadll, that's certainly likely," Jon declared, and shot a glance aside. "Clonak, Sit down or go away. In
either case, be quiet. Daav, descend from the high branches, if you please. Math teacher, pay attention.”

She turned to face him, hands clasped tightly before her.
"Yes gr," shesad humbly.
"Huh." He glanced to the celling once more, then back, eyes and face serious.

"Nobody here saysyou can't run the board by hand forever without a mistake. But there's nobody here
who hasn't at least once made a mistake, and been glad there was a double-check to save 'em. Were
measter class, each one of us." He used his chin to point: Trilla, Clonak, Daav, and tapped himsdf on the
chest with abroad forefinger.

"Madgter class. The ship don't fly us, which isthe case with the chel'Mara. Wefly the ship. But blood and



bone getstired, math teacher—even Scouts have to deep. Say you were hurt and needed timein the
‘doc—do you leave the ship to a glitched comp, or do you sit that board and hope you don't pass out?"

Shelicked her lips. "Surdy, in Solcintra. Inlocal space—"

"The luck is everywhere—for good or for ill—and it's best not to spit initsface." Jon leaned forward on
his stool, one arm across a powerful thigh.

"We're not talking regs, child. We al agree the regs are expendable—given sufficient cause. What we're
talking iscommon sense. Surviva. Y ou understand surviva.”

"Yes," shewhispered and swallowed hard in atight throat. "Master deaCort, | cannot afford a
replacement navcomp. | cannot afford to be grounded. Ride the Luck isaworking ship and | intend that
we—that we earn our way."

"That being the case," Daav said from behind her, "commission Binjai Repair Shop to replace the
navcomp and drop in two back-ups. Jon holds the note and you pay as work becomes profit.”

Jon looked at her serioudly. "That's sound advice, math teacher.”

"Daav has very sound judgment,” Clonak chimed in, irrepressble as Var Mon, "though | grant you
wouldn't think so, to look a him."

"|—I can't ask—hold a note for areplacement—for three replacements? Master—"

"No choicein the matter,” Trillasaid in her blunt, Out-world way. "Need aworking comp to lift. Need
work to finance the comp.” She grinned. ™Y ou might take aloan agains the ship, of—"

"No!"

"Huh." Jon again. " Sounds settled to me. I'll hold the note for my cogt, pluslabor. Y ou'll pay measable.
Inthe meantime, if | have something to lift, you takeit at your cost and welll cal that the interest.
Agreed?’

Therewas, as Trillasaid, no choice. Still, Adlianastruggled with necessity amoment longer. A debt of
such magnitude would surdly increase the time she must stay upon Liad, thusincreasing the chance of
discovery. And yet, it was required that the ship be able, if work wasto be gained.

Sheinclined her head, vowing to pay this debt as quickly as she might.
"Agreed, Master deaCort."

"Good enough. When's your shift end, Daav?"

"Midnight."

"Glutton. Take Clonak and go pull that comp. I'll find the replacements.” He amiled at Adliana. "Well
have you up to spec by tomorrow mid-day, math teacher. I'll leave acomplete accounting in your ship's
in-bank."

"Thank you," she said, feding tears prick her eyes. She ducked her head. "I am grateful.”
Jon did off hisstool and stretched. " Same aswe'd do for any of our own—no gratitude demanded.”

"Clonak, old friend, your skillsarein demand!" Daav had atool belt over one shoulder and was holding



out another.

"And | with athought to dinner,” the pudgy Scout sighed. He turned as he passed Adllianaand
performed an absurdly ornate bow.

"For you, goddess, | forgo even food!"
"Nor liketo sarve of it," Daav commented.
"Crud, Captain.”

"Merely honest. Come dong, dear.” Black eyesfound hers, though she made an effort to avoid the
glance.

"RFilot Caylon, it was ararelift. | hopeto Sit second for you again.”
"Thank you," she sammered and felt she should say more. But Daav was gone.

"Naucomp pulled, sealed and dispatched to the Port Master via Pilot ter'Meulen, who swears he'sfor a
sup and aglass, lest he die of Sarvation.”

"Well enough,” Jon alowed, pouring the dregs from the pot to his mug. He glanced over his shoulder at
the dender man perched on the green stool, Patch gitting tall on hisknee.

ll%ry?l
"Thank you, no."

"Not stale enough for you?" Jon speared an iced doughring for himself and carried teaand snack over to
his accustomed stool .

"Too dtde, das. My chaleket inssts upon fresh pastries for histable, and you see how his decadence
affectsme.”

Jon snorted and had a bite, followed by aswallow of tea.
"I wonder," Daav said pengvely, rubbing the cat's ears. "Who certified that navcomp at refitting?”

"Checked it mysdlf," Jon said, somewhat indistinctly. " Sang sweet and true." He paused for more tea, and
pointed afinger.

"Occur to you to wonder how it isthe chel'Mara, who never piloted anything other than agroundcar on
manud in al hislife, isn't splattered from here to the inland seq, running automatic with an insane
navcomp?'

"It did." Daav sghed. "l spent an hour looking for ameddle, but if it wasthere, it was very cleverly
tucked away."

"Don't have to be there now," Jon pointed out. "I checked the log—suspicious old man that | am—and
you looking to become another such, if | may say s0." He finished off the doughring in two bites.

"Log saysthat on the night he played pikit with our math teacher and lost his ship by way of it, Vin Sin
chel'Mara— that's Lord chel'Mara to you—stopped by the shop and entered his once-was ship, to clear
out his persond effects. Didn't take him long. In fact, turns out he left quite anumber of very
expensve—and portable—items behind.”



Daav sad something impoalite in alanguage native to a certain savage tribe some fourteen zig-zagged
light-years out from Liad. Jon grinned.

"No proof. Not that | don't favor it mysdlf, for persona reasons. The chel'Maras very careful of his
melant'i. Doesn't do aman's melant'i any good to lose his ship, true enough. But you might be ableto
recoup something from the debacle, if she were straightaway seen to crashiit.”

"Which she might have done," Daav said, so heatedly Patch jumped to the floor. "If she had been any
second class provisona, making her first ding-shot when that comp went bad—" He took a hard breath.
"Y our pardon.”

"Nothing toit." Jon grinned. "A rare wonder, our math teacher, en?"
Daav moved his shoulders. "I'd like to know who beats her."

"I'd welcome news of that, myself. At least they didn't send her here battered and bruised-up today,
small grace." Hefinished histea and looked up into the younger man's eyes.

"Good idea of yours, me holding the note.”

"| can guaranteetheloan, if you likeit," Daav returned quietly. "Or tell me the account and the price and
I'll make the transfer now."

"Don't beanidiot. Sheintendsto work that ship, and I'll tell you what | think. | think what our math
teacher puts her mind to do isgood as done. I'll hold her note.”

"If it becomes aburden, old friend, only tell me. Therésthe Filots Fund, after al.”

"Sothereis. Well." He bounced to hisfeet and stretched with amighty groan. Daav did lightly from the
stool and stood looking down at him, affection plain in his sharp, clever face.

"Hah." Jon smiled up a him. ™Y ou coming in tomorrow?"
"Perhaps the day after.”

"All right, then. Glad you were to hand today. Matters could have goneill, even if sheisawizard at the
board."

"Shewouldn't have attempted the ding if | hadn't suggested—demanded—it." He hesitated. "She'sa
naturd, Jon."

"Isshe?" the older man said, with vast unsurprise.
Daav laughed and bowed. "Good-night, Master.”
"Good-night, lad. Convey my highest regardsto your chaleket."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

A Dragon does not forget. Nor does it remember wrongly.
—From the Liaden Book of Dragons

"Master deaCort sends you his best regards, brother.” Daav and his chaleket were strolling arm-in-arm
across Tredla Fantrol's wide lawn, angling more-or-less toward the wild garden and theriver.



Er Thom sighed sharply. "Whatever have | done, to earn Jon dedCort's notice? We have scarcely
exchanged agreeting in twelve years, so seldom do our paths cross, yet | cannot be abroad these last
few reummawithout hearing news of hisregard! Only yesterday, Clonak ter'Meulen crossed Exchange
Street at the Port's busiest hour to bring me Master deaCort's wish for my good health!™

Daav laughed. "Why, | suppose you've won hisadmiration, darling. Isit burdensome?!

"Merdy bewildering, snce | go on quite as usud, with the exception of succeeding to yosGaan'sring,
and | cannot for my life see what that should have to do with Jon deaCort!"

"Nothing at dl—and you are correct in supposing aman's coming into hisintended estate would utterly
fail towin Jon'sinterest, much less hisadmiration. No," Daav murmured, "I believeit isyour lifemating
which has bought his heart.”

Er Thom stiffened and shot abrilliant violet glanceinto Daav'sface. "My lifemating, isit? A subject which
falswdl outside hisreasonable area of concern.”

"You are severe" Daav said, stroking the gtiff arm soothingly. "Recall that Jon isa Scout. He expresses
the greatest admiration for Anneswork. For yourself, he admires your— moxie, as he would haveit."

"Moxie?' Er Thom frowned after the Terran word.

"Courage," Daav trandated, rather fredy. "It isnot every Liaden, after dl, who might lifemate a Terran,
flying in the face of custom and—some would say—good sense.”

Er Thom laughed softly. "Indeed, there was hardly achoice!™

"Yes, but you mustn't let Jon know that!" Daav said earnestly. "Allow him, | beg, to continue believing
you and Anne lifemated because love was stronger than custom!™

"Of course—" He caught himsdlf with another dight laugh. "L et Jon deaCort believe what he likes, then!
| only wish hewill give over such lavish regard.”

"Y ou might send him atoken in Baance, if you find his esteem aburden.” Daav grinned. "In fact, |
believe | know just thething! Have you atin of that particular morning tea Annefavors?’

"Joyful Sunrise? Certainly. | can easily part with adozen, if you fed it might answer.”

"Onetin should suffice, | think, and acard inscribed by your lady, desiring Master dealCort to enjoy the
beverage as she does."

"Hah. It shdl be donethisevening!" Er Thom smiled, then sobered. "What word from Filot tel'l zak?"

Daav lifted an eyebrow. "Word? No, no, darling—you mistake the matter entirely! It is| who ought to
be about sending word. The lady believesme at her feet." He sighed lightly asthey passed through the
gap inthe hedge. "And means, | fear, to have meremain there.”

On the other sde of the hedge, Er Thom stopped, rounding with such alook of outrage that it was dll
Daav could do not to laugh aoud.

"You a Samiv tel'lzak's feet? She has audacity, | see”

"Merdy sdlf-consequence.” He danted aglance into Er Thom'sindignant eyes and fetched up adoleful
ggh. "You havetaken her indidike."



"Indeed, how might | take her in anything at al, when she kept High Mode the evening through and
refused to give one sight into—" Er Thom's mouth tightened. ‘Thisisajoke.”

"Ah." Daav caught the other's arm and turned him gently toward the wild garden. "Alas, it isnot ajoke,
but plain observation. The pilot consdersthat Korva's solicitation of hersdf exposes vulnerability.” He
paused. Er Thom's eyes were gill stormy; he sood on the knife's edge of taking the lady in extreme
didike, on Daav's account.

And that, Daav thought suddenly, was neither seemly nor kind. For atime Samiv tel'lzak would be his
wife, bound by the terms of the contract to live gpart from the comforts of clan and kin, surrounded by
strangers upon whom she must depend for what day-to-day gentleness one human being might have from
another. To enter thus unprotected into a House where so substantia a person as her husband's challeket
held her in despite—no, it would not do.

"The assumption is doubtless origina with the lady's delm, and is not atogether shatterbrained,” he said,
looking gravely into Er Thom'seyes. "Only think: All theworld wishesto marry Korva—and Korval
chooses Samiv tel'lzak. Those of Korval wed pilots—and sheisapilot. But there are other pilots, who
are not Samiv tdl'lzak, and who remain unchosen.”

Er Thom's eyes were somewhat less sormy. "True enough,” he dlowed, though brusquely.

"True enough,” Daav murmured and shaped hislipsinto agentle smile. "Think again, brother. It wasyou
urged me stand away, if | did not like the match. We are Scouts and traders— odd folk by any count.
We might think of turning our face from custom—even at therisk of our delm's displeasure, en?’

Er Thom laughed quietly.

"Yes" Daav dlowed hissmileto grow to agrin. "But consder one who iswithout our resources—to
whom custom bears the weight of law—-desired by her delm to come forth and take up duty. She must
accept her dem's dlucidation of circumstance: The Dragon offersfor Samiv tel'l zak because none but
hersdf will do." Hemoved his shoulders. "Shall we deny such asmall comfort to onewho will be so short
atimeamong us?'

There was a pause.

"Certainly the lady iswelcome to what comfort she may makefor hersdf," Er Thom said softly. "I had
been angered because it seemed she held you cheagp.”

"My lamentable sense of humor," Daav said ruefully and offered hisarm. Er Thom took it and they
continued their walk aong the artful wilderness, talking of thisand that, until Daav turned them,
regretfully, back toward the house.

"The Council of Clans devoursthe remainder of my day,” he said.
"Another meeting?' Er Thom frowned. "They proliferate.”

"Geometricaly," Daav agreed. "A land dispute has arisen between Mandor and Pyx. | think it amatter
requiring the skills of two or three gelandra, rather than afull Council.”

"Why not offer Mr. deelGauss as arbiter?' Er Thom murmured, naming Korva's own man of business.

"Pyx has dready taken up the melant'i of victim," Daav said, "and chose the Council as offering the
widest scope for spite.” He sighed sharply as they passed through the hedge.



"Had you heard that Vin Sin chd'Maralost hisship in agame of pikit?"

"The Port spesks of nothing else" Er Thom replied. "The detail that remains unclear in thereports| have
heard is the name of the winner. Some say apair of Scoutlings, some others say aprofessona
sharp-player from Chonsdta City."

"Ah?| had heard AdlianaCaylon."
Er Thom'swinged brows pulled together. " The mathematician? Who had that tale?”
"Clonak. Hisfather was present during the play.”

"Well, then, there can hardly be doubt,” Er Thom said, who knew Delm Guayar for aperson of quite
savage accuracy. "Good lift and safe landing to the scholar.” He paused, hisfingersexerting amild
pressure on Daav's arm.

"Do you know," he said softly, "I had heard something else. Talk isthat the che'Marais sent off-world
by hisdedm, in Baance for losing hisship." Heflicked aquick violet glance to his brother'sface. "Which
isno more than he bargained for, no matter the winner. What fool stakes his ship a chance?"

"The che'Maras sort of fool, apparently,” said Daav.

"Well, and if Aragonisat last moved to apply discipline, then the world is twice indebted to Scholar
Caylon."

Er Thom laughed lightly. "Thrice, you must mean, brother, €se you cannot have ever seen thechd'Mara
fly."
"Well," said Daav with asmile, "perhaps| do." And thetak turned to other things.

"That was abinjdi ding-shot, Scholar Caylon!™ Var Mon hit his seat with agrin. "We scanned the tape,
then rode the sms 'til dawn, but no one came close to your run—not even Rema."

"Hardly until dawn," Remasaid, entering the room with rather less energy and giving Adllianaa proper
bow of greeting. "Good-day, Scholar Caylon."

"Good-day, Rema." Adlianareturned the bow with an inclination of the head, then shook her hair back
to consider Var Mon.

"| thank you for your praise. However, it must be remembered that my co-pilot was most able. | doubt
the landing would have been so adroit, had | made the attempt solo.”

Var Mon's face went abruptly and entirely blank. He lowered his eyes and bustled noisily with his
notetaker.

"No doubt but your co-pilot was exemplary,” Remamurmured, over her comrade's sudden clatter.
"However, the tape clearly shows it was your hand brought the ship in, Scholar. An astonishing run, our
piloting ingtructor declared it."

"And you never saw one o tightfisted of praise!” Var Mon finished, returning to hisusual mode as
abruptly as he had departed. " Scholar Caylon, you must go for Scout!™

"Indeed, | must not,” she replied firmly as Baan, Qiartaand Nerin arrived, made their bows and took
their seats.



"Good-day. Thisis, asyou al know, our last sesson together. | have given you everything that | know
how to give, to insure you each hold the best possibility for survival. In spite of my best effort, itis
concelvablethat | havefailed of being asclear as| might have been upon this point or that. Thislast
sessonisyours. What islessthan glass-clear and utterly certain in your minds? Review now what we
have covered throughout the semester. No point istoo inggnificant to ask upon. | shdl takethe first
guestionin Sx minutes.”

That quick, notetakers were out and fingers were flying. Remaleaned back in her chair, eyes unfocused
on acorner of the cealing.

Adlianabent her head over her console and felt her lips curvein therarity of her smile.

A beautiful landing! Jon deaCort applauded from memory, while Daav's deep voice gave quieter
prase A difficult task, executed well. And now: A binjali dling-shot, Scholar!... An astonishing run

Adlianaclosed her eyes and felt something loosen, down closein her chest, so the next breath she took
was a shade deeper, afraction less hurried, asif she had taken one single sip of brandy.

Thetimer rang, and Adlianaraised her head, smiled at her classand lifted ahand, inviting the first
question.

The dispute between Pyx and Mandor was resolved with gratifying speediness. No more than six
additional deims had found it necessary to rise and spesk of mattersin tenuous rel ationship to the subject
and the vote, when taken, showed a clear mgjority in favor of Mandor's claim.

Daav shut down histally screen, amost amiling with asurge of sheer exuberance. An entire afternoon
open to his own expenditure, with no meetings and no duty pressing upon him. He considered going
down to Binjdi's, but that would mean returning home, to exchange his ddm'sfinery for the comfort of
his leathers. Perhaps—

"Hedredeis seen. Rise and state your business." Speaker for Council's voice contained anote of dryness
that Daav registered as out of place even as here-activated histaly screen.

Hedrede was old: The name was to be found on the passenger list of Quick Passage, 'scribed in Cantra
yosPhelium's strong, sharp hand. Indeed, one Vel Ter jo'Bern of House Hedrede had been cosigner of
the contract between Cantra and the Solcintran Houses.

For al of these years and past glories, however, Hedrede was not High House. It stood for centuries
within the top five percent of Mid-Houses, and there it seemed content to remain, neither speaking out in
Council nor concerning itself with matters outsde of Liad's orbit.

Therewas afaint shuffle, then afigure rose along the tables of thefifth hub and made a perfunctory bow
toward the Speaker.

"Hedrede calls upon Korva." The voice was strong, not young, female.
Swalowing surprise, Daav cameto hisfeet, bowing toward thefifth hub. "Korvd ishere.

Therewas adight pause to accommodate the rustling of amaze from among those gathered. Hedrede
calsupon Korva before full Council? Two clanslesslikely to have aught to do with each other could
scarce be found.

What could it be?the rustling delms asked each other, by eye and by whisper. Indeed, conjecture



stretched so wide that Speaker for Council was moved to touch her chime and command them al to
slence.
"Korval rises at Hedrede's word. Hedrede may speak.”

"No one here," Hedrede announced to achamber grown suddenly till, "need be reminded of the place
Korvd holdsin history. More, perhaps, than any clan here-gathered may it be said of Korval, "Thisclan
iskintoLiad."

This, thought Daav, standing in the formd attitude of attention which custom demanded of him, isgoing
to be bad.

"Having so illustrious an history," Hedrede continued, "and standing so closeto Liad and Liadens, it must
surely be mere—oversight—that a certain item which wrongs both homeworld and history has been
lately published by Korva." She bowed, with lavish respect. "I cal upon Korva to riddle this paradox.”

Oh, thought Daav, as the chamber again erupted into murmuring speculation. Oh, damn.
Speaker for Council touched her chime, forcefully, and raised her voice to ride the hub-bub.
"Korva may reply to Hedrede's query.”

He bowed—to Speaker for Council, and to Hedrede. He turned dightly in his place, opening his handsin
agesture of gentle astonishment.

"It is assumed that honored Hedrede refersto a certain scholarly work compiled by one of Korva and
recently published through University Press." He paused and bowed again, careful to avoid irony. "One
wondersin what way thiswork isfound to wrong the homeworld.™

"Thework in question,” Hedrede replied, for the benefit of those observing this unexpected and ddightful
diversion, "purportsto establish alink between Terraand Liad by demongtrating an ancient, common
tongue." She bowed. "Korva will, naturally, correct any error in this summation.”

"The summation isentirely accurate. Oneis yet unenlightened asto the wrong thus visited upon Liad."
There was a short pause, which carried the vinegar bite of irritation to Daav's sengtivities.

"Thework," Hedrede continued, after amoment, ""has been written by one of Korval who isby birth,
Terran. To the untutored eye, this combination of fact would seem to spell one who has seen the value of
awide and varied meant'i and has determined to spend that va ue, for the betterment of her own kind."

Anger rocked him. How dare—

He closed his eyes, ran the calming sequence of the Scout's Rainbow; remembered to bresthe. Thiswas
adirect attack upon Korval. To answer in anger would be to answer in error. Anne's melant'i was staked
here—and Er Thom's—and hisown. Kin to Liad, was he? He'd bloody well—

He snatched the thought, turned, searched—found the face he wished to find, high up in the ninth tier,
and bowed.

"Korva calsupon Y edon."
Sherose with an dacrity that led him to think she had been expecting the call.

"Yedonishere"



"Veification is sought of theinitia scholarship of the work under discusson,” Daav said, forcing hisvoice
to calmness, though he could fed anger shivering in elbows and knees. "One recdlsthat the first
discovery of acommon tongue from which proceeded both Terran and Liaden was made by Learned
Scholar Jin Del yo'Kera, Clan Y edon.”

"Korva'smemory," said Y edon solemnly, "is accurate— and long."
A dight murmur stirred the chamber at that. Daav bowed.

"Onedso recdlsthat before his death Scholar yo'K era had completed much of the work toward
eventud publication.”

"Correct,” Y edon replied and turned to Hedrede in explanation. "Jin Del had considered thiswork to be
the crown of hislife. It was hisintention to publish the results. That Scholar Daviswas available to
compile his notes and see them published in accordance with his express wish could only givejoy to kin
and colleagues.”

Hedrede inclined her head. ™Y ou tell methat a Liaden had formulated this theory and had intended to
publish it abroad?' She raised a hand. "But perhaps the theory which is published is not that which the
Learned Scholar had at first put forth?!

The anger waslessjarring thistime; colder, more dangerous. Daav dlowed himsdf asmall sgh as'Yedon
made answer.

"Indeed, | had seen the work directly before publication, as had severd of Jin Ddl's colleagues. It
matches hisintention in every particular. Scholar Davis was generous with the gift of her genius.”

Therewas slencein the chamber. Eventudly, Speaker for Council touched her chime.

"Has Hedrede further call upon Korva in this matter?!

Hedrede started, visibly collected hersdlf, and bowed.

"Hedrede has no further call upon Korva within Council," she said formally and resumed her seet.
Daav bowed, in histurn releasing Y edon, and sat with exquisite care.

Soon after, Speaker for Council ended the session and touched the chime to release them. Daav fussed
over gathering and regathering papers and by such schoolboy stratagems eventualy | eft the chamber
aone, and last.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

"Liaden Scout" must now be seen as a misnomer, for to become a Scout is to become other than
Liaden. It isto turn one's face from the homeworld and enter a state of philosophy where all
custom, however alien, is accepted as equally just and fitting.

We aretold by certain instructors that not everyone may aspire to—nor all who aspire, attain—
that particular degree of philosophical contrariness required of those who are said to have
"Scout's eyes”.

For this we must rgjoice, and allow the Scouts full honor for having in the past provided refuge
for the disenfranchised, the adventurous and the odd.



—Excer pted from remar ks made befor ethe Council of Clans
by the chair per son of the Coalition to Abolish the Liaden Scouts

The woman behind the counter wore en embroidered badge on the shoulder of her leather jacket: A
bronze-winged, green-eyed dragon hovering protectively over atreein full, luxuriant leaf. Beneath the
graphic was written, not the "l Dare" which would have completed the sedl and identified the wearer as
oneof Clan Korvd's Line Direct, but "Jazla pen'Edrik, Digpatcher.”

She heard Adliana out with grave courtesy, hands folded upon the counter.

"Asit happens, we do from timeto time require the services of fredance pilots,” shesaid at the
conclusion of Adlianas rather breathless presentation. "May | see your license, please?”

She held it out, wishing bitterly that her hand did not tremble so, then folded both hands before her asthe
dispatcher turned and fed the card into the reader.

Korval was ships, everyone knew that. No clan owned so many; no other clan or company employed so
many pilots. It had dways been so—stretching back to the very ship, the very pilots, who had brought
Liadens safely out of the horror of the Migration.

Clan Korval took pilots and piloting very serioudy, indeed. Thus Adliana had gonefirst to Korvd's
Solcintra Digpatch Office to request that her name be added to thelist of pilotsavailableto fly.

"Adliana Caylon," the dispatcher said, eyesintent on the reader's screen. "Provisona second
class—quite recent. One assignment completed on behaf of Binjai Repair Shop. Master Pilot dealCort
lists himself asreference. S0." She tapped a sequence into her keyboard, retrieved Adllianas card and
held it out with agrave amile.

"I shal be very pleased to add your name to our roster, Pilot Caylon. May | know the best means of
contacting you?"'

"ChonsdtaTechnica College," Adlianarecited the number of her private officeline, "or amessage might
bel€ft at Binjai's—" She repeated the code Jon dealCort had given her. "Y ou may wish to note that | am
owner of aClass-A single-hold.”

"S0," the dispatcher said again, fingers dancing briefly acrossthe keys. "Please contact this office
immediately your certification changes, pilot." She glanced up. "1 advisethat the possibility of a
second-class provisond attaining work from this officeis not high. That you own ashipisof vaue; that
you have dready successfully completed one assgnment islikewise of value” she amiled. "Asis, of
course, Master dea-Cort'sword.”

Adlianaswallowed, face Htiff.
The digpatcher inclined her head. "If itisnot amiss, pilot, | offer advice."
"| should be grateful for advice," Adlianareturned sincerdly, clutching her licensein cold fingers.

"Register with the Guild Office on Navigation Street. Tell them that you fly your own ship and arewilling
to carry ahold-full or acourier pack. Ask to be placed on the Port Master's Roster.” Shetipped her
head, birdlike. "They may not wish to do so until you have achieved solid second-class. But ask. And
when you lose provisond, go back and ask again.”

Adlianabowed. "That seems sound advice. | thank you."
"No thanks due," the dispatcher assured her. "Good lift, pilot.”



"Safe landing,” Adlianareturned, which proper response tasted oddly sweet aong her tongue. She made
her bow and exited Korva's office, making for the next dispatching station on her carefully-researched
ligt.

Isthisyour ideaof ajoke?' Jon demanded, holding agaily-painted tin high on one broad palm.
Daav gave the tin amoment of earnest perusa before turning a grave face to the older man.

"Alas. Magter Jon, try as| will, | find nothing amusing within the object. It ssems quite an ordinary
teatin."

"Ordinary!" Jon roared, at such volume that Trillaleaned over the edge of the catwak and Syri came out
from behind the toolbox, head cocked inquigitively.

Jon thrugt thetinin her direction. "Identify this.
"Joyful Sunrise morning blend," she returned promptly.

"Inagtasis-seded tin," Jon amended, and fixed Daav in an awful glare. "Do you know the price of thistin
on the Port?"

Daav opened his black eyeswide. "No, how could 1?*
"Puppy. A cantraon aglut-day, for your interest.”

"Ah, then | gppreciate your concern!™ Daav cried, much enlightened. " Such aleaf will do no justiceto
your tegpot, Master! Best return it to the merchant who sold it to you, and ask for less of something
more noble.”

High on the catwalk, Trillalaughed. Syri raised a hand to hide her smile and Patch the cat wandered over
to strop against Daav's legs.

Jon'slips were seen to twitch. "1 supposeit's nothing to do with you, that the yosGaan chooses to send
thisparticular gift?"

"TheyosGaan?' Daav repeated, with afine show of bewilderment.

"Oho, you wish meto believe that the yosGaan's lady conceived this, do you? It may be her hand,
young Captain, but | know better than to suppose it her thought." Jon raised hisface to shout.

"Trilla, bring your hammer!"

"Aye, Master Jon!" She snagged a guy-rope and rode it briskly down, alighting with a snappy sdute.
"Comedong,” Jon directed, and turned toward the crew lounge, Trillaat his hedls.

Syri sent Daav awide stare. "He never meansto break the seal with ahammer!™

"Perhaps he merely intends to deliver the coup to the tegpot,” Daav said, bending to scoop Patch to his
shoulder before moving off in Jon'swake.

"Never," Syri returned, falling in beside him. "That tegpot's like a child to him. Hed sooner use a hammer
on Patch."

"Hah. In that wise, we had best put speculation aside, and consider the evidence of our senses.”



She laughed, that being one of the basic precepts of Scouthood, and they continued like two shadows
down the bay, Patch riding tall on the man's leather-clad shoulder.

"Well have ashdf here" Jon wastdling Trilla, tapping hisfinger on the wal next to the tegpot. " Good,
sturdy work, mind. WEl need alocking case, and a place to display thelady's card. Y ou," heturned to
glareat Daav. "Get 'round to Min Ddl'sand tell him | need acase, so—" he shaped it roughly inthe air,
one hand 4till holding the tin—"quicktime. Mind you tell him it'sto lock to my print and none other! I'm
damned if I'll have you bunch of hooligans breaking into my tin and replacing thisleaf with sagel™

"But, Master Jon," Syri protested, "don't you mean to drink it?"
"Drink it?" Jon stared. "Have you run mad? Drink Joyful Sunrise? Why, I'd as soon—"

The crew door cycled noisily and Patch legpt from Daav's shoulder, running tail-high and spring-footed
to greet the new entry.

Adliana Caylon bent and stroked the cat's back whereit curved against her knee in exuberant hello.
Straightening, shetried to walk on, but found herself forthwith entangled in cat. She paused once more,
bent and stroked; straightened—and nearly fell as her feline admirer wove joyfully between her legs.

She hesitated a heartbest—two—before bending again and inexpertly gathering the cat into her ams.
Patch settled against her shapeless chest, eyes ditted in ecstasy, front paws kneading the deeve of the
thick shirt. Adlianacame forward.

" Afternoon, math teacher!" Jon called, raising thetin in sautation.

"Good afternoon, Master dedCort," she replied solemnly. She paused, Patch purring like a cat besotted
in the basket of her arms. One-by-one she surveyed Trilla, busy with her measurements, Syri's
open-faced concern, Jon's hand and the tea-tin. The question, when it came, was addressed to Daav.

"Forgive me. | wonder if thereis something—gone awry."
"Not abit of it," he returned cheerfully. "Jon isonly building a shelf to house a newly-acquired treasure.”

Adliands head turned back toward Jon, hair shimmering. "A teatin?' she asked, bemusement sounding
clearly. Daav grinned.

"Damn meif you're not asbad asheidl" Jon cried, sweeping his unencumbered hand toward the taler
man. "Thisisn't just any teartin, math teacher, thisisagift from Master Trader Er Thom yosGaan,
honored son of the exalted House of Korva! What've you got to say now, eh?”

Aédliana cuddled Patch absently againgt her. "It'savery pretty teatin,” she offered after amoment.

Trillachoked and nearly dropped her measuring-wand. Syri gulped and walked rather unsteadily over to
ingpect the contents of the pastry-carton.

"Pretty," Jon repeated tonelessly. He reached into his vest pocket and reverently produced afolded card
of the sort used to write notes of invitation. Gravely, he showed the front of the card—the
Tree-and-Dragon, complete with the boldly embossed "Haran Chamenthi"—and thrust it at Adlliana

"Read it, then."

Smoothly, she readjusted Patch's weight, took the card and opened it, one-handed. She frowned for a
moment at the message within, then raised her head, hair falling away from her face as she offered the



card back to Jon.

"l am ashamed to admit that | neither read nor spesk Terran,” she said quietly. "It isadeficiency | intend
soon to remedy. For today, however, | am ignorant.”

"Hah." Jon fingered the card open. "It says—thisisfrom Lady yosGaan, understand, Learned Scholar
of Language Anne Davis, out of the Terran Community. It says. "'To Master Filot Jon deaCort. Please
accept thistoken of ....regard... from mysdf and my—' lord, would you say that rendered, Daav?"

Daav lifted an eyebrow. "How can | know?'

"Uncommonly awake," Jon commented and went back to hisnote. ™'...lord. It isour...wish that you
will...ddight in...the gift, asweddight in the giving.' Then it issigned, you see, 'Anne Davis, Lady
yosGdan."

Adlianas head was bent above Patch, her hair obscuring dl of the cat but the blissfully kneading toes.
"She sounds a— most gracious lady,” she said after amoment. "Though | cannot help but wonder, sir, if
she might have wished you to drink thetea."

"Truly, Jon," Syri said, turning from her study of petrifying pastries, "Lady yosGaan cannot have meant
you to imprison the gift in alock-box. Whereisjoy in that?'

"Joy a-plenty,” he returned promptly. "How many other garages have a gift from Korval to diplay, eh,
Daav?'

"I have no notion, Master Jon. Shal | mount asurvey?'
Jon grinned. "l thought you were sent to Min Dd'son an errand.”

"I cantakethat one," Syri offered. "My shiftisdone and it isasmple matter to chart a course past Min
Dée'son my way downport.”

"Simple enough,” Jon agreed. "Are you here tomorrow?"

"Dawn to luncheon,” Syri returned, "then I'm wanted back with my team.” She bowed. "Filot Caylon.
Good hedth and fair flying."

"Fair flying." Adlianatried to return the courtesy, but Patch took exception and the bow turned into a
scramble to set him safely down. When shelooked up again, Syri was gone and Trillawas walking
toward the back of the bay.

"What've you been up to today, math teacher?'
Aedliana sghed and looked to Jon deaCort, who was carefully returning Korval's note to his vest pocket.

"I've been to the dispatch offices, and to the guild hall, requesting my name be added to the freelance
rogers,” she sad. "The dispatcher a Korva's office advised me to put my name on the Port Master'slit,
but the guild rep ruled | must lose provisond gatusfirg.”

"So you did go to Korvd's offices." That was Daav, moving Slently over to perch on astool.
"Of course,”" she said, with aflicker of green eyes. "Korval is ships, after dl.”
"Soitis" heagreed gravely. "Were you accepted for the roster there?”



"Readily—and asked to update my information, when | came full second-class.” She turned to Jon
dedCort.

"Y our word of reference wasin my favor, sir. I—am grateful—for your kindness."

"No kindness about it," he said gruffly. "If you'd done a bad job, there would have been no reference.
Happensyou did abinjai job and earned every word. How are you going about learning Terran?”

She sagged onto the edge of astoal, blinking a him. "I— hardly know," she said, somewhat abashed. "I
had— thought—sleep tapes, you know. Chonsdta Tech'slibrary isnot so well supplied...”

"Hah. No surprise. Y ou might be able to get tapes copied from Scout Academy—your name's cantra
there. Problem with tapesis you need to practice or the data just fades out again.”

"Most of usare fluent,” Daav said, offering her asmile. "What sort of Terran do you wish to learn?”
She blinked. "What—sort?'

"Indeed. Y ou teach practica mathematics, do you not? So—do you wish to learn practica Terran, or
theoreticd ?'

"Oh. Of course. |—I wish to understand and be understood under—under fidld conditions."

"Easy enough,” Jon said, moving over to the tegpot and pouring himsalf amug full. "Y ou get around dl
rightin Trade?"

"I am comfortable converang in Trade," Adlianaassured him in the model ess monotone of that language.
"Even easer, then. Weteach you from Trade, eh, Daav?"
"It would seem best," he replied. "Shadl you arrange for the tapes?’

"Might be better for her tolearn it in waking mind." Jon chose a pastry and ambled back to the stools.
"Y ou have atimetable?'

She swallowed, took abreath, and raised her eyesto his. "As soon as possible,”" she said, voice gone
raspy and tight. "It would be—good—if | were—fluent—within the year."

The amber eyes held hersfor along moment, then Jon looked away and hoisted himself atop the green
gtooal. "All right. WEell lay the basics, then supplement with tape as necessary. Daav's most fluent among
the current crew. Trilla's good. Clonak's good, if he can be prevailed upon to speak something other than
Aus-didect. My ear is better than my accent, | fear, though I read well enough. Syri's about at my
level—no, Syri's back to her team tomorrow..." He paused for asip of tea. "This course of study suit
you?"

"|—" She cleared her throat, looking from the old man to the young one. "Thank you—extremely.
Baance must be— owing, however. | cannot—"

Jon sighed gudtily. "Firgt lesson in Terran, math teacher— pay attention.”
She swallowed. "Yes, ar.”

"Stop thinking like aLiaden." He grinned. "Thought it was going to be easy, did you?1 told you wereal
comrades here, eh? Happensthat's true. What's owing iswhat's received: Comfort, safety and succor.
Bdance, right?"



Thewordsvibrated in the air. She sat on the edge of the stoal, listening to them, fedling them strike, one
by one, at the core of her. What they offered was—clan. What they asked in return was that she strive
for her most perfect self—to the betterment of them all.

And | tell you, Birin Caylon, it's Aelliana should be set upon the Delm's road, and none of that
vain, precious boy of yours! Hanelur Caylon's voice was as strong in memory asit had been adozen
Standards ago, when carelessness had left a study door gar and two pair of ears heard what had far
better been left unsaid.

Aédlianaraised her head and met Jon deaCort's knowing amber gaze. "Baance," she said, solemnly. "I
shdl do my best.”

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The thing to recall about Dragonsisthat it takes a special person to deal with themat all. If you
lie to them they will steal from you. If you attack them without cause they will dismember you. If
you run from them they will laugh at you.

It isthus best to deal calmly, openly and fairly with Dragons: Give them all they buy and no more
or less, and they will do the same by you. Stand at their back and they will stand at yours. Always
remember that a Dragon isfirst a Dragon and only then a friend, a partner, a lover.

Never assume that you have discovered a Dragon's weak point until it is dead and forgotten, for
joy isfleeting and a Dragon's revenge is forever.

—From the Liaden Book of Dragons

It was warm in this corner of the garden-warm and blessedly quiet. So quiet, indeed, that
orange-and-white Relchin had given over birding to lounge in the shade of the old stone wall and watch
Daav grub about in the dirt.

Korva employed severa very able gardeners, whose task it wasto tend the formal gardens and lawns.
Themost senior of these formidable individuas walked the Inner Court once each relumma, offering
suggestions and advice—only that.

The care of the Inner Court, from the moss garden to the Treeitself, was Daav's sdlf-appointed and
jedoudy-hdd privilege.

Thismorning, he was engaged in digging and dividing gladoli bulbs. Much of this bounty would be ceded
to his gardeners, but he wished to hold out a dozen to present to Lady yo'L anna, who had been his
mother's salwart friend, and would know how to vaue agift of Chi yosPhdium'sfavorite flowers.

He was roused from this agreeable work by the step, and then the person, of his butler.
"Delm Bindan iscome, Sr, on the matter of Y our Lordship's pending nuptids.”

Daav sat back on his hedls, bulb in one hand, trowel in the other.

"Bindan ishere?"' he repeated stupidly.

Mr. pel'Kanainclined hishead. I have put her in the Smal Parlor, sir.”

Daav closed his eyes, swallowing aregrettable reply.



"Provide Delm Bindan with refreshment,” he said instead. "I shall be with her, say, before next hour
drikes."

Mr. pel'Kana bowed and departed, leaving Daav to stare down at his crusted gloves and grubby
coverdls. For one mad instant he considered rising and going directly to the Smdl Parlor inal hisdirt,
which was surely no more than she had purchased by appearing thus, dispatching neither card nor cal to
warn him.

Theinstant passed. He sghed and lay aside histrowel, made certain the bulbs were damp in their nest of
moass, and rose, stripping off hisgloves.

"On the matter of Y our Lordship's pending nuptials,” hetold Relchin, in wickedly accurate imitation of
Mr. pel'Kands stately tones. The big cat smiled up at him through ditted green eyes. Daav dropped his
gloves beside the trowd and went, reluctantly, away.

It lacked afew minutes of the new hour when he arrived in the Small Parlor, freshly showered and
dressed in a comfortable white shirt and soft blue trousers.

He bowed, Delm to Delm, and Bindan rose to do likewise, muscles stiff with outrage.

"l regret you were obliged to wait," he said, in response to that outrage. "Had word been sent ahead, |
should have been immediately accessble.”

Her eyes narrowed, though she otherwise preserved her countenance. "I shall bear thelesson in mind,”
shesad, inclining her head. "'In the meanwhile, Korva, thereis amatter touching upon our contract which
must be discussed.”

"Ah. Then you must dlow mefirgt to refresh your wine, and provide mysdlf with aglass.”

Shedid alow it, though he had the impression she would have rather not, and took asingleritua sip
before setting the cup aside.

In histurn, Daav drank and set asde, then leaned back in hischair.
"How may Korva serve Bindan?'

She considered him for along moment beforeinclining her head. "It isknown,” she said, very carefully,
"that Korva chartsits own course and cares little for scandal. It is perhaps lesser known that Bindan
holdsitself asde from such matters as may lead to the shouting of its name in open council.”

Daav lifted an eyebrow. "And yet the matter upon which Korval was caled in yesterday's council was
found to be no scanddl at al."

"It wasfound," Bindan said tartly, "that Korval had sidestepped the question in favor of showing that
initial discovery was made by a Liaden scholar from aclan of scholars, al of whom are quite mad enough
to wish such athing introduced to theworld.” Sheinclined her head, ironicaly. "Korva's greatnessis no
matter of luck."

He grit histeeth againgt irritation and inclined his head in cam acceptance of thejibe.
"l ask you plain, my Lord: Shal you keep your Terran within propriety?"
Therewas acharged silence, long enough for Bindan to fedl the full force of her error.

"Thodelmae yosGaan,” Daav said deliberately, "is an honored member of Korva. She has done nothing



to incur her delm'’s censure and much to excite his pride. | remind you that a contract of aliance does not
inany way surrender Korvd's authority to Bindan."

Her mouth tightened, but, to her credit, her gaze did not fater. "I say again, we are aHouse unused to
scandd. Korval shall soon have the care of one of Bindan's dearest treasures. If Korva cannot hold itself
aoof from scandd for the duration of its dignment with Bindan, Korva might best seek contract
dsawhere”

For aheartbest, he thought he would accept the trade she offered and count himself well-rid of Clan
Bindan and Samiv tel'l zak.

Then he recalled the weary round of searching to be undertaken once again—the grids to be scanned,
the gene-maps to weigh, and there were none of them different a core from Samiv tel'l zak, and none of
them less respectable and solid than Bindan. Korva was trouble and scanda and oddity. It had aways
been so: Descendants of apirate, a soldier and a Housd ess schoolboy, had could it be otherwise?

Gods, hethought, only let me soon hold my child.
Heinclined hishead into Bindan'sglare.

"Korva shall make every effort to avoid scandal from this hour and until the conclusion of our association
with Bindan," he said formdly, and glanced up.

"Bindan must understand that Korval's necessities are— unique.”
"Necessity does not trouble me," shereplied. " Scandd is my concern.”

She rose and made her bow, and Daav likewise. He touched the bell and Mr. pel'Kanacame and
escorted Delm Bindan out.

"Correct to five places" Adlianaannounced, leaning back in the pilot's chair with asigh.

"At least while we're sitting safe and cold," Daav amended, concluding his own checks and releasing the
second backup comp to dumber.

Adlianaturned to look a him, hair aslken shimmer in the glow of the board lights.
"Y ou suspect amain system error?”

"Ah, no, nothing on that line!" He raised aquick hand, smiletinged with irony. "It ismerely that Jon
certified the former comp while the ship was quiet—and see what nearly came of uswhileweflew!" He
moved his shoulders, sending abright black glance sdewaysinto her face.

"Jon predicts | shdl grow into a suspicious old man.”

"Better than to die anaive young man,” she replied, tawny brows drawn above frowning green eyes.
"You are correct. In light of previousfailure, aprudent check must includelift and land.”

"Hah." He grinned. "Shall you request clearance, pilot?!

She hesitated on the edge of an eager affirmative, looking away from hisface to scan the board. The
clock's message killed the yes beforeit passed her lips, and she glanced back to him with asigh.

"I haven't time left metoday for a proper test. What isyour shift tomorrow?' She bit her lip, then, the
darker gold of ablush kissing her cheeks as she looked aside. "Forgive me," she said, voicetight. |



meant no offense, pilot.”

"Nor was offense taken,” Daav answered, still in the warmth of Comrade mode. "I had said it wasan
honor to st board with you and wished to do so again. Gods know, it'san ill enough face, but doesit
seem to you deceitful ?'

Her eyesflew up, sartle-wide and brilliantly green. And then was Daav forced to St quite till, face and
eyes plain asfor any comrade or clanmate, while she subjected each feature to minute study.

"Indeed," she said, eventudly and quite serioudy, "I find it neither ill nor dishonest. Asfor the other
matter—It is my understanding that you are a master pilot employed by Master dedCort. Surely it isout
of my placeto order you?'

"But you had not ordered me," he pointed out. "Y ou had merely asked my shift. To which the answer
must be, as| am casual labor and Jon alows me woeful license—When shdl you be ready to lift?"

"|—" Her eyes moved, taking in the board, lit and waiting to receiveits office. Hunger, and adizzying
desireto spin her chair now, open the line to Solcintra Tower and file a course up—out and away ...

"Tomorrow," she said to the man at her side and looked into hiscam eyes. "'l can be herein thefirst hour
after Solcintradawn.” Better—much better—to be gone from Mizd's clanhouse before anyone was
about to ask questions, or to forbid her going at all.

Daav inclined his head. "1 shal meet you at thefoot of theramp,” he said, "in the first hour after dawn,
tomorrow." He grinned. "And then we shal give her a proper testing, en?’

In the depths of her chest it seemed asif another knot loosened and relaxed toward uncoiling. Adliana
felt her lips curve upward as she met the sparkling black gaze.

"Indeed we will."
"Hah." Daav tipped hishead dightly to one side. "'| wonder, must you leave a once?"

Sheflicked another glance at the clock, wariness awake once more. "There are nearly three hours," she
sad dowly, "beforethe twilight ferry leaves.”

"Plenty of timeto inventory your emergency equipment,” he returned briskly, "and to be certain your suits
arefunctiond."

Shelooked at him in patent dismay. "I—forgive me. | am afraid | don't even know wherethe suitsare.”

"| thought as much," Daav said, with an odd side-to-side movement of his head. He rose and beckoned
with onelong-fingered hand. "Come dong, pilot.”

Master Daav pronounced the emergency equipment adequate, though he frowned along moment over
the neat rack of four oxy-tanks, forefinger tapping the status dids.

"Keep close watch on these," he said, and Adllianaheard atremor of something chill down near the root
of hiswarm deep voice. "Y ou don't want to run out of air. It might be wise to add another can or two, in
case of mafunction.”

"Isitlikely," Adlianawondered, "that life support will mafunction?’

"I had been on aship that logt life support,” he said, frowning down &t the canisters. "While such afailure
does not often occur, | submit that once is more than sufficient, should you carry inadequate air, an



inferior emergency kit or a defective suit." He took a deep bresth then and seemed to shake
himsalf—flashed her abrief amile.

"There, | don't mean to darm you. Merdly be vigilant and watchful of your equipment, as any good
captain must be. Extra cans will become a necessity, should you add a co-pilot. For the moment—" He
turned ahand pam up. "Rilot'schoice.”

She blinked, inclined her head. "Thank you. | shall recal your advice."

"Wl enough,”" he said briskly and turned to lay ahand on the suit rack. "Tell me, have you ever worn
one of these?"

"Good evening, Captain, darling!" Clonak moved hisarm sharply as Daav walked by, releasing ared ball
about the size of Adlianastwo fiststogether.

Thebdl zagged a crazy course, dipping and wobbling until the eyes ached trying to track it.

Daav extended anegligent hand, barely checking his stride, snagged the ball and skated it back in one
smooth, unhurried motion.

"Hello, Clonak."
The pudgy Scout skipped one step forward and two aside, captured the ball and threw again.
"Y our servant, goddess.”

Adlianablinked, panic risng—and saw her hand flick and snatch, felt the weird weight of the thing and
threw, ingtinctively caculating atrgectory that would take it—

Clonak legpt up with alaugh, cradling the ball againgt his chest. His boot-toes barely brushed the floor
before he threw again.

"Wl tossed! | hereby issue chalenge, the loser to drink amug of Jon'steal”

"Chdlenge?' Adlianachoked. "I cant—" But there wasthe ball hurtling not exactly toward her and
before she had properly attended her body's doings she had danced into the place where it would be,
scooped it out of the air and hurled it back with awill.

"Aha, she meansto hurt me, Daav!" Clonak dove, rolled and tossed from the floor.

"No more than you've asked for," Daav returned, hoisting himsdlf atop a tool-chest and crossing hislong
legsunder him.

The bal's erratic course took it floorward and into an unlikely arc. Adlianaspun to caich it asit swerved
behind her, reached—and stumbled, blinded by the swirl of hair across her eyes.

"A clear miss" Clonak cried, bounding down-bay after the escaped toy. "I clam thewin!”

On oneknee, haf-blinded by hair, Adlianafelt abite of fury a her own incompetence, an acid wash of
falurein the base of her gut. Slowly, she climbed to her feet, shoulders sagging even as she scraped the
clinging strands out of her eyes.

"A win by default,” Daav was saying in his degp voice; "Pilot Caylon was disadvantaged.”

"A win, nonetheless," Clonak argued, coming back, tossing the bal from hand to hand.



"Alwaysthelazy course" Daav sad, then, dightly sharper. "Rilot.”

Adlianaglanced up, eyes pulled by histone. He smiled and reached behind his heed, twisted—and
threw.

"Don'tlet himwin," hesad. "Make him fight for it."

Adlianas hand flashed out, snatching aplain slver hair-ring out of the air. She glanced back at Daav,
Stting cross-legged atop the tool cart, his hair faling loose aong his shoulder, one eyebrow up and his
smilewith an edge of— chalenge?

Once again, her hands moved of their own will, sweeping her mass of hair back, twisting and clipping it
tight. She turned to face Clonak and inclined her head. "I am ready to accept your chalenge, Sir.”

"Right-0," he said. And threw.

It was more difficult thistime. The universe narrowed to the ball and its antics, to the absolute necessity
of catching and throwing and catching and—

Therewasno bal.

Disoriented, Adliana spun, found Clonak, his hands hanging empty and a sheepish look on hisround,
mustached face. To theright Daav till sat atop thetool cart, his hair negtly braided. To the left was Jon
dedCort, red bal held high in ahand.

"l win," Jon announced, fixing Clonak in hiseye. "How long has this been going on?’

"About half-an-hour,” Daav spoke up. "Indeed, Master Jon, | was about to cal time, as Filot Caylon
must mekethetwilight ferry.”

Jon moved his glare to Adliana, who became aware that her heart was pumping hurriedly and she was
warm and rather damp.

"If you haveto catch the ferry, math teacher, now'sthetimeto jet. Good evening.”

She bowed, trying to bring her rapid breathing under control. "Good evening, Master dedCort.
Clongk—"

"I'll dedd with Clonak," Jon said awfully. "Move."

Adlianablinked and flicked aglance to Daav. Hisfingers moved atop one knee, shaping aword in Scout
finger-tak: Jet.

In the back of the bay, the clock that kept official Port time sang the quarter hour.
Adlianaran.

It wasn't until she left the ferry in Chonsdlta Port and was walking quickly toward the train station that she
recalled the hair-ring and reached up to pull it free.

Her hair flowed forward, shielding her from the world. Slowly, amost reluctantly, she dipped thering into
her pocket.

Tomorrow, in thefirst hour after dawn, she thought and smiled within the fortress of her hair.
Whatever pain Ran Eld might mete this evening, tomorrow shewould fly.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Preserve your life, preserve your folk, preserve the Tree, no matter what the means. Grovel, if
your enemy demandsit; beg; swallow any insult. Say alive, preserve you and yours.

Watch close, stay alert. And when your enemy turns his back, kill himand run free.
—Excerpted from Cantrayos Phelium's L og Book
The crew door closed and Jon spun back to Clonak, red ball held out like ajudgment.

"| shall be very interested to hear," he stated in aheight of tone one very rarely had from Jon, "your
reasonsfor engaging in around of bowli bal with Pilot Caylon."

Clonak very nearly gaped. He did shoot a glance over his shoulder at Daav, but gained nothing from that
quarter save agrave inclination of the head.

"Why not?" he asked, returning his full attention to Jon. "' She gave good game.”

"Good game!" Jon's glare grew blacker. He took astep forward, shaking the bowli ball until itsinternal
gyro squealed. "Good game! Do you have any notion how long | stood there, watching you?"

"Well," Clonak alowed, leaning dightly back from the older man's gpproach, "there was the gameto be
concerned with, Master Jon, and my goddess out to knock my head off, if she could but manageit." He
grinned. "I'm fond of my head, after dl, so it seemed prudent to keep both eyeson the ball.”

"Y ou never had aprudent thought in your life, you heedless—" Jon cut himsdlf off abruptly. "Fifteen
minutes | stood there, watching as you—you, who visit the gym every day and follow afull exercise
routinel—barely held your own against a desk-bound, haf-starved scholar with her second-class license
shiny-new in her hand! I've agood notion to tell your trainer that—"

"Second class" Clonak yelped, going back a step and flinging alook of wild amazement over his
shoulder. "Daav!"

"Second class provisond,” that gentleman said calmly, "awarded barely ten days gone."

"What mest-brain granted her aprovisona? She'sasfast asany first class|'ve ever seen—faster than
most!"

"Hight time, Magter Clonak," Daav chided gently. "Theregs are quite clear.”
Clonak said something rude regarding the regs.

"Yes, dear. | showed her where her suits were stowed today, and helped her inventory the emergency
kit."

"She's never so green asthat!”

"She'severy hit as green asthat!" Jon shouted. "And if she had succeeded in knocking your useless
block into the center of next twelve-day—which | swear is no more than she should havel—shed have
stuttered and stammered and blamed hersalf and we'd have never seen Adlliana Caylon at thisyard
again!" Hetook amighty breath, and released it in aroar.

"Gods abound, | will tdl your trainer!"



"It never happened!" Clonak cried. "Jon, for pity's—"

"And you!" Jon hurled the ball forcefully to the right and down. It twisted, hummed, skated and charted a
rising course for the tool chest, speed increasing. Daav put out along arm, captured the thing in aswoop
and st it upon hisknee, stroking it with firm fingers, asif it were aparticularly frolicsome kitten.

"1?" Helifted an elegant eyebrow.

"Don't you come dl High House with me! What the devil did you mean by letting that go on? Timingit,
wereyou? | supposeit never occurred to you to interfere? It was easier to St up therelikea
melant'i-choked dirt-scruffer—"

"Certainly not," Daav said, his calm voice cutting effortlesdy acrossthe other'stirade. "1 hope | know my
obligations, astrainer, as comrade and as co-pilot. In any of those faces 1'd be blind not to see she needs
to learn how to fight— quickly."

It could not be said that Jon's mouth actualy hung open. However, there was along moment of slence
before agrudging, "Well, that'sthefirgt sengble thing I've heard said in the last ten minutes, all
congdered. Still, lad, she might have took damage. Clonak's got the edge.”

"Itswhat I've been telling you!" Clonak cried plaintively. "My so-called edge was enough to keep the
pace." He moved hisshoulders. "1 don't say | couldn't have worn her down, if it came to an endurance
test. But the unvarnished truth is, Master Jon, she might very well have pegged me beforeit cameto
stamina—and I'd be in the 'doc even now, growing me anew head!" He set his hands on his hips and
gave Jon back hisglare. Tel my trainer, then!"

"Hah." Jon flicked hisglance asde. "Daav?"

"Not entirdly unlike my own judgment, though | believe Clonak over-tender in regard to hishead. | rather
thought she was homing in on hisnose"

"Smashed to apurple pulp,” Clonak mourned. "Blood al sticky in my mustache.”
"Brace up, darling, the'doc would have put everything right.”
"Yes, but you know," Clonak said earnestly, "it ill hurts."

"One of lifésinequities," Jon said, and sighed. "Why | ever let the pair of you pass piloting isa puzzlefor
my old age. How came you to be our math teacher's co-pilot, young Captain?”

" She asked me to accompany her on athorough testing of the new navcomp and backups," Daav said,
diding slently to hisfeet. He tossed the bowli bal lightly to Clonak, who scooped it up in the instant
before it touched hisbelt buckle.

"Wereto lift in thefirst hour after dawn, tomorrow."

"If she keepsthis pace, shelll lose provisona well ahead of spec,” Jon said. "Good lift to you, then." He
turned back toward his office.

"Fair flying, Master Jon," Daav returned softly, and cocked a meaningful eyebrow at Clonak.
"End of shift, old friend?"

The pudgy Scout sSighed and used the tips of three fingersto smooth his mustache. "I suppose you're
right,” he said, walking at Daav's Sde toward the crew door. "Why are you alwaysright, Captain?”’



"Now, do you know, my perspectiveisthat I'm often wrong.”

"A terrifying statement! Do not, | pray, say it to anyone else! Asfor myself, consder my lips sealed—I
shdl carry your secret to the grave.”

The crew door cycled and they stepped out into the twilight. Clonak drew in anoisy lungful of freeair
and grinned up at Daav. "Come 'round to Apdl's and let me buy you aglass of wine."

A glass of winewith Clonak had awoeful tendency to become many glasses of wine, and anight so late
it might just as easily be called tomorrow. Daav moved his shoulders and returned hisfriend's grin.

"Ancther time. I'vean early lift."
"So you do! I'm reminded that I'm jeslous." Clonak lifted a hand and moved away. "Until soon, darling.”

"Take good care, Clonak." Daav sretched, drinking in the evening air, then turned toward Mechanic
Street and hisland-car. An early lift, he thought, and smiled.

Ran Eld tralled into her room without the courtesy of aring to announce his presence. He had long ago
possessed himself of an override to Adlliana's door-code and used it as his right. She suspected that he
also kept an ear on her so-caled private comm+-line, and thus routed al callsto her office at the college.

Aédlianablanked the reader and spun, coming quickly to her feet. She had aslittle desirefor Ran Eld to
discover her perusing avolume on Terran culture as she had for being trapped in her chair against the
desk, her brother looming close above her.

Asit was, her position was less than perfect, with her back to the L-shaped desk and abookshelf cutting
off escgpeto theright. Still, she was on her feet and that was something, she told hersdlf as her brother
came close—and then closer—a shesf of printout in his ring-heavy hand.

"Good evening, Adliana, how delightful to find you yet awake." Hisvoice held itsusua note of sweet
malice, though with a certain undertone that said he would have been better pleased, if it been necessary
for him to roust her from bed.

He moved the sheaf of papers cardlesdy, fanning her face with acold, tiny breeze. Adlianashivered.

Ran Eld smiled. "I have the report on the progress of your investment, sister. Allow meto congratulate
you on thetimeliness of your delivery. Alas, | find | am not entirely convinced of the superiority of your
Fund; it seemed to run neck-and-neck with my own."

"A twelve-day isnot sufficient timeto test out,” Adlianasaid, hating the quaver in her voice. ™Y ou know
thet."

"Do I? But perhaps | had forgotten. Stupid of me." He moved the papers closer, laying the sharp edges
againgt her cheek. Adliana shrank back, the papers followed, edges beginning to bite. She froze.

"I hear,” Ran Eld said conversationdly, "that you have taken to frequenting gaming places. That you
tend—after receiving tuition on the subject from your elders—toward the company of Scouts. Iswhat |
hear true, Ster?'

The paper edges burned against her skin. One quick move of her brother's hand and her cheek would be
diced, eye-edgeto jaw. Adlianatook a deep breath and forced hersalf to meet hiseyes.

"How could | frequent gaming houses?" she asked, keeping her voice humble, welcoming now the



despicable, cowardly quaver. It sometimes happened that Ran Eld gave over punishment, if her groveling
proved sufficiently amusing. "My wages are given entirely to yourself, brothe—and you even now hold
the proof of what befell my quarter-share.”

Therewas along pause, long enough for Adlianato fed the breath begin to thicken in her throat.
"So | do." Helifted the papers away, glanced at them—and glanced up.
"I note a copy forwarded to the dem. Why isthat?"

"|—Merdy | had thought it proper,” she gasped. "It was Delm's Word began the venture and I—I meant
no offense, only right action.”

Another pause, excruciating to her quivering nerves.

"Better to err on the part of right action than to fail of giving full honor,” Ran Eld dlowed & last, though
not asif thisjudgment pleased him. "I advise that there is no need to send future reports to the deim. Do
you understand me?"

She bowed her head cravenly, blessing the forward-falling shroud of hair. "1 understand you, brother.”
"Good. Of this other matter—you will ook at me, Adliana.”

Swallowing againgt terror, sheraised her head. Gods, what if one of Ran Eld's cronies had seen her in
Quenpdt's Casino? What if thetale of her win had come after dl to his ears? Her ship—Ran Eld must
not, must not, be allowed—

"l ask you again, sgter, if you have not been gambling in casinos. If perhaps you had not acquired—a
gpaceship— through playing a game of chance with aHigh Houselord out of Solcintra?!

"A spaceship?' She stared at him, striving for alook of rankest stupidity. "What should | dowith a
paceship?’

Ran Eld's eyes bored into hers. Somehow, she endured it, feeling the weight of Ride the Luck's keys,
hanging cold between sweat-dicked breadts.

"| thought it awine-tale," he said at last, moving his eyesfrom hers. It took every erg of will not to sag
againgt the desk and sob aloud with relief, though she did dare bow her head, and draw the curtain of her
hair once again across her face.

Above her, Ran Eld sighed. "Do you recdl, Adliana, your ingtruction regarding Scouts?"

" am—am only to teach those Scouts registered to my courses,” she said hoarsdly, "and shun their
company at dl other times.”

"Precisdy. | warn you now, ster, that it will go extremely ill with you, do | find you have disregarded this
ingtruction. Scouts are not fit company for one of Mizel—even if that oneisonly yoursdlf. Do you
understand?’

"l understand,” she whispered around a sudden surging desire to behold at this moment any of Binjai's
crew, with aspecid thanksto the gods if that any should chance to be Daav or burly Jon deaCort.

"Very good,” Ran Eld said, out of thered and dismd present. "I give you good-night, sister. Seep well.”
Sheraised her head sufficiently to watch him cross the room and pass through the door. The closing of



that portal waslike aknife againgt the wires of fright that held her upright.

With adry sob, she crashed to her knees, hands flying up to cover her face as she huddled against the
desk-legs and shivered.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

We signed the final draft of the contract tonight. Thought they'd choke on Captain's Justice.
Supid groundlings. How do we know the length of voyage, assuming we even break out? How do
we know there's any worlds | eft to run to? Stuation like this, there has to be one voice that's law,
not some damn committee. And that law has got to be in favor of the ship, and the greatest good.
There can only be one captain. One voice. One law. For the best survival of the ship.

—Excerpted from Cantrayos Phelium's L og Book

It wasraining in Solcinira Port.

Aédlianaran through the downpour, less conscious of the wet than the joy that heated her blood, reducing
Clan Mizd to agpeck and Ran Eld Caylon to an infelicity born of abad night's dreaming.

Herein the wakeful world, she would soon meet her copilot a the foot of her ship'sramp, and Liad itsalf
would beleft behind, reduced to amathematica necessity, one of many factors supporting an equation of

fligh.

She reached The Luck's pad, raced 'round the curve to the end of the ramp—and al but cried aloud, her
ran shattered by dismay.

Therewas no tal graceful figure awaiting her at the base of the ramp, rain-jewels glittering along
leathered shoulders. The gantry was empty, from tarmac to hatch. Aelliana swalowed, shivering in the
disma downpour, and walked the rest of the way forward on joy-dead feet.

Totheleft, aflicker of noisdess movement. Adliana spun as Daav ducked out from beneath the ramp,
leather collar turned up againgt the wet, long fingers dancing cheerfully.

Rdlief hit in agiddy wave, rocking her into laughter as she shook sodden hair away from her face.

"A very finemorning, to be surel" She answered the silent greeting aloud. "I thought you had forgotten
rT.EII

"No, but | have an excdllent memory,” he said earnestly. "Even Jon dlows me that much.” He sighed
heavily, shoulders dumping in an attitude of exaggerated remorse. "My woeful decadenceisto blamefor
your distressand | humbly ask pardon.”

Giddy yet with the return of joy, Adlianasmiled and tipped her head, trying to read beyond the mischief
inthe black eyes and into the heart of the joke.

In amoment she had given it up, glancing away from a gaze that seemed to read her al too easily, while
remaining acipher to her closest study.

"Decadence?’ she asked.

"Well, you see" he said, dipping past her and ghosting up the ramp, "1 would much rather be dry than
wet."



She choked on another laugh and followed him, pulling the keys up on their neck-chain and dipping it
over her head. "l wonder that Master dealCort allows one so in love with comfort to work for him."

"How could you not, when Master deaCort wonders as much himsdaf? Often. And loudly.”

Almogt shelaughed again, but lost it in atiny shiver of darm. Thelanding was very thin and Daav, dim as
he was, filled asignificant percentage of the available space. She would need to practicdly lean against
his chest to access the hatch pandl.

Asif hefdt her heditation in his own muscles, Daav pivoted Sdeways on the ramp, arms outstretched,
one hand gripping therail, the other resting againgt the hull. He grinned and inclined his head.

"Y our shelter from the storm, pilot. Be quick, | beg you, dse | will be wet!™

Shedid by, feding his nearness like sunlight on her back, raised the shield and fingered thefirst key into
place. The ID board came dive. Shefed in her code and seated the second key. There was a muted
click and the hatch began to rise.

Adlianapulled the keys free and turned carefully on the landing, inclining her head with aforced amile.
"Quickly, before you are soaked."

"Rilot first." Daav stayed where he was, one eyebrow askance. "I've been well drilled in protocol.”

Pilot first. Adliana blinked as the words found home, then drew a deep breath and stepped into her
ship, deliberately squaring her shoulders as she did.

Daav entered the ship; the outer hatch cycled and locked behind him.

Before him, Adliana hesitated on the edge of the inner hatch. He read in the set of her body an
awareness that had nothing to do with wariness and saw, in one of the flashes of ingtinctive understanding
characteristic of him, that Aellianawas poised on a precipice of change. Here and now, she was engaged
inletting go of something past and potent and smultaneoudy reaching forth to gragp something other and
infinitely precious.

Hetook acareful breath, and remanded himsdf to utter tillness, that he not distract her in the midst of
this chanciest of undertakings.

That she reached toward claiming her own skills, her ship, her comrades, seemed likely. That histaking
shelter beneath the ramp had precipitated this moment of change aso seemed likely. Her dismay at
discovering an empty ramp, and the giddy relief she showed at his appearancetold thetae plainly. He
wondered if sheyet redlized that she was speaking to him in Comrade.

Within theframe of theinner hatchway, Adliana shifted— turned.

"Will you check the board while | go and dry mys=lf?' she asked, as acomrade might well ask. She held
out the ship keyson alink of short chain and long. Daav stepped forward and received them with a
qmile

"Indeed | will."

"Thank you." She crossed the threshold into the pilot's chamber, moving left toward the companionway,
wet garments clinging heavily, hinting a the shape they were meant to conced . Daav went right, sorting
the keysfor the board—



"Daav?'

For thefirst time, hisname: Intuition had not failed him. He turned, taking care to move gentle, and
gmiled.

"Adliang?'
She cameforward afew steps, hand outstretched, asilver gleam between the fingers.
"l had—taken your hair-ring—last evening...."

"Ah." Helifted ahand to touch his queue. "I have another, you see, and it seems you might put that one
to good use. Keep it, of your kindness." He offered agrin. "Clonak may demand arematch, you know."

Her eyestook fire and her mouth curved, fingers closing tight around the pdtry gift.

"Thank you," she said again, and hesitated, head tipped to one side. "Clonak. Did Jon—"

"No morta wounds," he said chearfully. "Clonak has a gift for irritation against which even Jon is not
immune”

Laughter sparkled across her face, gonein the next instant. She turned without another word and went
down the companionway. After amoment, Daav went to the board and did into the co-pilot's chair.

Thethick overshirt refused to give up its moisture.

Adliana, who had been smultaneoudy warmed and dried by the fresher in the pilot's cabin, fingered the
sodden beige item uncertainly.

The vaet had done admirably by the rest of her clothing, depositing them in the out-bin pressed and
smdling softly of jazmin.

Liked everything binjali, the chel'Mara, she thought with a grudge of admiration as she pulled on black
trousers, plain singlet and awhite silk day-shirt trimmed with faded green ribbon. None of these garments
was new, nor did they fit her well. Indeed, in the absence of the overshirt, the trousers required severe
belt-plesting to keep them even indifferently moored by her waist. The shirt—agift from Sinit on aname
day long past—had wide deeves pulled tight into green-trimmed cuffs, and aloose cut, though the silk
would cling, here and there.

But the overshirt, that wasthe thing. It was her custom alwaysto wear thisarticle of clothing; it was her
armor, her huddling place, her quilted coat of invighility.

And it hung, like adozen or so freshly caught fish, chilling her fingertips.

Adlianabit her lip. Even her boots had dried under the vaet's persuasion, and been returned to her
gleaming with polish, worn hedls evened. That the one most necessary item should—

"Tower givesusgraceto lift, pilot.” Daav's voice flowed out of the wallspesker. "Pending receipt of
course.”

Adlliana gasped and spun toward the speaker, her eye catching aflash of movement to her right.

"| shdl be—another moment,” she managed and barely waited to hear his"Right" before spinning back to
the valet, snatching open the hatch and stuffing the soggy shirt within.



She chose 'ultra-dry’ from the option list, dammed the hatch, and turned again, confronting the mirror.

No lift-proof wonder, this, but asmple rectangle of polished metal, showing, at the moment, a painfully
thin woman in baggy trousers and a shabby silk shirt, blast-dried hair snarled across her face.

Adlianasnatched at her pocket, finger-combed the static-charged mass back from her face and clipped
it firmly with Daav's hair-ring.

The woman in the mirror hesitated a heartbeat longer, poised on the bals of her fet, thin body quivering,
eyeswide and green in agaunt, paeface.

Sheinclined her head. "Pilot," she said quietly, and was gone.

A mug of tea steamed gently on the arm of her chair, kegping company with acheese muffin. Daav,
reclining in the copilot's place with hislong legsthrust out before him, glanced up from finishing hisown
muffin, earring swinging.

"I hope you don't mind cheese," he said gpologetically. "1 meant only to order my own, you know, and
what must my fingers do but stutter on the key and the automat give out two!™

Adlianacongdered him thoughtfully.
"| should like to see your fingers Sutter,” she decided after amoment.
Daav grinned. "Alas, it happensdl too often. Dreadfully clumsy.”

"No doubt even Jon will say s0," she agreed gravely, dipping into her place. She picked up the cup and
frowned into the reddish depths.

"What isit about Scouts," she wondered, "that makes them so eager to feed one?"

"Well, you see, we're trained to respect efficiency and to mend those things which hinder efficient work.
Observation has shown that a person carrying significantly less than optimum body-weight functions at
lowered efficiency. Such persons are subject to exhaustion, muddled thinking, and bouts of terror, which
are not merdly inefficient, but active threststo surviva."

Startled, she looked up and met apair of sober black eyes.
"A pilot kegps hersdf fit," she said, quoting from the guild-book.

Daav inclined hishead. "That," he agreed quietly. "Also it isthe duty of the co-pilot to ensure the pilot's
hedlth—and the care of a comrade to answer need with aid.”

"l see" She put the teacup back on the broad arm of the chair and reached for the muffin. "I have
been—| ong aside— from the world," she said, breaking the cake open and breathing in the cheesy
aroma "Whilel eat, will you tell meif you have formed any notion of how best to test the navcomp?”

"Severd," hesad readily, "but you must tell me how much time you may spend.”
Aédlianaglanced at the board clock and back to her copilot. "Twelve hours.”

"Ah," hesaidwithaamile, "inthat wise..."



CHAPTER NINETEEN

A statistically significant number of Scouts are reported eklykt'i—unreturned—every Standard
Year. While some undoubtedly fall prey to the omnipresent dangers of their duty, there is reason to
believe that most have simply found a world that suits them better than the homeworld and have
decided to stay.

There are those who argue that Scouts who are eklykt'i are the most successful Scouts of all.
—Excerpted from All About the Liaden Scouts

Liad hung in her third screen, aglowing wizard's-ball caught fast in athick net of traffic. Outyards Four,
Five and Three, moored to the edge of the net, aso showed, gratifyingly distant. All that remained
between Ride the Luck and the beginning of Jump space was the hailing beacon—and Scout Station.

Adlianasighed.
“Tired, pilot?"

"Not at dl," shereturned, spinning in her chair to meet her co-pilot'ssmile. "I was merdly thinking
how—satisfying—it would be to continue our route out."

"Eminently stisfying,” Daav said, his smile going alittle crooked, "and very tempting. Liad does grate
upon one, from timeto time." He extended the hand which bore the mark of the ring he did not wear and
locked his board.

Adlianabit her lip, leaning over to lock her own board. "Have you been—etired—very long?' she
asked, which was none of her concern at all.

"Six years," Daav answered, asif it had been an entirely gppropriate question. "'l had been active for ten.”
"Clonak—Clonak calsyou captain,” shetold him, asif thismight have someway escaped hisnotice.

Daav laughed. "WEell, and Clonak's an odd creature, as even those who love him must own. It happens|
had been histeam leader, though | barely had such courtesy from him then. And,” he added kindly,
"before you sprain your tongue in an attempt not to ask the next perfectly logica question: Scout Captain,
with agpecidty in Culturd Genetics."

Swiftly, shelifted her eyesto his. "'l beg your pardon,” she said, feding heat wash dong her cheeks. "l
had been taught it impolite to inquire of—of—" She staggered to a hdlt, for "stranger,” the word she had
been about to utter, did not fit the cipher; nor did "non-kin," her other choice, strike closer. Indeed, she
was more likely to receive care and accurate data from stranger-Daav than ever she might of Ran Eld.

"All by the Code and very proper initsplace," Daav said, coming smoothly to hisfeet. "The so-called
politeworld being its place. Y ou have every right to ask of me, Adliana. | am your co-pilot and your
comrade. It isimperative that you trust me, as| might well be required to make adecison in your name.
If you cannot trust meto act as you would, you had best know it quickly.”

She stared up at him for along moment before risng with asigh. "1 venture to say that you would not in
any caseact asl would,” shesaid dowly. "I would far rather trust your judgment than my own.”

"Thenyou areno pilot.”

She flinched, snapped straight, hands fisted at her Sdes. "'l am apilot!" she cried, asif it were wrenched



from the core of her. "l will master Jump within the year!"

Daav lifted an eyebrow. "If you will," he said with a cool and distant courtesy that put her forcefully in
mind of Lady pel'Rula. "1 must dlow, however, that | have never known a Jump pilot who would place
another's judgment above her own in any matter of her ship.”

She glared, her own voice echoing in memory'sear: | do not wish to hear that any of my students has
died stupidly...

Shedrew acareful breath.
"Madter pilot," she said. Daav inclined his head.
"Filot?"

"| gtriveto be an apt pupil,” Adlianasaid formally, and bowed as one of her students might bow to her:
Respect and honor to the ingtructor. "1 have been many years aside the world. Thisinformation is not
offered to excuse ineptitude, but to aid the ingtructor's judgment. It may be | am unworthy of the
ingructor's notice. Certainly, | have muchto learn.”

"Though nothing to learn at dl in the science of ddlivering adevastating setdown!” Both of Daav's
eyebrowswere up. He flung out that curioudy unringed hand, fingers dightly curled. " Cry friends,
Adliana, do! | swear not to comethelordling.”

She blinked a him, baffled. "But—you are entirely correct,” she sammered. "I must learn dl apilot's
melant'i, and that quickly. Else how shdl it be when | am beyond Liaden space and none but myself to
consult?| read of al manner of strange custom in out-space. When my ship and mysdlf areranged
againg such and the decision must always befirst to preserve the ship—" She dammed to astop, heart

pounding.
"Your shipisyour life," Daav said softly, and with the air of quoting someone.
"Yes" Shelet out ashaky breath. "Yes, exactly so."

"Which iswhy the chd'Maraisafool.” He smiled, tipping his head so the Slver earring spun sparkling in
the cabin'slight. "Shall you cry friends, Adliana, or am | in blackest disgrace?’ Thelong fingers beckoned

gently.

She hesitated, fedling the familiar clutch of fear in the pit of her belly. A test...And once again, she

thought, clammy fingers twisting together as she stared at that beckoning hand, Daav was right. Who was
sheto clam for hersdf the courage necessary to leave clan, kin and homeworld—the boldnessto survive
among strange custom—when she dared not even reach out her hand to touch the hand of her comrade?

It was difficult. To her screaming, hard-won ingtincts, it required an entire day to step closer, a
twelve-day to raise her hand, another to hold it forth, aentire rdummato close her fingers around hisand
fed the warm, answering pressure, by the end of which quarter-year she wastrembling in every muscle
and her legs barely firm enough to hold her.

"Reprieved!" Daav's voice sounded gaily. He pivoted smoothly, drawing her with him as he moved
across the chamber. "1 expect you'd like some lunch before we proceed.”

"Lunch?" Adlianarepeated. She shook herself and drew aragged breath, noting with something like
panic that she was clutching Daav's hand with aforce that hurt her own. "Thank you, but I—don't believe
| ambhungry.”



"Yes" hesad placidly, "I know."

It was not until he had seated her in the tiny canteen and gently reclaimed hishand in order to ply the
menuboard that a certain ominous thought struck her.

"Daav?'
Heturned hishead. "Yes."

"|—" she dtared down at her tightly-folded hands, her eyesfollowing the intricacies of the puzzlering,
round and round. She bit her lip. "Areyou aHeder?'

"Ah." Heleft the board and leaned acrossthelittle table, laying one hand over both of hers. He smiled as
her eyes|egpt to meset his.

"My empathy rating is—high," he said softly, "but | am not aHealer." Helooked closdy into her eyes, his
own serious. "Shdl | fetch you aHeder, Adliana?"

It was an appropriate offer, from acomrade. Aellianablinked against tears, tore her gaze away.

"Thank you, no. It is—I believe it is—too late—by many— years. | had only wondered—it seemed you
aeso—"

"Meddlesome,” Daav said lightly, standing away with asmile. "It'sasad case, but—Scouts, you know.
Shdl you have soup with your sdlad or merely aroll?*

She stared at his back, torn between frustration and laughter. "Only arall, of your goodness.”

Therewas, of course, no hope that she would merely receive aroll and acup of tea, and it was with no
red surprisethat Adlianasat some moments later considering arather large salad, augmented by cheese
and breadstick.

Daav, who was having soup with his own sdlad, dug in with awill. Adliana picked up her tongs.
"How did you learn the sllent tongue?’
Adlianaglanced up from her dl-but-empty plate with ablink.

"| teach Scouts," she said, with adight smile, "and Scout minds—as you must know!—are very often
bent on mischief. | learned it for survivd, through observation.” She moved her shoulders, denying his
look of admiration. "When | findly cameto redlize that the finger-flickers among the classmust bea
language of some kind, it was only ashort step to reading it—which isthe extent of my skill."

"Y ou've never tried to speak so yoursdf?!

"Oh, no," she said, glancing down at her plate and fingering her tongs. "I would be hopelesdy clumsy, you
know."

"Having observed you at a piloting board, not to mention deep in agame of bowli ball," Daav said
somewhat dryly, "1 know nothing of thekind. It's auseful language—and staggeringly smpleto learn.
Much eager than Terran.”

"Which I must also magter." Adliana sighed, shoulders dumping. To capturefirg class, to become
proficient in Terran, to acquire tolerance of exotic custom, to earn both funds and recommendations, all
the while keeping ship and comrades hidden safe from Ran Eld's eye—



"Have you only ayear?' Daav asked and she started, so closdly did he echo her thoughts, then relaxed,
lips curving upward.

"Very high," she commented, and moved her shoulders. "A year it must be. It may be necessary to give
over theseminar.”

"Ah, no, that would be crudty. If Liad isto lose you atogether, at least alow another class of Scoutsthe
benefit of your knowledge."

Extremely high in the empathy range, Adlianathought, with sudden understanding. And augmented
by all a Scout's observational skills. Small wonder he finds the polite world grates on him. She
raised her eyes.

"Do you know anything of aworld caled Desolate?"

"Yes, and none of it good," Daav said bluntly. "If that is your destination, and the hope of your study, you
would do far better to remain on Liad."

"l had thought—some time ago—that | might go there," she said. "Before Ride the Luck. Plans
have—altered. But | had wondered."

"Hah." Daav finished off histeaand set the cup aside. "The World Room at Scout Academy iswhat you
want. Apply to the commander for use-time."

She hesitated. "Do you think—"

"Your nameis cantraa Academy, Adliana," Daav said, pushing back his chair and gathering up the
remainsof hismedl. "Jon had told you s0."

"So hehad." Sherose, gathered up her leavings and fed them to the disposer before turning back to her
tal co-pilot.

"I wonder," that gentleman said with the easy air she was beginning to recognize with trepidation, "if you
might wish to have ataste of Jump."

Her heart legped, the cadculations running, quickslver, in her heed. "The gravity wdll..."

"A serious problem, were we to attempt full Jump. I'm suggesting Little Jump, or Smuggler's Ace, asmy
piloting instructor was used to cal it. We barely phase out, skim atop hyperspace and return. In such a
venture, the gravity well—"

"The gravity well acts as anchor and catayst—I see!" Adlianainterrupted, the figuresflowing, bright and
perfect, before her mind's eye. Shelooked hungrily into Daav's face.

"Canwe..."

"Let uscal Scout Station and clear it with them. However—no disgrace of your skill!—I will run first
board."

"Yes, of course,” said Adlliana, and almost ran back to the pilot's chamber.

* * %

Scout Station gave its aye with cheery unsurprise, recommending them to "enjoy the bounce" Daav
grinned and closed the line—and then the mandatory open line.



"No open linesin Jump," he murmured, fingers dancing aong hisinsruments. "Y our board to me, if you
please"

She assigned it with apang, Sghing as her screenswent dark.

"Patience, child," he chided, and before Adlliana could protest such address, her screenswerelive again,
board-lightswinking bright.

"Y our board isdaved to mine. Every toggle| trip, every bit of datal feed in—everything will be reflected
there, for your interest. Well enough?

For her mogt intenseinterest! "Well enough,” she agreed, eyes hungry on the tell-tales.

Daav laughed. Across Adllianas board lights brightened, darkened, flared, flicked; datastringslikea
river at thaw stormed across the pilot's net; navcomp held steady, steady, perfect to five digits. Scout
Station passed from screen three to four to five, outline stretched by velocity, until it shot off the edge of
screen seven and vanished as the warning beacon flowed into screen one, heading for two—

The ship flinched, the screens went gray. Navcomp beeped and took itself off-line.

"Jump achieved." Daav's voice was calm as always, but Adlliana thought she detected athread of sheer,
savagejoy in that smooth weaving.

At the bottom right corner of prime screen, red digitsticked time. One-minute-six, one-minute-nine,
one-minute-twelve—The lights jigged manic across the board, data hurtled—one-minute-fifteen—

Navcomp sang and came alive; ship's eyes opened, showing the diminished, ensnared globe of the
homeworld. Adlianabit back something woefully near a curse, hand moving to demand ucidation from
maincomp. Nothing happened, of course, shewas still daved to the master board.

llBut_ll

"Smuggler'sAce, recdl it?' Hewasn't even trying to hide his exuberance. He grinned like aboy and
opened the mandatory line with aflourish, letting in dl the babble of the workaday universe.

"How can we be—be—" She dammed to a hdt, aware that she was not entirely certain where they
were, excepting beyond range of Port and Tower, beyond Scout Station, beyond the beacon—

"Ah, hyperspacel” Daav said gaily. "We don't go through, we go between. The gravity well gives apretty
boog, though brief."

Sheglared a him, suspicion gathering, now that it wastoo late. "Where arewe?' she demanded awfully.
"My dreadful manners." His hands moved across his board, reassigning control to her.

She blinked, snatched at the board, read the numbers and found hersalf not much enlightened. Irritably,
she dapped maincomp up, demanding the filed record of their outward course—

"| fear that won't be there," Daav said apologetically. "My cursed clumsiness.”

"Y ou wiped the comp?' She stared at him in patent disbdief, while she recdled hisfingers moving across
the board. So swift, so—very—certain.

Hesghed dolefully. "Alas."



"Ancther lesson, magter pilot?"

"You had," he pointed out, "indicated a need for accelerated study. Only consider, Adliana, how rich this
dtuationisin practica gpplication.”

"Isit indeed?"

"Oh, amazingly," he assured her, ignoring irony. "Why, by the time you've discovered wherewe are,
caculated areturn, and taken us home, you will bewdl on theway to losing provisond entirely.”

She eyed him, suspicion flowering into dread—or perhaps, anticipation. "1'm to take us home? Unaided?'

Daav folded hisarms elaborately across his chest. "Well, you don't think I'm taking us home, do you? |
did my part. | got us here." He closed hiseyes.

Adlianatook abreath. "Y ou are—" Words desarted her.
"Despicable,” Daav offered obligingly, not bothering to open hiseyes.

Shelet her breath out in a puff that might have been exasperation or laughter. Sharply, she cycled her
chair, opened the board and set about the task of discovering just where, precisdly, they were.

CHAPTER TWENTY

It must be the ambition of every person of melant'i to mold individual character to the clan's
necessity. The person of impeccable melant'i will have no goal, nor undertake any task, upon
which the clan might have reason to frown.

—Excerpted from the Liaden Code of Proper Conduct

"Your Lordshipisal grace, to bestir yourself to meet me at this hour." The red-haired man bowed
profoundly.

Ran Eld Caylon inclined his head haughtily and sat firgt, as befitted hisrank. The red-haired man took the
chair across.

"Wine, Your Lordship?'
"I thank you," Ran Eld said and took the glass of canary asit was poured, tasted it and sighed.

Ran Eld Caylon wasfond of finethings. Finewine, fine jewdry, fine comrades. The man acrossthetable
was one of the latter class—or had been. Recently, however, San bel'Fasin had become a dead bore.

"| trust Y our Lordship enjoys hisusua robust hedth?"
Once again, Ran Eld inclined hishead. "1 am quitefit."
"And Y our Lordship'sddightful Sgtersarelikewisewd 1?7

The red-haired man had never met Ran Eld's siters, though it had been his policy from thefirst to find
them ddlightful.

"My sgersarewdl," Ran Eld admitted, and assayed another sip.
"And your honored mother, the delm—she is—of coursel—in the best of good heath?!



"My mother blooms, | thank you."
"Excdlent, excdlent! Then therewill be no difficulty in caling upon her with my little maiter.”
Ran Eld froze, wine glass hdfway to hislips.

"I beg your pardon." bel'Fasin moved his handsin gently. “"Why, the indggnificant matter of twenty cantra
forwarded to Y our Lordship last rdumma. Certainly you recall it?"

"Twenty cantra?' Ran Eld treated the red-haired man to his coldest stare. "Y ou are mistaken. The
amount owed isfour.”

"Four cantrawere originaly lent," San bel'Fasin agreed urbandy. "At interest of twenty percent per
twelve-day, plus penaties.”

"Pendlties? What penaities?”

"One hundred percent rolled over at the conclusion of each twelve-day unpaid,” bel'Fasin said promptly,
and met Ran Eld's glare with aglance so deathly chill the nadelm shivered. "Y our Lordship signed a

paper.

So he had, and Adllianas quarter-share had been destined to retire this particular debt of honor. But
what must occur, Ran Eld thought furioudly, except the Delm's Own Word had forced him to hand the
sum to Adlliana and no way to loose another four cantra from the House's meager funds...

"When might it be convenient for meto call upon your delm?" bel'Fasin asked courteoudly.
Ran Eld set asde hisglass, of asudden sick of wine. Twenty cantra, gods...

"Thereisno reason for you to cdl upon Mizd, friend bel'Fasin.”

"Alas, Your Lordship, thereisevery reason. Unless..."

Ran Eld looked up, hope a painful crush of heart and lungs.

"Unless?'

"Perhaps Y our Lordship would be willing to represent another case to your honored delm?”

"What case?" bel'Fasin smiled and sipped hiswine. Ran Eld grit histeeth and let the moment stretch,
though it was torture to his screaming nerves.

"Mizd owns a certain— eather manufactory, | believe?'

Sood'ae L eather Works was the most profitable of Mizel's three manufactories. Alas, it was dso the
eldest of the clan's holdings and certain updates were sorely needed.

Ran Eld inclined hishead. "True."

"Ah. Then | wonder if you might not be able to—bring your delm to see the—benefit—of apartner in
that busness.”

Sood'ae was freeheld, Ran Eld thought. The delm would never... He caught San bel'Fasin's cold eyeson
him and took a deep bregth.

Twenty contra, at twenty percent and one hundred percent penalty every...



"l shall speak to Mizel," Ran Eld told the red-haired man with formal coolness. He picked up hisglass
and threw the rest of hiswine down his throat.

They werein mid-Port, between Virtua Arcade and the zoologica museum. It was mid-evening and the
byways were crowded with jostling strangers—L iadens, mostly, but with amixing of Terrans, tall and
loud in their clusters of comrades. Adlianaand Daav were holding hands, that they should not lose each
other inthe press.

The problem set her up-space had, indeed, been rife with opportunity. Adlliana bested the problem,
eventudly, and earned not only her tutor's quiet praise, but awarm glow of pridein her own
accomplishment. They werein mid-Port by way of celebration.

To Adliana, whose knowledge of Solcintra Port encompassed the ferry station, the monorail and
Mechanic Street to the door of Binjdi's, mid-Port was an unrelieved marvel. She craned into shop
windows, marveled at street-corner playlets, and stared at passersby, the jangle of a dozen languages
likewinefor her ears.

"Here." Daav tugged on her hand, charting a dantwise course from the edge of thewak inward, toward
the shopslining theright. Perforce, Adlianafollowed, trusting him to bring them to safe docking, then
paused on the threshold of the shop he chose, her nose telling tales of exotic spices, hot bread and other
ddlights.

"Morefood?' she cried, hauling back on his hand.

"Food!" His eyes sparkled like black diamonds, in-lit with delight. Y ou wrong me, pilot, and so | swear.
Asif | would guide you here for mere food!"

It was S0 easy to laugh. Laughing, shelet him tug her ingde, to stand beside himin along line until it was
at last their turn at the counter.

Daav sduted the grizzled counterman with agrin. "Pecha, of your goodness, old friend—and a pitcher of
the house's best! This my comrade has never partaken of your specidty.”

The counterman grinned and rang in the order, though Adlliana saw no coin change hands.

"Enjoy!" he recommended in badly-accented Liaden and waved abig hand, giving Adlianaawink before
he turned to the customer behind.

"He's—" Adlianabegan, as Daav guided across the crowded floor to atable againgt the rear wall.

"Paol Goyemon," Daav said. He did onto the bench seat at her right and gave her alifted eyebrow. "Y ou
find him repulave?’

"Not at dl. | hadn't known Terrans held shop in Port.”

"A cantraisacantra, no matter who makesit—or paysit." He grinned. "A principle of economicsthat
does much to sustain my faith in humankind.”

She chuckled, then sobered, danting alook into hisface. "Isit burdensome, being—world-bound?’
Something flickered across hisface, touched his eyes.

"Itis," hesad dowly, "somewhat of aburden. It isthetraining, you understand. In making usfit for the
universe, we are made unfit for Liad." He amiled, wryly. "It does not help, of course, that the polite world



labels Scouts odd and holds usin mingled trepidation and dismay. 'Scout's eyes they say, asif it were
something of magic, rather than merely learning to see what stands before one.”

Shefrowned, groping after acertain thought... "Thereis Clonak, growing hair on hisface—likeaTerran.
Liadensdon't grow beards. Surely those who have never |left Liad cannot be expected—"

"Liadens" Daav brokein, "livein danger of losing the game to complacency. They think themsdlvesthe
ultimate in civilization and scorn what is not written in the Code. The Codeisdl very well, but courtesy to
difference has not been named avirtue. If—" He caught himsalf on a haf-laugh and raised his hand,

gesturing gpology.
"There, | promise not to rant."

Before she could assure him that he was not even approaching one of Ran Eld's lectures, et done arant,
the pechaand pitcher arrived.

Pecha was flat round dough, spiced red sauce, vegetables, and cheese, baked until cheese and sauce
bubbled, served on a hot stone. The dough was cut into six fat dices. One detached adice from the
circle of itsfelows, balanced the treacherous wedge atop one's fingers—and ate.

Adlianafollowed Daav's example, imperfectly at first, gaining confidence with each bite. The flavor was
strong, spicy enough to raise tears—ddlicious. The wine—swest, red, glacier-cold, with citrus smiles
floating in it—cooled the mouth and sharpened the gppetite.

"Thisiswonderful," Adlianasaid, liberating her second dice. Daav smiled and raised hisglassin slent
sute.

Too quickly, it was done. They lingered over the wine, sde by side and backs comfortably braced
againg thewall, watching the crowd of diners ebb and change.

"How did Clonak come to have a—mustache!" Adlianawondered lazily.

"Weall have our souvenirs." Daav's voice was equally lazy. He lifted ahand and touched his earring.
"Thetde of how Clonak came by his mustache is—alasl—not to betold for forty years, by order of the
Scout Commander. What | can tell you isthat he very badly wished to speak to someone who would not
treat with a'beardless boy,' asthe phrase went. Clonak thus sought permission of histeam-leader and
then commended himself to the autodoc, rising much asyou see him today." He paused, considering.

"Sightly more demented,” he said at last, Spping hiswine. "I do believe age hasmelowed him."
"And yoursdf?' Adlianawondered softly. Daav |ooked up, one brow askance.
"Ah, but | have dways been precisdy as demented as you see me today!"

Shelaughed and moved her head in the Terran negative he had taught her. "But | meant your earring,”
shesaid. "Surely that isa—a souvenir ?'

"Soitis" Hetouched it once again, smile going dightly askew.

"This certifiesmy place asason in the tent of the Grandmother of the Tribe of Mun, whose name, we
would say, is'Rains-in-the-Desert,' though | rather think 'Rockflower' a closer fit." He paused for asip of
wine; reached 'round to finger histail of hair.

"Thissgnifiesthet | an unmarried.”



Adlianadtirred, looking up into black eyes gone misty with remembering.

"And when you marry?* she asked, meaning it for light-hearted, though it sounded utterly seriousto her
own ears.

Daav amiled, wigtfully, shethought. "A married hunter will wear hishair dlipped closeto hisskull, of
course. And hewill have asecond earring, that names hiswife'stent. But until one has been chosen from
among those who stand around the marriage fire and enters the tent of oneswife, the hair isworn thus."

"Marriagefire..." Adlianasighed and Spped a thelast of her wine. "Did you—But you said you were
unmarried.”

"Rockflower had determined | should stand around the fire at the next gathering of the tribes” he said,
very softly. "My team came back for me before then.”

Shelooked up into hisface. "Y ou're—sorry?' she asked, tentatively, because it did seem there was
sorrow shadowing hisbright eyes.

"Sorry?' He moved his shoulders. "1 should have been apoor choice, for awoman of the Mun.
Undergrown—and not—terribly—skilled with my spear. To choose such aoneto providefor a
new-made tent, where there likely would soon be children—" He shook his head, Terran-wise, drank off
hiswine and turned afull grin upon her.

"But, who can say? | might have been chosen by awoman of an established tent, secure enough to
please hersdlf, and then | might have had alife of easel”

Hisgrin wasinfectious. Adlliana smiled back and thought she had never felt so happy.

"Shal wewak?' Daav asked, and Adliana put her hand unhesitatingly into hisand alowed him to lead
her once moreinto the bustling, exhilarating, magica evening.

The Virtud Arcade was full of bodies and light in motion, and sound that ranged from racket to roar.

Adllianaand Daav waded through the uproar, stopping here and again to watch the play at the games.
Adliana, Daav noted, seemed particularly interested in the more sophisticated games of chance, and as
they went further into the Arcade, her tendency wasto stop for longer intervals, lips moving silently, asif
forming the boundaries of an equation.

Another might have felt pique at this gpparent desertion. But Daav neither hurried nor chivied her, finding
himsdlf well-content with watching the changesin her eyes and face as this thought or that caught at her.
He did keep afirm hold on her hand, for in her present tranced state he considered it possible that she
might wander away and lose hersdlf, and used his body to shield her from the worst of the crowd's

jostlings.
So it was, traveling in this stop-and-go, eventud way, that they cameto Pilot to Prince. Adliana

watched the computer replay a space battle of epic proportions from memory: Battle gave way to an
emergency docking, which evaporated into atrading session, which segued into—

Daav smiled at the attention she gave the game. It was popular among the shuttle-toughs and
Port-crawlers and usudly, he thought, had lively play. Thisevening, it ssood empty.

Not quite empty, he amended, astwo figures stirred in the dimness of the back corner and walked
toward them: A girl and aboy—haflings, no more—identically dressed in tight clothing a parody of
genuine spacel egthers, faces hard, hungry—desperate.



Daav tightened his hold on Adlliana, meaning to draw her away, but before he could do o, the boy
raised hishand and the girl called out:

"Game, gentles? Sed Ric and mewill stland thefeg, if you careto play for something more tangible than
fun

Adlianafrowned. "Y ou mean play for money?* she demanded, with very red sternness. "That would be
terribly foolish of you, maam.”

Thegirl smiled humorlessly. "Ah, the chalenge istoo heady for the lady! Let us play three-way with your
partner, then—he looks aman game for—

"Wait," said Adlliana, looking about her for the twelve-sided diein awhed that wasthe symbol of a
sanctioned betting ation. "This game doesn't pay off," shetold the girl serioudy. "Y ou would berisking
your funds againg strangers. That hardly seemsfair.”

The boy—Sed Ric—laughed thistime. "So what isfair, malam?Weall risk our money with every
purchase. Well pay the game fee—dex a player at hazard—if you care to see what kind of pilot you
might be."

Adlianaglanced at the replay in progress beyond the boy's shoulder: A holed ship careered about the
screen until abarrage of rockets sent it damming into anearby asteroid.

"Y ou will lose your money," she said flatly. The boy jerked ashoulder.

"Maybe s0," the girl said. "We're not afraid to bet."

Adlianahestated, her hand tightening—indeed, Daav thought she would turn and walk off...
Her eyes wandered back to the screen, flicked to the posted game-regs.

"We canwin," she murmured, perhapsto herself.

"Canwe?' Daav asked, just as softly, and with one eye on the halfings. Tenson whined off the pair of
them; Daav's teeth ached with the intensity of their desperation.

They bore themsdlves asif they knew kin and clan—not ordinary Port rats. Though marred by fear, there
was a certain smooth efficiency in their movements which spoke of potentia pilots—If they don't skid
off the edge of mid-Port, Daav amended silently, and land themselvesin a Low Port bordello.

"Daav?' Adlianamurmured. He glanced down into shadowed green eyes. "Tell mewhat iswrong,” she
whispered.

"Wrong..." He sent one more glance at the halflings: Hungry, afraid and too proud to ask aid. Too young
to be here, hustling strangers for two dex the game. ... He Sighed sharply and smiled into Adllianas eyes.

"I think we should play," he said softly, "since these young gentles ask so nicdly.”

She hesitated, her eyes scanning his. He saw the decision cross her face, then she turned away, fingers
dipping into apocket. Two coins flashed toward two halflings.

"Done," she said with professoria sternness. "We shdll take the merchanter.”

The gtart of joy from their opponents was regrettably obvious.



"After you, pilot," Daav said, and followed her to their station.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

After the safety of the ship, the well-being of the passengersis the captain's greatest care.
—Excerpted from Cantrayos Phelium's L og Book

The situation was not quite untenable, but it was far from good. They were down on fudl, having chosen
to run from the last attack rather than pit the merchanter's light weapons againgt the pirates superior
firepower.

The pirates had followed, of course, and were now lurking just off-station, waiting for the hapless
merchanter to set forth.

Daav's suggestion—faking arefue and coming around the planet to attack—was refuted by Adliana:
"Suppose they go for aLaGrange Point rather than asmple orbit? They'd have dl the advantage and we
would bein adifficult orbit."”

Her suggestion of dropping al cargo pods but onein favor of ahigh-value freight and top acceleration
had merit, though it relied heavily on the skill of the pilotsin euding the pirates and gaining the Jump point
first. Meanwhile, the longer they sat at station, the more pointsthey lost.

Ingtinctively, Daav glanced over the instruments, checking ship's stats. The board was authentic, the
image surrounding them utterly convincing. The bits of station-chatter filtering across the open line had
gpparently been lifted from tapes of thered thing.

The gtation master's messages had been rather too courteous to a ship which had comein trailing pirates
and debris, but there were limitations, Daav thought wryly, to even the best of games. He sighed and put
his attention back on the cargo board.

"How if we drop five pods," he suggested softly. "We trade in the cargo with known destinations for
cargo the pirates can't suspect.”

"It would give us an edgein gaining aJump point,” Aellianaagreed, fingers flying across the board.
"Carador," she sad, echoing histhought asif they were partners of many years. "Wed have closeto a
gtern chase to Jump. If thetiming favorsus, and if we buy dl the Greenable listed, we should turn a
profit.”

"Agreed. What of the synthfish—high intringc value and rare on Carador, according to the chart.”

"But badly affected by high acceleration. We'd need an eighty-nine percent survival rate to make our
margin and we could hit—" She paused, briefly. "Six geeisnot out of reech—"

Not quite out of reach, Daav thought with amixture of amusement and respect. Adlliana Caylon
expected agreat ded of her ship—and of hersdlf.

"All right," he said, watching her fingers work the keypad to prove the results her head had aready
produced. "Weload Greenable. But | want to buy pod-lot forty-seven—distress merchandise listing. It
won't dow ustoo much and it's cheap.”

"Surplus materid from Losar's Survey? But—"

"Trust me," he murmured, and her fingers danced, approving the purchase while she sang out orbit and



range figuresfor him to check.

Daav felt better now, though the run was till risky. The creator of this game had awonderful mind for
trivia, and with avery small corner of luck he hadn't just bought fifteen thousand Terran tons of survey
rods. The density levels on that pod were extremely close to something his lamentable pack-rat of a
memory thought it recaled. ..

The ship readied: He pulled in thefud figures, caculating timesin hishead and running trgectories asif
they redlly were about to launch.

"They'll fireto capture, won't they, Daav?" Adllianas voice was serious.
"Or at least to get the goods. Likely a capture, though, since they score extrafor that.”
"Y es. I'm arming the long-range wegpons as soon as we break sedl, and hit the meteor shield to full—"

Her face was earnest, snared in the seeming redlity of the game. Daav lifted an eyebrow. " Station will
scream—not to mention thefine."

"Only if we come back," shereturned and Daav nearly laughed with joy of her, spesking asbold asif she
broke a dozen rules every morning, and he—what was he but the grandchild of apirate, himsdf?

The sequence ran down to go. The ship tumbled away from its dock and Aellianadapped up weapons
and shidd.

Inthereal universe, taking arms off safety so close to a station would cost the pilot her license. Inthis
universe, station, as predicted, screamed, though with nothing approaching the verve of any actua station
master of Daav's acquai ntance.

"They see us," Daav said asthe pirate ship hove into view around the curve of the nearer moon. "I'll take
theguns, you fly her."

The virtua ship shuddered and accel eration pressed him into his seet as the couchestilted to smulate
motion. He watched the cross-hairs converge, his hands moving toward the fire button—

"Fancy Freight we've got afine on you unless you cut those wegpons now! Y ou have your
warning—cut those weapons—" The smulated station master blared his accusations.

"Trap!" Adlianacried. "They broadcast everything we do to the pirates!”
"Hah. So that's why the children think they have afixed game."

His hands moved, dapping fire buttons. Virtua rockets crossed virtud space, arcing away toward the
suddenly retregting pirates.

The explosion was a bright flare across his screen. It drew howls of protest from the station master and
unsubtle curses from the pirates, who immediately returned fire.

A wagte of energy, Daav thought, holding his own meager wegponsin reserve: Fancy Freight wasdill in
the shadow of the station, protected by its defenses.

That Stuation changed as Adlliana kicked the ship into alurching high-gee skid toward the proper Jump
point. Even on gametime they'd need al of the luck to make the distance and score.

Daav watched his boards carefully, saw the pirate ship taking aleisurely tumble toward—



"They'retargeting the wrong Jump point,” he said quietly. "They thought we were heading out with the
flegetets on board for Terra.™

Adlianasghed. "l regret those—But the math didn't work. Four hundred percent profit and three
hundred percent dead..." Her eyes narrowed.

"They aren't coming on with as much acceleration asthey did before, Daav."
He looked to his screens, touched aknob to increase magnification.

"Took some damage, poor children—running on eight tubes instead of ten. Pegged to the intercept
course, though— you have that stern chase you wanted—"

"I didn't want astern—Ah, no..."
Thedistressin her voice caught him. He looked up sharply, saw real painin her face.
"Adlianal What has happened?’

"|—" She looked over to him, eyeswide and stunned. "I— miscal culated. The fudl reserves on the pirate
ship—they have the edge. | forgot—Forgot! They'll catch us before Jump."

Daav blinked, recalled the reserves the pirates had taken on from a periphera kill early in the game.
Something moved in the corner of his eye; he turned to track it—and saw six missilesdrop out and leave
the pirate's ship.

"Recdculate" he said, automatically caling up interceptors, dapping dead plastic where the defense
beam toggle would be on ared ship—"based on losing thelot of non-Greenable.”

The screen flared as one of Daav'sinterceptorstook out amissile; half a second later another did the
samne.

"Adliana?' he asked gravely, glancing up a her again.

"Yes. | had forgotten that you are a Scout. That was adifficult interception there..." Shelapsed into
slence, flying and calculating at once, then shook hersdlf.

"We may win, but the margin is small—one percent, perhaps one-point-five, depending on when and
how we lose that pod." Her voice was somber.

"Shall we surrender, then?' Daav asked quietly.

There was amoment's hesitation, too short for him to be certain that the struggle he sensed was anything
other than hisimagination. Her eyeslifted to his, green and wide.

“No."
"Good," he said, letting her see the pride he felt in her, and turned back to his board.

The play got tighter as the pirate ship's greater power-to-massratio began to tell. The pattern of attack
changed though:

Now the god was interception. No fancy flying for extra points, no capture option, just interception.

"Daav. We have one hundred seventy-six seconds until Jump. They'll intercept in one hundred forty."



"I see. When they're 30 seconds behind, jettison Lot forty-seven. That should give us—"
"The added acceleration will help, but they'll till catch us by fourteen seconds—"

"But well bethrowing things a them. They'll haveto avoid.”

"That's random—I can't calculate.”

"No surrender,” Daav said earnestly.

"No surrender.”

They were quiet then, each watching their screens. Daav fended off several more missile attacks. The
pirates were being more careful with their weapons now, and so was Daav. By his count they had
thirteen to launch and he had three...

"Onmy mark," Adlianasaid camly, "it'sfive. Mark. Four, three, two, one..."

The ship lurched asthe pod fell away, looming hugein the smulated view screen. It tumbled behind them,
directly into the path of the oncoming pirates.

Daav counted to three and launched hislast missiles.

"Oh," said Adliana, "that's more massaway...| ill don't think it's going to be—Daav, abad trgjectory.
Y ou've targeted the—"

Two missiles skimmed the edge of the tumbling pod, dodged by and went on toward the pirate ship,
which was beginning evasion. The missilesfollowed, and the pirate launched four interceptors.

Daav'sthird missile hit the tumbling pod full center. The flare of explosion grew, brightened, grew il
more, expanding into aglowing rainbow cloud.

The Jump warning went off: Twelve seconds.
"What wasit?' cried Adliana
"Inamoment. They'll befiring the last of their—yes. Avoidance pattern, please.”

Through the glowing cloud came two missiles, though only one was on course for them. Adliana used the
maneuvering rockets to spin the ship, hit acceleration, kept accelerating until the red warning light came
on.

They saw the smulated explosion fade into green nothingness behind them in the ingtant before the virtua
ship Jumped away.

Adlianacheered.

The piloting chamber melted, the shock webbing retracted. Daav rose, |ooked about—and sighed.
The pirates were gone.

"Thisway, Sed Ric," Yolan hissed, groping ahead in the thick darkness of the service corridor.

There! Her questing hand found the emptiness that meant the cross-hdl. Another few minutesin this
stifling darkness and they would be free of the Virtua Arcade and the two undoubtedly angry marksthey
had deserted at Pilot to Prince.



Y olan sighed. She hated the service corridors; the hot dark gave her horrors, caling forth ghosts and
hobgoblins from childhood stories. There were no ghosts or goblins, of course. She knew that. The
world held far more terrible things than mere monsters. Cops, for instance. Port proctors, for another.
Not to mention angry marks who had won a game they had no business to win and were now cheated of
their cash.

"Here." Sed Ric'svoicerasped in her ear.

"Right. Stay close." Shefound his hand and held it—to lead him, she told hersdlf fiercely—and groped
her way toward the cross-hall.

Sowly, she moved forward, free hand extended, fingers touching thewall. Thewall ended, her fingers
stroked emptiness—

Something grabbed her hand.
Y olan screamed.

"Well," an amused masculine voice said. "What anoise.” Light snapped on and Y olan blinked, gasping
into Slence.

Before them stood the very marks she and Sed Ric had just rooked of their rightful winnings. The man,
with his sharp, foxy face and hisworn lesthers, looked infuriatingly amused, though hisfingers, now
around Y olan'sarm, were surprisingly strong.

The pale-haired woman held a portable light, and she looked angry, her eyes cat-green in the sudden
brightness.

"What clans own you?"' she demanded as Sed Ric stepped up to Yolan'sside.

Y olan moved her shoulders. "We own ourselves.”

The green eyeswidened. Shocked her, Y olan thought, with atwist of bitter satisfaction.
"You're clanless?' the woman asked, casting alook at her tall friend.

"More profit to ourselves," Sed Ric said, "than the clan ever showed.”

"Playing tourigs for two dex around?' the man drawled, dark eyes showing something Y olan thought
uneasly was not amusement. "And running when it'stime to pay?"

"We usudly play for higher stakes," Sed Ric said, as'Y olan snapped, "We don't often lose!™

"Hah." The man looked from one to the other, moved his shoulders and glanced at his partner. "Wéll,
pilot?Y ou had wanted them."

"If you want your four dex," Sed Ric, with acam Y olan knew he was along way from fedling, "well pay

"After welve chased you and shaken it out of you," the pale-haired woman said ironicaly. "How kind."
Her bright eyes moved from Y olan'sfaceto Sed Ric's. "In truth, you are clanless?"

"Yes' Y olan hissed, and fdt the man'sfingerstighten around her arm.

"Gracetothepilot, Clanless," he said softly, and Y olan swallowed, abruptly cold.



"Where do you live, then?" the pae-haired pilot demanded.
Y olan clenched her jaw.

"| expect that they had been deeping in awayroom,” the fox-faced man said. "'l dso expect therent on
the cot came due today, and that the money they stole from you, pilot, was meant to buy it tonight." He
sounded bored.

"Isthat true?' the woman asked.

It was Sed Ric who answered. "True," he said, trying to sound as bored as the man. He didn't quite
succeed.

Therewas slence, siretching long. Y olan tensed againgt the man's hand; froze at hislifted brow.
"What shal you do, if we let you go?' the woman asked quietly.

Y olan looked away. On the Port tonight, she thought dismaly, clenching her jaw tight. No placeto
degp and nothing to eat, unlessthe luck smiled. They could adwayswalk abit further south, dip over the
lineinto the Low Port. There might be something to gain there. But Low Port was dangerous. ..

"Low Port, isit, Clanless?" If anything, the man sounded more bored than previousy. Helooked at Sed
Ric. "Will you sl your lady hereto thefirst bidder, or were you planning to sell yourself and leave her
without apartner?”

Sed Ric'sjaw tightened. "We don't have to crosstheline.”

"No?Wel, it'syour life, free asyou are of the restrictions of House and, apparently, honor." He said
cardesdy, though hisgrip on Y olan'sarm never dackened.

The pilot stirred. "Will you play an honest game?' she demanded, her eyeswide and haf-wild in the glow
of her torch. "Or are you thieves, and craven?'

"WEell play,” Yolan snarled and Sed Ric said, "What's the game?"

"Takethefour dex and buy abed,” the pilot said sharply. "Tomorrow dawn show yourselvesto Master
dedCort at Binjai Repair Shop in Mechanic Street, Upper Port. Tdl him that Adlliana Caylon thought
you might be of use. Y ou tell him, too, to keep four dex out of whatever wages he might care to grant
you and put it aside, to repay adebt of honor." She fixed them both with a stern eye. ™Y ou're fill game?”

Y olan hesitated, looking for the trap; it was Sed Ric who said, "Still game.”

"Good." The pilot stepped back, dimming the torch. Her mate released Y olan's arm and likewise went
back, clearing the way to the exit hatch.

"That'sit?' demanded Sed Ric. "That'sthe whole game?’

"Something more," the man said, taking the pilot's hand and flicking aquick smile down into her thin face.
"Over on Scorn Street there's a grab-a-bite called Varl's. Y ou know it?"

"Yes'" sad Yolan.

"Go over now and order yourselves amed—high-qudity protein, and solid carbohydrate, mind me! Tdll
the counter help to add it to Daav's chit.”



"But, why?' demanded Y olan, horrified to find hersalf closeto tears. She hadn't cried in—in—Sed Ric's
hand came up to grip her shoulder; she bit her lip and blinked.

"Why not?' returned the man, amusement back in the foxy face.

"At least work long enough to pay back what you owe," the woman said. "If you've no delm to ook to,
how much more dlosdy must you mind your own melant'i ?"

Y olan sared at her, torn between adesire to laugh and to fling hersef into the thin arms and wall.
In the end, she did neither, merely took Sed Ric's hand and inclined her head gravely.

"Good evening, gentles.”

"Good evening,” the man returned, and "Take good care,” said the woman.

They waked away, scarcely comprehending what had happened, triggered the hatch at the end of the
halway and dipped out into the night.

After amoment, Daav and Adlianafollowed.
She shivered asthey came out into the street and Daav looked at her in concern. "Y ou're cold.”

"A little," she admitted, handing him the torch and watching him stow it in his belt pouch. She shivered
agan. "l left my overshirt on the—Dear gods."

Heturned, following the direction of her eyes, seeing the crowd, the clutter of kiosks, the ship-board, the
clock—

"Thetime," she whispered urgently. "Daav, | must go home."

Heflicked another look at the clock and did arapid caculation. "We can make the next ferry. Can you
run?'

"Yesl" she answered and they wasted no more words.

Hand in hand they crossed the plaza, running quick and pilot smooth, and hurtled down a side street.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Each clan is independent and each delm law within his House. Thus, one goes gently into the
House of another clan. One speaks soft and bows low. It is not amiss to bear a gift.

—Excerpted from the Liaden Code of Proper Conduct

"Daav, thereis not the dightest necessity for you to escort me. | am quite accustomed to riding theferry.”

"Ah," he said, neither perturbed nor persuaded by this argument. He maintained his position at her side,
fingerslaced in hers, waiting for the gate to dide away and admit them into the Chonsdta Ferry.

The holding platform was crowded, nor were al who waited perfectly sober. Daav had detected at least
two pickpockets, discreetly working the edge of the crowd. He nudged Adliana closer to the gate,
deliberately adopting the stance of aman prepared to argue right of place with hisfists. The crowd
shifted, grumbled—and let them by.

Beside him, she shivered. He glanced down, frowning at thethin silk shirt.



"Let me giveyou my jacket, Adlliana, you're cold.” He moved—stopped in something very near ave
when shelay aquick hand againgt his chest, looking up a him with alaugh, her eyes outdazzling the
platform's spotlight.

"I'll soon bein theferry, and warm. My friend, you cannot have considered. To give me escort to
Chonsdltameans four hours gone from anight dready far advanced. | shall be perfectly fine."

Behind them, amutter of conversation, the ugly edge of drunkenness clear to atrained ear.

"My company wearies you?' he asked, meaning it for ajoke. Adliana-like, however, she choseto heer it
as serious and honor him with an answer.

"Y our company is—ajoy," she sad, with her nearly Scout-like frankness. "1—Daav, |—cannot—offer
you hospitality of the house. To have you journey so far in my behaf and be congtrained to return without
even acup of tea—it shows poorly on the clan, yet | dare not—"

She was beginning to tense, the foggy misery moving into the edges of her eyes. Damn them, he thought,
with concise, futile fury. Adliana shrank back asif she had heard the thought, hand falling from his chest,
eyeswidening inaarm.

Gods, he must be diding into idiot ineptitude, that his anger at her clan showed plain enough to frighten
her! He conjured asmile, quirked an eyebrow.

"And anill-mannered fellow 1'd look, indeed, rousing the house to do the pretty at this hour of the day!
My desireto escort you is utterly selfish, Adliana—I could not degp amoment, without knowing you
were safe at home." Helet the smilewiden to agrin. "Indulge me."

Her darm faded in asigh that was aso alaugh; her fingerstightening, unconscioudy, he thought, about
his

"Indeed, | am—glad—of your escort,” she said, tipping her head toward the rising discussion behind.

"Then the matter is settled,” he said, a which moment the gate did wide and dl histhought went to
shielding her from rude jostlings and locating well-placed sedts.

"Do you think they're redly clanless?'

Daav retracted the shock webbing and turned in his seet. Adllianalooked up at him from her place
agamgt the bulkhead, worry plainin her face.

"Something is certainly—wrong,” he said carefully, wishing neither to influence her to achancy course,
now she had timefor cooler reflection, nor lose the children her friendship, was she yet disposed to grant
it.

"Possibly something isvery wrong. Whether they areinfact clanless..." He moved his shoulders. "1 had
been trying to recdll. It ssemsto me that there have not been any casting-outs listed in The Gazette this
relumma, and | don't think they can have been on the Port longer—even granting them extraordinary
luck."

She sghed, ttling her shoulders againgt the meta wall. "They're no older than Sinit," she murmured.
"And to be without kin on Liad, and no hope of going elsewhere..." Her mouth tightened. "Will Jon be
angry?| hardly know how | dared, except that Binjai'sis so—safe—and | had thought... But to put
Jon'smdant'i at peril—that wasill-done.



"If Jon consdersyou've put hismelant'i a peril, he shal not be shy of explaining the matter to you. Inthe
meanwhile, if they go to him and present you astheir patron, he's certain to keep them by until you can
explain the matter to him."

"If they go," sherepested. "Y ou think they will not?"
"They may," Daav said gently. "Or they may not. That rides upon their meanti.”
Shewas silent for amoment, her eyes on his, before reaching out and taking his hand.

"It isthe custom,” she said, as much perhapsfor her own benefit asfor his, "to shun the clanlessand
withhold any aid.”

"Merdly custom and not law," he returned camly. "The Code, not the Council.”

"Ah," shesamiled, very dightly. "Y et another concept to master.” She squeezed hisfingers. "It waskind in
you to feed them.”

He returned both her smile and the pressure of her fingers. "Little enough to do—and not the first time
Varl has had the feeding of my stray puppies. Scouts, you know..."

Adlianachuckled; raised her free hand to cover asudden yawn.

"Y our pardon,” she murmured, and then, more strongly: "Now, tell mewhat wasin that pod, if you
pleasal”

Helaughed softly and settled back in his seat. "Why, only acomet.”
"A comet!"

Hesmiled at her disbelief. "Y ou've heard of Losiar's Survey? Not many have—it's ancient history, and
Terran history, at that." He shook his head.

"Mr. Losar, you see, was wedthy, of scientific bent, and quite, quite mad. Over time, he became
convinced that the— how did he have it?>—that the 'building blocks of the universe’ might be discovered
in the hearts of comets. Convinced, he acted, and outfitted hundreds of drone shipsto go forth and
capture dl the cometsin the gaaxy, or near enough, and bring them back for sudy." He sighed.

"Alas, Mr. Losar died testing an anti-gravity machine he had invented soon after the last drone left
Terran space. Hisshipsfull of cometsare still found, now and again. Most use them for target practice.”

"So therewasice and particlesin that pod,” Adlianasaid dowly, "and when you blew it open—"
"The children found themsealves flying through the center of acomet. Disconcerting.”

Her laugh turned into a second yawn, and that yawn became athird, belatedly covered with alanguid
hand.

"I do beg your pardon. | cannot think why | should be so tired.”

"After dl," Daav sadironicaly, "you have only been flying since Solcintra dawn, not to mention a Port
walk and an engagement with pirates.”

She grinned, eydids heavy. "True. | had—" another yawn interrupted her.



"Seep, if youlike" Daav said, knowing it was scanda ous and out-of-Code. Y et why should she struggle
to stay awake when she was o tired and there was her co-pilot at hand to guard her?

"I think | shdl," said Adlliana, rather muzzily, and without further ado released his hand and settled herslf
closer into the chair.

Snug againg the bulkhead, with himself between her and the aide, Adlianadept.

Seen thus, without the great green eyes sparking fire, she seemed astonishingly frail—amere bundle of
bone shrouded in the golden velvet of her skin, carelesdy wrapped in rusty black and shabby silk. Daav
knew adesire to gather her up and hold her against him, head tucked under his chin, asif she were one
of hissmall nephews. He shook the feding aside: Adllianawas no child, but awoman grown, and none of
Korval, beside.

He wondered anew at her clan, who seemingly placed her value so low it cared nothing if she ate or
starved, went clothed or naked.

Not permitted to grant a comrade courtesy of the house, isit? he thought with arecurrence of anger,
and sghed. Wédl, and perhaps her kin midiked Scouts. There were those, in sufficient plenitude, though
his darker sde noted sardonicaly that Delm Korval would likely command davish welcome, whatever
hour he might call.

In her deep, Adlianagtirred, shivered, nestled deeper into the cool plastic sedt.

Daav sat up, moving with exquisite care. He dipped off hisjacket and tucked it around her, turning the
soft leather collar up to shield her face from the eyes of the curious.

Settling back, he thrust hislegs out before him and folded his hands over hisbelt buckle. Eyes
half-closed, he reviewed alinked series of exercises, assgning one segment of his mind to keep watch
while the most of him dozed.

Shetried to leave him in Chonsdta Port, arguing that there was no cal for him to endure atrain ride
halfway acrossthe city only to be obliged to return immediately to the Port.

"No, but | shan't be returning immediately to Port,” Daav said, diding his coin into the box and
requesting two tickets. "Unlessyou livein the station?' He handed her aticket.

Adlianastared up into hisface, trying vdiantly for aglare. "Y ou are quite stubborn enough!™

He sighed, taking her elbow and guiding her toward the platform. "My chaleket tells me exactly the
same. It'saburdensome nature, | agree, and far too late to correct it. | am on my knees before the gift of
your forbearance.”

"Yes, very likdy. Daav, nothing ill isgoing to befall me between here and Raingleam Street.”

Helooked down at her, eyeswide. "A foretelling, dramliza?"

"l am not awizard! Y ou, however, are entirely ridiculoud™

"Yes, yes, asmuch asyou like" he assured her over the hiss of the train's stopping. "Isthis our shuttle?"
She gaveit over then with alaugh and marched before him into the compartment.

That wasthe last laugh he had from her—and very nearly the last word. The closer the train brought them
to her clan-house, the quieter she became, sitting stiffly beside him on the bench, steadfastly staring at



nothing.

The train stopped four timesto discharge and admit passengers. Asit dowed for thefifth time, Adliana
raised her face. Daav bit back acry of protest: The bright green eyeswere shrouded in fog, wary and
chill in aface etched with tenson.

"Adliana—"
Sheraised ahand, forestaling he hardly knew what mad speech.

"Thisismy stop,” she said, and the warmth was at least dtill in her voice. "I supposeit's usdessto ask
that you spare yoursdf awak and areturn aone through an unknown city?

He amiled for her, kegping hisvoicelight. "I'm a Scout, my friend. Unknown cities are something of a
Specidty withme."

Her lips quirked asmile. "I supposethey are," she said and stood, moving toward the door.

She made no protest when he took her hand, though the station was hardly crowded. Indeed, her fingers
tightened about his as she guided him out to the street.

Asurgently as she had cried her need to go home, it seemed that now, with home near to hand, her
urgency had deserted her. Sheled him sedately down thin streets lined with yard-enclosed houses. The
further they walked, the smaller the yards became, the more closely the houses crouched, shouldersdl
but rubbing their neighbors.

Raingleam Street was meager, the public walk crumbling and weed-pocked, the houses brooding over
scanty squares of grass held captive by rusting, lance-tipped fences.

"Here." Adlliana stopped before afence near the top of the way. The grass beyond the lances |ooked
unkempt in the light from the Street lamp, a flowering vine softened the brooding facade of the house.

In the puddie of lamplight, Adlliana spun to face him, catching up his other hand in hers.

"Daav—thank you, my friend. For the escort, for the lessons, for—for your care. | cannot—I don't
believe | recal when last | spent apleasanter day."

"Well, asto that," he said gently, feding her hands trembling in his; "the pleasure has been mutud." He
hesitated, glanced over her head to the forbidding house, looked down into aface from which al joy had
retreated.

"Adliane?"
llY@l
"l—may | give you my comm number, Adliana? Cal me, if thereisneed.”

She did not laugh, nor ask what need she could possibly have of him, now she was delivered safe back
to her kin.

She sighed, seemed to sag—and caught hersdf, looking up.
"Thank you. You're very kind."

"Not at all." Herecited the code for his private line, saw her memorize the digits as she heard them.



"Thereisan answering machine" hetold her softly, "if | am not—immediatdy—to hand.”

"Thank you," she said again and stepped back, her hands dipping away with areluctance he could taste.
"Good lift, pilot," she said from the shadow aside the lamplight. "Have a care, going home."

"Safe docking, Adliana."

Hetarried in the light-splash, watched her cross the walk and open the sagging gate. Her footsteps were
light on the flagstones, her figure no more than a thin shadow. The footsteps changed, climbed three
wooden gtairs; helost her shape in the larger shadow of thevine.

The porch creaked, adoor opened on faintly whining hinges, hesitated, soundless—and shut with a
claiter of tumblersfaling home.

Abruptly, Daav shivered, though the night was barely cool and hisjacket very warm. Almost, he went
forward, through the gate and down the path— Some pretext—some bit of piloting lore you forgot 'til
now to tell her...

"Do be sensble, Daav," he chided himsdlf, voice loud in the il street. He turned hisback on hisinner
urgings, on the gate to Mizel's Clanhouse, and retraced the route to the station, walking with determined

Speed.
"Good morning, Adlliana, how pleasant to have you thus returned to us."

Two stepsinto thefoyer, Adlianafroze, saring into her brother's eyes, recdling al at once the overshirt
left behind on The Luck, and her hair, drawn back and caught with the ring Daav had given her. Voni
erupted from the parlor to her right—where the large window enjoyed an unimpaired view of the Strest.

"l saw him!" she squedled. "Grest, lank-limbed creature flaunting his leather in arespectable street! A
Scout or agrease-ape, brother, and Adlianawith no more shame than to be clutching hisfilthy hands!™

"Gently, sgter." Ran Eld was gliding doser, savoring hismoment. | fed certain Adlianawill tell us
everything we wish to know about the felow." He raised ahand heavy with rings and smiled lazily at her.
"Won't you Adliana?'

She swalowed, mind gone to putty. He meant to Strike her, sheread that plainin hiseyes. He meant to
hurt her...

"Whatever isthe reason for so early aracket?' Birin Caylon peered over therall, blinking deepily down
a thethreein thefoyer.

"Ran Eld?Voni? Adliana, then! Someone explain thisuntimely commotion!”

It was Voni who recovered her witsfirst. She bowed and flirted her eyes astheir mother came
stubbornly down the stairs.

"Adlianawas 50 late coming home, maam, we had quite despaired of her!”

"l see," thedelm said in adry tone that indicated she found this explanation wanting. She reached the
foyer floor and paused, subjecting first her son and then her eldest daughter to an uncharacterigticaly
penetrating stare. This done, she continued forward and took Adlianasarm.

"Just come home, have you?' she said pleasantly, turning back toward the tairs, middle daughter in tow.
"How delightful it isto be young and able to roister with friends until dawn! | recall my own youth—why,



there were twelve-days together when | was scarcely home at al! | was a sad scamp in those days,
though | daresay you would hardly credit it—" Taking thus, she mounted the dairs, and Adlianawith
her, barely ableto believein her rescue.

At thetop of the airs, Mizdl changed her subject, lowering her voice to alevel not meant to reach the
two left below.

"S0, had you afine, bold day, daughter?*

"In—Indeed | did, maam," Adlianatook a hard breath. "1 had meant to be homefor Prime, but the
time—thetime quite got away from us."

"And your friend, | apprehend, was good enough to escort you to our gate. Could you not have offered
the house's hospitdity, child?"

"Ran Eld—" she swdlowed. "Ran Eld has no liking for Scouts, maam. And, indeed, my—friend said
himsdlf hewould seem arag-mannered fellow, rousing the house a such an hour.”

"Very niceof him,” Birin Caylon said approvingly. "Y ou must, however, invite him to teasoon so thet |
may thank him for his care of you." She frowned a Adlianas Sart. "It need not trouble you—or your
friend—what private opinion Ran Eld choosesto hold of Scouts.”

Oh, gods, and if Mizel rebukes Ran Eld for this evening's work—She swallowed and inclined her
head. "Thank you, maam."

They had reached Adliana's door. Birin Caylon smiled and patted her daughter's arm before relinquishing
it. "Never mind, child. What isyour friend's name, | wonder?'

"Daav," Adlianawhispered, voice catching. She cleared her throat and |ooked straight into her mother's
gyes. "HisnameisDaav."

If Mizel found anything odd in the lack of surname or clan, she chose not to mention it.

"I see. A wdll-enough name. Gentle dreams, daughter.” She turned and went back up the hall, toward her
own gpartments.

Trembling in every muscle, Adlianaescaped into her room.
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Feed a cat, gain a cat.

—Proverb

"Well, and where have you been?' Jon's voice carried an edge of amused irritation.
Daav continued to the counter and poured himsalf acup of pitiless black tea.
"Chonsdlta," he said and threw the murderous brew down histhroat with a shudder.

"Chonsdta, isit? | suppose that answers for the whereabouts of Pilot Caylon.” Jon came forward to
perch on the green stoal. "I reviewed that tape.”

Daav manfully swallowed the rest of histeaand set the mug in the sink. "Did you? And your
recommendation?’



"She pilots solid second class—which we'd dl known. On the basis of yesterday's adventure—setting
asdethat | believe the Master in charge to be moving matters aong rather swiftly—I'd be tempted to
writeaprovisond firg."

"If it were board-skill done, | would agree with you," Daav said, sitting down and bracing ahed ona
stool-rung. "However, there are those things of which she knows very little.”

"And of which she ought to know much, bound as sheisfor the wide universe.” Jon sighed. "All too true.
Second classit is, then. Will you sgnit?'

"Yoursdf, if youwill."

"Hah. She know who you are yet?'

Daav lifted an eyebrow. " She does not know my surname, or my clan.”
"Quibbled likeaLiaden! I'll play that game to the extent it does her no harm.”
"And how shdl | harm her, | wonder?' Dangeroudy soft, that question.

"Gently." Jon raised both hands in the age-old gesture of surrender. "Gently, child—I meant no
disrespect. Forgive an old man his meddlesome ways."

Abruptly, Daav became aware of tense muscles, of ahand curled closed dlong histhigh. He shut his
eyes, ran the Scout's Rainbow, and felt the tension flow away. Opening his eyes, he offered Jon asmile.

"It isyou, rather, who must forgive ayoung man his equaly meddlesome ways—and hisweariness" He
showed an empty pam. "I mean her only well. If shelearnsthe workings of comradeship through Daav,
who fliesout of Binjdi's, wherésharmin that?"

"Well enough,” Jon said, lowering his hands. " Seek your bed and well say no more about it.”

"Inamoment.” Daav shifted on the stool, sent a quick glance into Jon'sface. "Dawn-time bringsyou rare
joy, Master."

Jon sighed. "Now what?"

"A brace of haflings, boy and girl. They claim to be clanless.”
"Sending me your lame kittens, Captain?"

"Not at dl," Daav said augterely. "They belong to Pilot Caylon."

"Oh, do they? And what does Pilot Caylon want meto do with them?”
"Put them to work, if you think they might be useful.”

Jon considered him blandly. "Arethey likely to be useful ?'

"Possbly. | believe them to be pilot-grade; the girl at least has had some training. They're able-bodied
and quick, though not as quick asthey think themselves. Cocky, but well-spoken enough when forced to
the point.”

"A pair of ddightful children, | see. All right. I'll hold them, pending Filot Caylon's pleasure.”

"Thank you," said Daav and cameto hisfeet. He tipped his head, looking down into Jon's seamed face.



"Find out who they are, if you can manageit.”

Grizzled brows rose over amused amber eyes. "'l thought they belonged to Pilot Caylon.”
"My lamentable curiosity,” Daav murmured, moving alanguid hand.

Jon laughed. "Sleep well, lad."

"Good evening, Magter. | have no shift thisthree-day."

"All right," Jon said and watched him walk, graceful and tall, across the bay and out the door.
She woke from adream of rich, easy safety, her mouth still curved with pleasure.

Sunlight bleached the thin blue curtainsto gray; the clock on her desk told of an hour approaching
mid-day.

Thefirst thought that occurred was tinged with wonder: Ran Eld had alowed her to deep through
breakfast.

Her second thought was that it was late, and she would be wanted in Solcintra.

She flung the blanket back with energy, came to her feet and dipped on her ragged robe. The house
beyond her door was quiet, the hall empty; there was no VVoni barricaded in the bathroom they shared.
More and more curious. Adlianalocked the door behind her and took arapid shower.

Back in her own room, she stared into her tiny closet with dismay, seeing the meager rack of shabby
shirts and shapelesstrousers asif for the first time. Exploration did uncover an orange day shirt laced with
black cord, of adightly more recent vintage than the rest, and a pair of tough indigo trousers that
required only minimal plesting with awide black belt. In the very back of the closet, she found the blue
jacket her grandmother had given her on the occasion of her fifteenth name day.

The bold blue had faded somewhat, but the lining was whole, the outer shell water-resstant. She
shrugged it on.

That she not outgrow so expensive an item before she had used it fully, the jacket had been bought too
large. It settled over her shoulders now asif it had been made for her. Adlianasmiled.

Then it wastimeto leave.

Cautioudy, she stepped out into the empty hall. From below, she heard the sound of adoor opening, and
the waspish echo of Ran Eld'svoice.

There was no time to be lost. Heart in mouth, she ghosted down the hdl to the back stairs, thence out
into theworld.

"Morning, math teacher.”

"Good morning, Jon," Adlianasaid, stopping to stroke Patch. She straightened and looked around her.
The garage was unusudly quiet; neither Trillanor any other of Binjai's changesble crew in sght. She
turned back to Jon.

"I wonder—did—did the pirates cometo you?"

Heraisad hiseyebrows. "Pirates? | wouldn't rate ‘'em much higher than Port rats, myself." He used his



chinto point at the crew door. "They're here. Trilla's got them doing cleanup on Number Six Pad.”
"Oh." Tension eased out of her, though awrinkle of worry remained around the bright green eyes.

She wasin looks today, Jon thought with approval, and dressed like she'd paid some attention to the
meatter instead just draping hersdf in whatever outsized bits of clothing cameto hand. The tawny hair was
combed nestly back over her ears and caught into atail, showing the world aface at once ethereal and

intelligent.

Somefitting clothes and a sprinkle of jewels and no one in the room would deny her abeauty, Jon
thought, and said doud, "Well?'

Theworry intensgified. "I was afraid you would care, though Daav—" She cleared her throat. "I meant no
assault upon your melanti, Jon."

"Take more than agaggle of haflingsto do that,” he said gruffly. "Y ou sent them to work off a debt,
according to their tale. I've enough unskilled labor to keep them aday or two, and welcomethey areto
al of it. But what will you do with them after that? Turn them back onto the Port?*

She gtared a him, eyeswide. "They're clanless."
"Sothey said."

"To turn them back onto the Port, after having taught them to hope—" She caught hersdlf, teeth indenting
her lower lip.

"l do not consider,” she began anew, after amoment. "I do not consider that they are stupid, or even
without honor. They were frightened and in despair, which condition might make athief of anyone. They
are very quick, and—and pilot-like. Surely, they can be trained—"

"Might be," Jon agreed, "if they had clan. Them claiming no one, that getstricky. Though,” he amended,
seeing she was disposed to take it hard, "if they're real good, or found a patron, they might gain the
Academy. The Scouts don't care who's clanless.”

Hope showed in her thin face, tempered with wariness. " Are they—red good?'

"Too soon to tell. They're sharp enough—and quick, as you say. Whether they're quick enough, or
sharp—that wantstesting. Also—" he eyed her consideringly. "Might be only one will makeit. | think the
gir'ssomefagter.”

"And the boy seems somewheat sharper,” Adlianareturned, chewing on her lower lip. "And the Scouts do
train others, who are never meant to be fully Scouts." Sheraised her eyes. "My name was cantra, you
sad, a Academy.”

"That'sright."”

"Then there may be away, though | doubt two days islong enough to find who they are themselves.
Perhaps—"

"I'll find work," Jon interrupted. "WEeIl keep them by long enough to test them fairly.”
She smiled, and there was no need for jewels or fine clothes to make her beautiful, Jon thought.

"Thank you," shesaid. "You arevery kind."



"I'm an interfering old man," he corrected her, and swept a hand toward the back and his office. "Daav
left you athing, if youd careto clamit.”

Eagerness made the bright eyes brighter. "Yes."
They went Sde-by-side, Adlliana carrying Patch.
"You'l spoil him so helll awayswant aride," Jon grumbled and dmost gasped to hear her laugh.

"I must carry him or | cannot walk," she said. "Which isworse: To stand for hours stroking him, or to
carry himwhere | wishto go?'

"I'll put ateam onit," he said and bowed her into the office ahead of him.

She paused at the near Sde of his desk to put Patch down; Jon went ‘round to the termina side and
fingered a stack of hardcopy.

"Herewe are" He held it out; watched her take the thin metdl card, disbelief warring with joy across her
face.

"Second class." Wonder gleamed dong her voice.

"Daav left me atape of yesterday's little adventure, along with his recommendation that you be rlieved of
provisond. Asked meto get the card to you, if | agreed.” He grinned then, in smple pride of her. "If |
agreed! How | could do other than agreeiswhat I'd like to know!" He held out his hand. "Binjai flying,
pilot."

She blinked at the outstretched hand, extended her own and met hisfirmly.
Jon grinned again, gave her fingers alittle squeeze and released her.

"I'll have to speak to Master Daav about his methods," he said. "To expose anew pilot to that level of
Sress—"

"Indeed,” Adlianasad earnestly, clutching the precious card tightly. "Indeed, | had asked him to—to try
me fully. My need isfor working first classin no morethan ayear.”

"If he kegpsyou at this pace, you'll be working master in two relumma,” Jon told her, with very little
exaggerdion.

She amiled briefly. "I shdl need to update my registration with the guild,” she sad. "And with Korva."
She looked up, suddenly hesitant.

"Is Daav working today? Or—possi bly—tomorrow?"

"Left word not to expect him for aday or three,” Jon said, and marked how her shoulders drooped
ingde the blue jacket.

"l—see." Another hesitation, then a ddliberate squaring of those thin shoulders. "1 wonder—isthere
someone willing to st second for metomorrow? | wish to lift—early.”

A second class pilot lifting inlocal space did not require a co-pilot, according to regs. However, Daav,
damn him for apirate, had shown her Little Jump and Jon deelCort was too wily an old piloting instructor
to think that one brief taste of hyperspace would suffice her. Indeed, it wasto her honor, that she asked
for second board.



"Clonak's due early tomorrow," he said. "Or | could spare Trilla, if you'd rather. Y ou'd best chose who,
otherwise you'll have them fighting for the honor.”

She smiled and moved her shoulders, disbelieving him. "'Is Clonak never serious?

"Clonak'sadamn’ fine pilot," Jon said soberly. "Daav came up drinking coil fluid instead of tea—they
haven't built the ship he can't fly. Got the master's easy as breathing. It wasn't that way with Clonak. He
swested for every equation, bled for every coord. Helearned his piloting piece by piece and he earned
that license. Y ou can learn from him, if you careto.”

Adlianainclined her head. "l caretolearn dl | can about piloting,” she said. "If Clonak will fly with me, |
will have himwith joy."

"Il tell him," Jon said. "When do you lift?"

Something flickered over her face: Jon read it as mingled exhilaration and terror.

"An hour after Solcintradawn,” shesad firmly.

"I'll tell him," Jon repeated and sheinclined her head.

From the main garage came the sound of exuberant voices.

"Trilla's back," Jon said, moving around the desk. " Care to have aword with your rescues?'

Adlianahung back aingtant after Jon left, looking quickly down at the card in her hand: Second class,
dated this very day. Fingers none too steady, she turned it over, found the name of the master pilot
certifying grade. ..

Jon deaCort.

She sighed, then, and put the card safely into her pocket before going to make the re-acquaintance of the
pirates.

* * %

"Pardon us, pilot, but are you Adliana-Caylon-who-rewrote-the-ven'Tura-Tables?' The boy's face was
eanest.

Sheinclined her head. "'l am."

"l told you s0!" he rounded on his mate, who had the grace to look abashed. He turned back to Adliana.
"Y olan thought you weren't old enough. In fact,” he added, flicking another glance at the girl, " she thought
the tables had been revised fifty or sixty yearsago!"

"Wadl, what does it matter when they wererevised,” the girl snapped, "as long asthey're correct?”
"Very trug," Adlianasaid gravely and Y olan sent her aquick glance before ducking her head.

"Indeed, pilot, Sed Ric and me are grateful for your—patronage—to Master deaCort. We'd looked for
work, but no one would have us..." Shelooked to her partner, who promptly took up his part.

"We're dso grateful to the fox-face—to your partne—for putting usin the way of amea. We don't
intend that he be out of pocket for..."

Adlianafrowned and the boy stumbled to ahdlt, stricken. She Sighed, releasing theirritation shefelt on



Daav's account—fox-face, indeed!—and moved her hands in the gesture for peace.
"Y ou may give him hisrank, which iscaptain,” she said, with ameasure of augterity she had not intended.
Y olan flicked amischievouslook aside. "' Captain Fox," shetold her partner, sotto voce.

Adlianaturned toward her, but before she could ddliver the blistering set-down rising to her tongue, Jon
ded Cort spoke up.

"In point of fact,” he said, congdering the piratesimpartialy over the rim of hismug, " Scout Captain
Fox."

"Scout!" The boy sagged—Iaughed, short and sharp. "Of al the marksto pick up—a Scout and the
Caylon! Our luck, Yolan!™

"Seems exactly like," she agreed wryly and looked back to Adlliana.
"We meant no disrespect to the captain, pilot. It's only we didn't know what to call him, isn't it Sed Ric?"
"That'sright," he said eagerly. "Well speak him fair, pilot—you needn't blush that you know ud™

"Very well," Adlianasaid, after ashort slence. "Magter deaCort has said that you may work for him
until—until such work as he hasis complete. | expect you will comport yoursel ves honorably and give
honest work for honest wages. If Master deelCort should find it necessary to turn you off, you needn't
look for grace asecond time."

"No, pilat," the boy said, bowing low; and: "Yes, pilot,” said the girl, bowing equally low.

Adlianalooked over their bent heads to where Jon leaned against the counter, Sipping histea. He grinned
at her and one hand came up to shape the word, binjali.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Be awar e of those actions undertaken in your name...
—~From the Liaden Code of Proper Conduct

Four hours deep end a shower did much toward restoring one's perspective. Robed, damp hair loose
aong his shoulders, Daav poured himself aglass of morning wine and padded out to his private study.

He had barely crossed the threshold into this rather cluttered chamber when the comm chimed.

Six people had the number to Daav's private line: Er Thom; Clonak ter'Meulen; Scout Lieutenant Olwen
&'l prith, former lover, former teammate, currently off-planet; Frad Jnmaer, another teammate; Fer Gun
pen'Uldra, hisfather, aso off-planet—and Adlliana Caylon.

The chime sounded again; Daav had crossed the room and struck the connect key before the note was
done.

IIYSII
Er Thom'simage was serious, even for Er Thom; theinclination of the head tiffly formd.
"The delm is hereby made aware of yosGaan's Baance to an insult received of Clan Sykun.”

Baance...Daav sank to the arm of hisdesk chair, staring into Er Thom's eyes. He read anger; he read



resolution; worry—and an utter absence of grief. Anne and the child were safe, then.

"The ddm hears" he said, the High Tongue chill dong histongue. He moved ahand in query and
dropped into the Low Tongue.

"Wha'samiss, darling?’

Er Thom took ahard breath. "Delm Sykun found it fitting to turn her back upon Thodelmae yosGaan a
apublic gather thismorning.” He paused. "Y ou haven't heard?"

"I'vejust risen," Daav said, reaching for the keypad. ™Y ou know how dugabed | am." Three keystrokes
accessed the house computer and hismail.

"My, my. A letter of gpology from Ixin. An gpology from Asta. A letter from Lady yo'Lanna, promising
to strike Sykun from her guest lis—" He glanced over to Er Thom, still and solemn in the comm screen.

"There'sagood come out of whatever it is. Lady yo'Lanna does so love to strike people from her guest
lig."

Er Thom did not smile. "Asyou say. Mr. dealGauss has been instructed to sdll any stock yosGalan may
hold in Sykun's concerns—at aloss, if necessary, and noisily. Letters of cancellation have been issued on
al contracts yosGaan holds with Sykun. Mr. deaGauss has advised that he will dso be sdlling his
private holdings of Sykun business”

"Hah." Daav tapped more keys, mind racing. A public cut was a serious matter, demanding swift and
unhesitant answer. Such a cut to Anne Davis, Lady yosGaan, author of atext which linked Terrato Liad
inamanner not likely to find acceptance among many Liadens—It could not be said that Er Thom's
answer wastoo harsh.

That Korva's man of business also chose to enter Balance was e oquent of the magnitude of theinsult. In
Mr. dedGauss were mated pure meant'i and an exacting sense of honor.

"Aha | have Mr. dedlGauss analysis," he said to Er Thom. "The Pilots Fund holds four hundred of
Sykun's shares" He touched akey, scanning the file rapidly, and grinned.

"Mr. deaGauss indicates that the Fund shal redlize sufficient cash from the sale of these four hundred
sharesto buy ablock of stock in Vonlet'sinstrumentation venture." He flicked another glance to Er
Thom'sface, finding it margindly lessangry.

"Infact, Mr. dedGaussisin afar way to consgdering the incident fortuitous.”

A smile showed unwillingly at the corner of Er Thom's mouth. "Hardly that, though one readily
comprehends Mr. dealGauiss thoughts upon the subject.”

"Just s0," Daav agreed, keying iningtructionsfor hisman of businessto sell any and dl Sykun sharesheld
by Korva or, privately, by Daav yosPhelium.

"Shall the delm take further action?' Er Thom asked, very softly.

Daav shook his head. "Korva takes no public action, other than divesting itself entirely of Sykun stocks.
Of course, the delm shal not find it possible to attend any function where Sykun isalso aguest, but |
rather think the world will have decided that aready. | fancy | hear the match programs running aswe

spesk.



Stll Er Thom would not be tempted to alaugh, nor even to the fullness of hissmile.

"l wish youwill cometo us" he said suddenly. "Anne— Sheisnot in agreement with Balance. She
feedls—she saysthat it is—ajoy—to have found Sykun so rude, for now sheisrdieved of the necessity
of courtesy when they meet."

"Whichistrue enough,” Daav pointed out. " Excepting that they shal—very likey!—not meet again.”

"Yes, but—" Er Thom bit hislip, looked away. "She says," he continued, very low, "that to answer insult
with Baanceisto bring dl eyes upon it—upon her—us. She—I fed she—isangry." Helooked up. "She
isgoneto play the ‘chora.”

"Hah." Daav stood, shaking his hair back. He smiled into his chaleket'sworried face. "I'll come. Until
very soon."

"Until soon, Daav."

* * %

"What do you think of these oxy tanks?"
Clonak gave them consideration, fingering his mustache with absent affection.

"They're very nice oxy tanks" he offered after aminute's critica study. " Symmetrica—and of apleasing
color. Full, too. I likethat in an oxy tank."

Adlianasighed. "Forgive me. | had meant to ask if you thought four sufficient, or if these four should be
replaced with four of larger capacity.”

"Four's the regul ation number, beautiful goddess, but no one's going to howl if you want to carry more. If
the hold's empty you can indulge your whim to the limit."

"Yes, butit's not my whim," she said with afair semblance of patience. "Daav had seemed to think that
four was not enough, and I—"

Clonak's face changed, and she suddenly knew she had his serious and entire attention.

"What precisdly did Daav say, goddess?' Very careful, that tone, with the taffy eyes gone solemn as
stone.

Adlianablinked. "Why, that he had been on a ship which had logt life support, and that one need only be
in such a situation once, with atoo-short supply.”

"So-ho. | shouldn't have thought he remembered that." Hisvoice was quiet, asif he spoke to himsdlf. He
made no other comment.

"Why shouldn't he remember?' Adliana demanded and dmost flinched &t the sharpness of her own
voice.

"Because he had the Healers," Clonak said, and grinned his crazy grin. "And the Heders had the devil's
owntime, as| heard it. They swore held forgot. Gods know, he wanted to forget.”

"He—ran out of air?' But that's absurd, she thought distractedly. People who ran out of air were far
beyond giving advice of any kind...



"Not quite," Clonak assured her. "Not—entirely—quite." He shifted, opened the suit closet, did therack
free.

"Y ou understand, his ship was holed—comps blown to bits, shielding in rags. He kept patching the hole,
the patching kept cracking—an outside job, but he'd had the bad luck to Jump into the middle of arock
storm—a matter of a place error in the unrevised Tables, asit happens.

"However that was, it was certainly suicide to go out. Daav's no suicide—he stayed in. Loosed his
beacons. Blew what was | eft of the coilstrying to send Mayday aong the pinbeam. Did what he could,
you see? Then al there was to do was wait—and use up oxy."

"But you came—" Adlianasaid, without knowing how she knew it.

"I came," the pudgy Scout agreed, bending to check the seams on suit number one. I camein thirty-six
Standard Days." Helooked up, showing her eyesblesk asrain.

"1 Jumped in, caught the beacons, hit the comm—" He took a hard breath. "He didn't ansver—for a—a
long time." Hemoved his shoulders.

"Took sometak before hed believe | was there—he's dways been stubborn. | finaly latched on and
crossed. He was on hislast canister—three-quarters down, | guess. Maybe more. He was building a
gadget—planned to separate the hydrogen atom and the oxy atomsin the reservoir—make hisown air.
Last | heard, they were still studying that one, down Academy lab..." He glanced asde, mouth twisting.

"Convinced him to come over to my ship. Convinced him to leave the gadget behind. Even convinced
him to crack the suit—to conserve the air in the canister, you see. But damn meif he didn't St therein the
co-pilot'sdot and keep turning the air down from the board! Had to threaten to sprain his head for him
and stuff him in the 'doc before he stopped.” He fingered his mustache. "Wouldn't have liked to try that.
Daav's strong—and scary quick. Even then. Especidly then.” He shook his head, Terran-wise.

"He started to shake when we hit Headquarters. Olwen and Frad got their arms around him and just
hung on 'til the Hedlers came through.”

"And the Hedlers made him forget,” Aellianawhispered.
"That'swhat I've alwaysthought.” Clonak frowned.

"I'll tell youwhat," he burst out suddenly. "1 was ready for the Healers myself. Daav—Daav's the best
pilot you're going to find—and oneidiot math error left him hanging in aholed tin can, waiting to die! |
thought | wastoo late, when it took him so long to open hisline. Then | knew he was aive and | thought
everything was binjai—until | saw him sitting hisboard cam asyou like, turning the air down and talking
in that reasonable way of his—And if that could happen to Daav, who's the best thereis, then what might
happen to clumsy Clonak? It scared me. | thought about quitting Academy. | talked to Jon. | talked to
the Commander—to Olwen—Frad. The more | talked, the more | determined to quit. Had my kit
packed, in fact." He shook his head, hard.

Adlianalicked her lips, forced hersdlf to extend ahand. "But you didn't quit.”
Clonak stared, stepped forward and took her hand gently between his pams.

"l didn't quit,” he said, "because | stopped to say goodbye to Daav. He asked why | wasleaving and |
told him, 'Because it's dangerous. Because people die, doing what were trained to do.' And he said...."
He grinned, lopsided.



"Hesaid, "That'slife, you know." Clonak moved his shoulders. "So, | stayed.”
"Areyou glad?" Adlianaasked. Clonak snorted.

"Glad? I'm doing the only work worth doing. Does that make me glad? Or mad as any other Scout?' He
stepped back, releasing her hand, and gestured toward the suits. "Have you done any practice with
these?'

"I've had one on and tested the circuits."

"Well, | seeweve got our work cut out for usl Why don't you file for something upper-level and out of
the way? Out-yard One has a nice quiet little lagoon where we can park us and do a bit of walkabout
outsde.

"All right,” Adlianasaid, pushing away from thewall and heading for the companionway. She paused.
"What is walkabout ?' she asked, pronouncing the non-Liaden word with care.

"Ahal" Clonak said with alaugh. "Odd that you should ask..."

* k* %

"It'sthat damn book!" Anne snapped. "Of al the foolishness | never heard—it was meant for scholars!
Who ese minds about the dead, dusty past?”

The diaect was the one she had spoken in her childhood, which was, Daav thought, indication enough of
her upset. He perched on the arm of aparlor chair and lifted an eyebrow.

"Very true," hesaid, calm in Standard Terran. "What would you have had us do instead of what has been
done?'

"Ignoreit,” Anne cried, rounding on him swiftly. "Let it go. Turn the other cheek. Act asif the greet
House of Korval were above children's games and found such goings-ons just—faintly—ridiculous.”

"Ah. And what would that accomplish, | wonder?"

She glared asif she sugpected him of laughing at her. He showed her his pdms, fingers spread wide and
empty.

"Anne, | ask because | don't know. Y ou say there is a better way to answer Sykun'sinsolence. Teach it
tome™

"You'renot afool."

A complimentary manner, indeed, in which to address one's ddm. Daav grinned. "I have my moments.
Asdoweadl. What isgained by dlowing Sykun license to abuse you?"

She sank to the edge of the chair opposite his, fingerstightly gripped together. "Forgetfulness.”
Hewaited, head tipped and face attentive.

" She—cut me—because she wanted to show that the book—the proof of the common
back-tongue—was alie. She wanted to make astir, don't you see? And by rising to the bait, you've
givenforceto her argument. You've sad, in effect, that Korva has something to apologize for. People
will notice. Peoplewill talk. Instead of the whole thing dying down, like an eight-day wonder..." She
shook her head.



"If you had just ignored it, then people would have shrugged and said that Sykun was making amountain
out of amolehill—She would have looked ridiculous—and people would have talked about something
d"

"Ah." Heclosed hiseyes, weighing it, tasting it, feding the shape of it and the outline of the culture which
would make such action sensible.

"l see," he said eventudly, "that this might, indeed, be the appropriate response.” He opened hiseyesto
Anne's hopeful face. "Elsewhere”

Hopedied. "Daav—"

Heraised ahand. "Given asociety based upon the commund effort of undlied individuas, each of whom
cooperates with the others solely for individual gain, this response has obvious merit. To shake off an
insult isto conserve energy for the more important work of individual advancement. However, such a
society does not exist upon Liad and the answer you suggest will not work. Worse" he said, deliberately
softening hisvoice, "it may do active harm.”

"l don't—"

"Recdl that we are predators, enclosed in kin-groups, held in check by the laws of Clan and Council.
Precedence is guarded as jedloudy as children. Melant'i opens more doors than cantra, asarich man
who has sullied his name may tell you. Insult must be Baanced, immediately and stringently, else the other
predators see that you are weak."

llBut_ll

"Hear me out. | do not say that your answer iswrong. | merely say that Er Thom'sisbetter. On Liad. To
preserve our melant'i, our precedence—and our right to peace—Sykun must be lessoned. Did weignore
this morning'sinsult, the world would talk, and wonder—and plan. The next insult must in such acase be
more daring—and we reach a point very soon where we play with lives."

Anne stared.

"Thisway," Daav said gently, " Sykun looses afew cantraand the pleasure of afew parties. Korva must
make some adaptation of trade and contract. It isdone. Theworld is satisfied and the matter falls avay,
asyouwishit to do, in atwelve-day or s0. To follow your plan—" He leaned forward and took her
handsin his

"We aretoo few. | cannot risk one life on the chance of a Balance done badly. It isKorva's duty to
protect its own. Which duty | take most serioudy.”

She was silent amoment or two, eyes searching hisface.
"What arethe odds," she asked then, "of this getting— dangerous?’

Dangerous. He paused a moment, considering what that might mean to her. Surdly, he decided, in this
case her danger and hiswere the same—physica harm befdling lifemate, child, hersdf, or other kin.

"L essthis afternoon than thismorning,” hetold her, with the utter truth one owed to kin. " Two moves
have so far been made upon the theme and we have answered appropriately. It may be some shdl try a
third time. Vigilant response to that must establish our position without doubt.”

She sighed, and took her hands away, though pensively, and not in anger.



"Your lifemate," he said softly, "will protect you with dl of hisskill. And your delm shdl protect you, with
al of his"

"Yes" She sghed, then, and rose, tall and graceful and Terran. "Thank you," she said,
which—L iaden—kin should have no cause to say, oneto another. "I'll speak to Er Thom."

He smiled and rose dso. "Rest easy,” hetold her. "All will bewell.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

In an ally, considerations of house, clan, planet, race are insignificant beside two prime questions,
which are:

1. Can he shoot?

2. Will he aim at your enemy?

—From Cantrayos Phdlium's L og Book
"Your analysisiseloquent, my son. Allow meto hold it for aday or three, that | may giveit the study it merits."

Ran Eld bowed, fighting to conceal hisdismay. He had sweated over that analyss, striving toilluminate every benefit
to be gained by adopting San bel'Fasin asapartner in Sood'ae L eather Works. Indeed, he had written so
compelingly of the advantages of upgraded facilitiesand increased production he had quite convinced himsdlf that
sdling bel'Fasin as much as half the enter prisswould be all Mizel'sgain. Surély even cursory study must make
these advantages plain to thedelm's eye?

And thetweve-day waswinding toa close.

" The gentleman who makesthe offer of partnership,” hesaid, careful to keep hisvoice even, hisface calm, " did
seem desirous of a speedy resolution.”

" Ah, did he?' Mizel glanced up. " It iswell to recall that the gentleman approached us, we did not seek him. If he
cannot wait upon rational consideration, heisfreeto offer hispartnership esawhere.”

Ran Eld went cold. " Mother, perhaps—"

Sheraised ahand. " My son, | seethat you are convinced of the benefits of the scheme. Y ou ar e perhapstoo young to
under stand that no scheme brings unalloyed profit. | must consider what it isthis San bd'Fasin thinks he will gain
in the venture, and whether Mizel can afford to indulge him." She smiled. " Welearn something of value, should it
transpirethat San bd'Fasin cannot afford to wait. Nor do| think a man whoisunableto adopt a temper ate cour sewill
beasuitable partner for Mizel. Sow, steady and car eful arethe cardsto play, when we decidefor the clan'sfuture. |
shall giveyour analysisduethought, never doubt it."

Therewasfinality in her voiceand, perfor ce, Ran Eld bowed.
" Good-day, mother."
"Goinjoy, my child."

He gained the safety of hisroomsand shut the door firmly behind him. Gods, what should hedo, if the Delm refused
the scheme? Twenty cantra—soon to be doubled! But there, he assured himsdlf, splashing brandy into a cup, she
would not refuse. Further study could only show the plan's excellenciesto fuller advantage. Hismother was not
stupid, merely conser vative. Caution must bow to good sense.

Soon.

* ok ok

It wasa small, neat house on a small, neat street handy to Solcintra'sbusinessdistrict. Daav wor ked the gate-latch
and followed the stone path through the meticuloudy-kept front-gar den, mounted six shallow stairsto the porch and



pulled the bell.

Hehad not sent ahead, nor was he dressed in theformal style mandated by the Code, when a delm went calling upon a
delm. Indeed, hemight almost be a solicitor who had wandered afew blocks north of hisusual preserve, excepting, of
cour s, that not many solicitor swer e adopted of the Mun.

Theplain bluedoor opened wide and Daav found himself looking down into the seriousface of a boy no older than
eight Standards.

" Good-day," thechild said, eyeing the leather jacket with interest even ashelisped the doorman'straditional
challenge. " Who callsand upon what business?"

" Daav yos Phelium calls" hereturned, in Visitor-to-Child-of-the-House, " upon business of the House."

The child frowned. Line yos Phelium belonged to Korval, ashe assuredly knew. The precise place hed by Daav of
Lineyos Phdlium waslikely at theroot of the frown, asthe per sonal names of delmstended to becomelost outside
thecircle of their own kin.

" Lineyos Phelium does not belong to Reptor," the boy said, with certainty. " | shall need to know your business, sir.”

"Very proper,” Daav murmured, bringing hishand dightly forward, so that Korval'sRing glinted in the afternoon
sun. " My businessiswith Dm Reptor."

Theboy'seyesmoved, tracking the glint—widened and came up.

"Sr," hesaid and stepped back from the door, bowing as Child of the Houseto Honored Guest. " Bewelcomein our
House"

"Thank you," Daav said gently and stepped into the dim entrance hall.

He stood aside while the child shoved the door to and engaged thelock, then followed him down a short hall to aroom
overlooking the back garden.

" Refreshment will be brought," the boy said, with all the gravity due hisHouse'shonor. " | gotofetch thedem, sir."
" Thank you," Daav said again, and the boy ducked back into the hall, leaving the door open.

Daav glanced around at the book-lined wallsand comfortably shabby chairs. Thiswas no sate chamber, ascalled for
by the Code, preserved in soulless perfection for the edification of formal visitors. Thiswasaroom lived in, enjoyed
and enjoyable Daav moved towar d thosetemptingly overfull shelves.

A gtep in the hall beyond brought him around in timeto seea girl perhapsa year the doorman's senior crossthe
threshold, bearing atray.

Thisshecarried to the sonetable beforethewindow; rapidly set out a sweat-studded car afe, two plain crystal cups
and a painted plate piled high with cookies. Turning, shemade a hasty bow, " Sir," and wasgone, all but running out
into thehall. The door swung gently on its hinges as she passed.

Refreshment, as promised, and which courtesy required that he sample. Daav poured clear liquid from the carafeto
the cup and spped: Smmin wine, icy cold and tart enough to take one sbreath. Helooked wryly at the hopeful plate
of sweet thingsand carried hiscup with him to the shelves.

Hehad bardy grazed the contents of thefirst shelf when a new tread washeard down the hall. Daav turned and moved
tothe center of theroom, wine cup in onehand, Korval'sRing in plain view.

Theman who stepped firmly into the chamber was soft-bodied and sandy-haired, not old, though someyearsolder,
Daav thought, than himself. Hewasdressed in rumpled day-clothesand scuffed housebootsand had extraor dinarily
quick brown eyes, set widein aweary, clever face.

Those quick eyesflicked to Daav's hand and back to hisface, betraying puzzlement without alarm. Heraised hisown
hand to show Reptor’'sRing and bowed, Dm-to-Dem.

"How may Reptor serveKorval?"

" By forgiving thisdisruption of your peace" Daav said in Adult-to-Adult. " And by granting Daav yos Phdium the



gift of afew minutesof your time."

"Wedl." Reptor took a moment to consider Daav'sface, eyes bright with intdligence. Hemoved a hand, asif hethrew
dice, and inclined hishead.

" Daav yos Phelium iswelcometo my time" hesaid at lagt, and in Adult-to-Adult. He went to the sonetable, poured
wineinto the remaining cup, sighed lightly at the plate of cookiesand turned back to Daav.

"1 am Zan Der pd'Kirmin." Hewaved at thetwo comfortable chairs. " Sit, do."

"I thank you." Daav sank into thenearer of thetwo, Spped hiswineand sat the cup on the ebow table. Zan Der
pd'Kirmin followed suit and sat back, eyes showing curiosity, now, and somewhat of speculation.

"What brings Daav yos Phelium to my house?"

"Arumor," Daav said gently. " | am fairly confident of my information, but | ask, for certainty'ssake: Has Reptor
lately—midain—two of itsown?"

Theclever face went ill, brown eyesglancing aside. " Midain," he murmured, asif to himsdf. " Gently phrased.”
Helooked back to Daav'sface.

"Their namesare Yolan pd'Kirmin and Sed Ric bin'Ala," hesaid, and hisvoicewas not entirely seady. Pain and
hopewarred in thequick eyes. " Have you—you do have—news?"

"They aresafe," Daav told him, and saw rdief leach some of the pain. " Just now, they areunder the protection of
Pilot Adliana Caylon, who fliesout of Binjali's Yard in Upper Port." He paused, looked squareinto the other man's
eyes. " They claim to be clanless."

Coalor drained from theround face; the brown eyes shonetears.

"Clanless"" Hemight have said dead with the sameinflection. " I—" Heturned hishead away, biting hislip.
"Forgiveme" hemanaged after amoment. Hegroped for hiscup, lifted it, drank.

"1 had inquired," hesaid, low and rapid, eyesyet averted. " | made certain they would seek the Port, ship-mad asthey
both are—" Heglanced to Daav, palelipstight. " Your pardon.”

" No need. | bdieve many halflingsare so.”

" Asyou say. Beit s0, my inquiries cameto dust. They—I recruited mysdf to wait, but they did not return home, and |
began to fear—offworld..." Hesighed. " Clanless. Gods." He sagged back into hischair, showing Daav afaceat once
bewildered and relieved. " They arenot clanless."

" And yet they have said that they are. Several times.”

" A word, spoken in anger and no more meant than—" He closed hiseyes, took a deep breath and opened hiseyes.

" Their—patron. Adliana Caylon, | believe you had said. That isthe same Caylon? Of the ven'Tura Revison?"
"Itis"

"1 amin her debt. To extend her meant'i in such awise, and carefor those who claim no kin—that
is—extraordinary. | amin her debt," herepeated and moved ahand. " And in your own."

Daav smiled, ddiberatdy rueful. " No debt on my account, if you please. | am meddling, if you will havethetruth, and
must ask you to fail of mentioning thisvisit to Pilot Caylon, should you speak to her."

" Of coursel shall speak toher!" Zan Der pd'Kirmin cried, eyesopening wide. " | must speak to her—and at once!
They cannot beleft a burden upon her grace, when they have kin eager to welcomethem home..." He paused, brows
drawing together.

"What had the pilot—I mean no disrespect!—I only wonder what Pilot Caylon had thought she might do for them,
crying clanlessand so littletrained..."

"Ah." Daav reached to hisglassand sipped the cool, tart wine. " | believe she had meant to sponsor them into Scout



Academy.”
" Scout Academy,” theother repeated blankly.

" Pilot Caylon'snameiscantra, among Scouts," Daav explained gently. " Asshe hasvery little, her sdf, in the way of
other currency, and asyour pair seemed quick enough, and clever..."

" Gods smileupon her, agreat and wide-hearted lady."

Reptor said reverently. " They—Y olan and Sed Ric have had some small training on the boar ds; their piloting
instructorsdo not despair of firgt class. If it had not been for thisother matter—but | shall go to her, to Pilot Caylon,
immediately, and relieve her of Reptor'stroubles™

"Immediately,” Daav said delicately, " may not be possible, asPilot Caylon residesin Chonsdta. She does, however,
fly—"

"Out of Binjali'sYard," theother interrupted, with a palesmile." | understand. You arevery good."

" No, only meddlesome, asl'vesaid." Daav stood and made hisbow to the host. " Having meddled sufficiently for one
day, | shall restoreyou to your peace. Bewell, and thank you for the gift of your time."

" Thegift waswell-given." Zan Der pd'Kirmin said, sanding and bowing in reply. "My nameisyours, to usein
need.”

Daav smiled, profoundly war med, for it wasno light thing given, but aman'swhole melant'i, for Daav to useashe
would.

"Y ou do metoo much honor," hesaid, and meant it.

"Not at all," the other man said firmly and offered hisarm. " Allow meto guideyou to our door."

"Fight?" Adlianalooked from Jonto Trillato Clonak. " Why shall | need to know how to fight?"

" Because portsand docksand Outworldsin general are chancy places, beautiful goddess.”

" Because a captain must protect her sdf, her ship, her cargo,” said Jon, " and her partner, should shetake one."
"All true) Trillafinished in her casual, Outworld way. " Ability to framea clear 'no' never stood a pilot ill."
Adliana gtared at thethree of them and hoisted her sef to stool. Patch immediately jumped from thefloor to her lap.

"1 don't know thefirst thing about fighting," she said, asthe cat rammed hishead into her shoulder, rumbling like
an infant earthquake.

" That'swhy you havetolearn," Clonak said patiently. " If you already knew, it would be awaste of our timetoteach
you."

"Welearned sdf-defense aspart of pilot training,” Yolan observed, looking up from the partsbin sheand her mate
weresorting.

" It wasn't enough, though," Sed Ric added. " We had to make adjusments” Hestood and Y olan with him, and they
stepped toward the stoolsin their usual formation: Yolan on Sed Ric'sright.

" See?" theboy said and hisright hand moved, jerking something bright and lethal from hisbdt. It jingled, hissed
and fell gill asClonak came forward, hand outstretched.

"Jang-wire" hesaid, holding it up for therest to see. Adliana blinked.
It looked like nothing morethan alength of thin chain, looped and hooked into aleather grip.

"1llegal, of course" Clonak finished and tossed the loop back to Sed Ric, who snagged it out of mid-air and hung
back on hisbdlt.

"Works," hesaid, and Yolan added. " Wekeep it on theright becausel'm left-handed. | walk at Sed Ric'sright. If he



goesdown—"

" Ther€soneof you gtill weaponed and able" Jon concluded. " Partner-work, right enough." Heturned to Adliana.
"Thosewho don't fight die, math teacher.”

Shemet hiseyessquardy. " | am craven, Master Jon. Only raisea hand and see me cringe.”

" All themorereason to learn, fast and well," Trillasaid. " If you get real good, no on€lll touch you." Shedid off her
stool, shaking a shower of finger-talk at Clonak.

" Coupledifferent stylesof fighting," she said, pointing out a spot for him to stand. " Clonak herelikes Port rules,
which isto say, norules."

"Seeahead," Clonak said glesfully, " punch it."

"Thisway," said Trillaand moved.

Adliana leapt from her stool, dumping Patch floorward. Jon caught her wrist and she cried out sharply, then stood,
aghast and enthralled, watching as Clonak countered Trilla'sattack with akick toward the Outworld woman's
midsection, except Trilla had sdestepped and aimed her own kick at Clonak'sknee and hewent down, rolling, and
shejumped forward, kicking at hishead, except Clonak had jackknifed and it was Trilla down, onearm bent high
behind her back and her cheek against the concrete floor.

"Yidd!"

Clonak was up before theword's echo died, bending and offering a hand for her torise.

"Wéel played, old friend."

Shegrinned and moved her shoulders, looking over to Adliana. " So, I'm not real good."

"Trillalikesthedance" Clonak said, reaching into hisbdt and withdrawing a wickedly curved finger.

"Pretend a knifel" heshouted, and lunged.

Trillamelted away from the attack, spun, kicked, wove. The knifefollowed, desperatefor a hit, growingincreasingly
heedless—and Trilla swept forward with no mor e for ce than a dance move, her hand connected shar ply with Clonak's

wrigt, hishand shapped upwar d—

"Disarmed!" hecried, and collapsed cross-legged to thefloor, grinning up at Adliana. " Bow to necessity, divine.
Theuniver seisdangerous."

" First lesson tomorrow," Jon decreed, at last loosing her wrist. " Trillawill teach you to dance."

CHAPTER TWENTY-3 X

Jela spent hiswhole off-shift rigging guy-wires and safety netsto hold histreein what it thinksis proper position.
He was going to run an orientation plate off the main engine, but | canceled that project.

If that tree's got to be in the pilot's tower, it can damn' well take the same risks the pilots take.

—Excer pted from Cantrayos Phelium's L og Book

Daav knotted the silver ribbon and let the beaded endsfall. Glancing into themirror, he straightened hislace and
pulled hiscollar into more perfect order. The beaded ribbon trailed an elegant tendril acrossa shoulder,

counterpoint to therough twist swingingin hisear.

Hepaused in histoilette, hand rising to touch the earring, seeing again the mor ning Rockflower had led him out of
thetent; dew soaking hisboots, on the edge of the plain, on the edge of the dawn.

Shefaced him to therising sun and shouted his name—Es-tr din—Star child—which was not the most fortunatethe
Mun might bestow, who consider ed the star s br ought madness— and bade him stand fearless. He saw the knife flash



in the corner of hiseye, fdt it bite hisearlobe, heard Rockflower grunt with approval.
" Blood and blade, Egtrdin, child of the grandmother'stent."”

It was back to the autumn camp then, and the silver worker'stent. Rockflower her sdf twisted the heated metal into
the proper design, the hot wirewent through the gash in hisear, cauterizing the minor wound, and the ends sealed
into a continuous loop. As nothing could break the silver loop, shetold him, so nothing would break hisbond to her
tent.

At Jelaza Kazone, in the hour before aformal meal, Daav smiled wryly at hisown reflection. The slver loop could, of
cour e, be broken all too easily: A snip of wire cutters, a careful withdrawal, aminute or two in theautodoc to erase
thetiny scar...Hehad not doneit. Hewould not do it. Captive among L iadens, ther e yet remained a fragment of
Edgtrédin, child of the grandmother'stent.

He broke hisown reflected gaze, looked down and opened his ornament case. Among the gueststonight would be his
betrothed, home between test-Jumps, and who would expect to see him jeweled asbefit hisstation. Hechosea
sapphire-headed pin and seated it carefully in thelace at histhroat, wondering idly if Estréin of the grandmother's
tent would follow custom and cut hishair when hewaswed.

Actually, hethought, dipping a sapphirering onto thefirst finger of hisright hand, Mun custom dictated that one's
wife perform this service on the mor ning following the consummation of their vow. Hetried to imagine dainty Samiv
tel'l zak bowing to such a custom, but very soon abandoned the effort. A Mun marriagewasa lifemating, within its
peculiar laws, and, cometo consideration, it was much easier to picture Anne cutting Er Thom'shair. Not, he
assured himsdlf, with an amused glance at hisreflection, that one's cha'leket was ever lessthan impeccably
barbered.

"Veryfine Your Lordship,” hetold himsdf, gesturing fluidly with a hand that glittered silver-and-blue. He moved
hishead, sending the earring swinging and felt the weight of hishair dide across his shoulder.

"I don't think I shall cut it," hesaid, giving hisreflection serious attention. He shook the lace cuffs out, brushed a
possibly imaginary speck of dust from the soft black trouser sand stepped back, making hisbow with a bite of irony.

"Have apleasant evening, sr. And dotry to value Pilot tel'l zak asyou ought.”

Master dea' Cort had said they might deep in the pilot'sdorm off the aux supply room. Accordingly, they had pushed
two cotstogether, arranged blankets and pillows—and discover ed that they wer e neither deepy nor in the mood for

sport.

"Walk?" Yolan asked, running her handsthrough her hair and standing it all on end, so shelooked likea
Y olan-sized dandyweed. " I'm all over twitches"

"Me, t0o," Sed Ric admitted. He dug around in hispouch and brought out their carefully hoar ded wages. Master
dea'Cort paid generousfor grunt-work, though not quite enough to make a four-dex lossinto a nothing. Sed Ric
counted theready and looked up with asdewisegrin.

"Buy usan ice?"

Yolan laughed. " Why not?"

They went out through the main garage, cutting past Master dea' Cort's office.

Theold Scout was sitting at hisdesk, head bent over a eo bound book, seemingly obliviousto his surroundings. Sed
Riclooked at Yolan. Yolan cleared her throat.

"Qut Port-running, isit?" Jon asked, without bothering tolift hishead. " Give Pilot Caylon joy, to find the two of you
turned up dead."

Yolan bit her lip. "Wereonly gonefor an ice, Master. If you think the pilot won't likeit—"

Hedid lift hishead, then, and consdered them out of bland amber eyes." Youngthings" he said after a moment, and
waved a broad hand. " Go on and haveyour swest—Watch yoursdves that'sall. | don't want to bethe oneto explain a



tragedy tothe pilot.”

"No, Magter," Sed Ric said, jerking hishead at Yolan. " Wejust thought to step around to the East Sdlling.”
"WEeIl becareful," Yolan put in. " Of course wewill."

"All right," said Jon, and went back to hisbook.

Yolan and Sed Ric faded back out of the office and madetheir way acrossthe gar age, through the crew door. Outside,
they went left, aiming to cut a diagonal course acrossBinjali's Yard and usethe utility gate at the eastern corner.
From the gatetothe East Sdlling wasa matter of two short blocks, and an ice vendor wasamong thefirst of the
kiosks encountered.

" Think the pilot will be needing crew, when shetakes her sdlf off-world?" Yolan voice wastoo casual, asit waswhen
shewanted to pretend that a burning question was of no moment.

Sed Ric sighed. " Not much crew room on a Class A Jump," he commented. " Her and the captain'll run things snug
between 'em.”

"Likely," Yolan allowed and they walked silent awhile, down thelong corridor of shipsadeep on their cold-padsin
the Port'searly evening.

"Maybethey'll takeus," Yolan said and it was desperation in her voice.
Sed Ric stopped and looked at her. " Take uswher€?"

" Offworld," shesaid and reached for hishand. " Someplace wherethey don't mind what'sour family—or how close
we stand cousins. They might take us—the pilot would, I'll wager."

"Yes, and her partner'scut from whip-leather.”

"Maybenot," shesaid, clutching hishand feverishly. " Maybe not—so much. Who fed us, after all’? And the counter
help never blinked, did they, Sed Ric? Runsa chit there, does Captain Daav—for all we know, he feedsthe Port."

" All of which argueshim stupid enough to lift dead weight when cargo iswhat keepshisship able. Air dreams,
Yolan. You know it."

Her shoulderssagged. " What will wedo, then? Master dea' Cort won't keep usforever—he paid usfor make-work
today! Who elsewill have us? Walking the dim side, that's not—you heard him: Who will we sdll first, you or me? If
it comesto that—"

"It won't," Sed Ric said firmly. He chewed hislip, looking into her face. " I've been thinking," he said, dow and
car eful, because he had been thinking—and because she wasn't going to like hearing what histhoughts had taught
him.

"I'vebeen thinking," he said again, " that we might go and—talk—to Uncle Zan Der "

"Talk tofather? Wetalked to father—and mor e usetalking to hullplate! We showed him the chart and how the
genes scanned—did he even look? Did he even care that it'sonly been usfor each other sncewewerein nursery
together ? Did he even—"

Shewasworking her self into a state, which he might have known shewould. He gathered her close, pushing her
head down to hisshoulder and rubbing hischeek againg her hair. " Easy. Easy. | wasjugt thinking, that'sall."

And thought still showed that Port-running wasincreasingly risky. Yolan wasin peril, whether shewould faceit or
no. Uncle Zan Der would see she got therest of her training— went for Jump-pilot. He thought—hethought he could
makea case for himsdf being 'prenticed to Cousin Peri, who kept war ehouse on Mordra. They would be separ ated



and thereason they had left clan wasthat they would not be separ ated.

But he couldn't keep her safe.

"Let'sget that ice" hesaid, husky into her hair.

Shedtirred, lifted her head and stepped back. " Sure.”

Hand-in-hand they walked on, down therow and acr oss, nearing Ride the Luck, snug on her ready-pad.

Yolan froze, her hand tensingin his. " What'sthat?"

"What's—" Hesaw it, a shadow, moving stealthy near the bottom of The Luck's, ramp.

" Maybe Captain Fox?' Yolan sounded uncertain.

"Why would he sneak around in thedark?" Thefigure moved and he frowned. " Not tall enough."
Thefigure set foot on theramp, boot hed hitting metal with a sharp clang.

"Let'sgo!" Yolan urged and wasgone, running full tilt toward theramp.

Heart in mouth, Sed Ric ran after.

Daav had exerted some carein the matter of the guest list. It would not, on one hand, be consider ate of Bindan'srank
among the mid-leve clansto invite exclusively from the Fifty, however much it might gratify Delm Bindan's
ambition. And to have only Er Thom, Anneand cousin L uken be' Tardain addition to hisaffianced wifeand her
delm—the scheme he favored most—would surely be seen asan insult by Bindan, and justly so. Such intimate

gatherings belonged to the days preceding a formal offer of contract.

Thenumber of guestsfor a gathering such asthis, falling between offer and final signing, might with perfect
propriety be kept to adozen, but very few of those dozen had best be Korval'skin or Bindan's.

Korval'sallies, that was something else.

Intheend, hehad Er Thom and Anne, for hisown comfort; Guayar and L ady yo'L anna, for the comfort of Bindan's
ambition. To leaven theloaf, he called upon ThodemsHae Den pen'Evrit Clan Yron and Dema Wespail Clan Chad,
pilotsboth, and keepersof secondary linesin mid-level Houses long tied to Korval with the threads of trade and ships.

Dutiful Passage being at themoment in port, heinvited sensble Kayzin né Zame—Er Thom'sFirst Mate, and
another with long tiesto K orval—finishing the list with two representatives of Port merchant families—Gus Tav
be'Urik and Len Sar Anaba, clans Shelart and Gabrian, respectively.

Thegather had begun well. The guestshad arrived and been made known to each other. Wine had been served,
conver sations had begun and then Guayar had prettily—not to say, audibly—complimented Anne on the process of
her thought and begged that she do him thefavor of endorsing his copy of her book.

"1 should certainly bedeighted todo so, sir," Annesaid properly, and Guayar bowed, hand over heart.

"I aminyour debt." Heturned to Bindan. " Haveyou yet had the opportunity toread L ady yos Galan'swork?" he
inquired, which was, Daav thought, really too bad of him. Hehad put hiscoin on Lady yo'L anna, Guayar'ssster, that
shewould be equal to semming just such a start, but she was acr ossthe room, speaking with Kayzin ne Zame and
Merchant bd'Urik.

Bindan bowed with only atrace of stiffness. " Alas, gr, circumstance hasnot yet permitted methispleasure.”
"Itisan excdlent work," Guayar said." | cannot praiseit too highly. You must assuredly obtain acopy and read it."
" Indeed, ma'am, you must not encour age him to prate on about books" Lady yo'L annareproved with mock severity,
swooping into the conver sation amid an aggression of scented draperies. " Hewill haveyou hereall night and well
past tomorrow morning'smeal if you give him theleast excuse! Do you admireflowersat all? | confessto a passion.
Walk with meto thewindow, do. Thereisthe most exquisite bank of gloan-roses! | wasonly just now sayingto
Magter pd'Urik..."

Chattering, she bore Bindan off. Er Thom moved over to engage Guayar's attention and Daav allowed himself an



internal sigh of relief beforereturning hisattention to the discussion nearer at hand.

Thetopic wasthe mogt efficient coil-to-mass configuration in Class C Jump shipsand his conver sational
partners—pilotstd'l zak and pen'Evrit—wer e S0 absorbed by it that neither had noted hismomentary lapse of
attention, or, hefervently hoped, Guayar'shbit of mischief.

"And | tdl you, grs" Samiv td'l zak was saying, with rather more spirit than Daav had her etofore observed in her,
" had we not that autonomoustertiary system, we might yet bein Jump thisevening. The matter ran that near the
edgeof irrecoverable.”

"Yes, but, ma'am, you speak only toonecase" pen'Evrit objected. " How often, in truth, isthethird—never say the
fourth!—system called into use? Certainly, in the case of aliner, wherethe massto betrandated isalready vast,
dropping aredundant and satistically underused system can only—"

" Endanger the passengers,” Daav said, re-entering the listsswith a vengeance.
"Precisdy!" Samiv tdl'l zak flashed him alook of approval. pen'Evrit raised hiseyebrows.
"Yes, but it isKorval, ma'am, and heisbound to say so. Areyou not, pilot?"

"Not at all," Daav said courteoudly. " | would merdy point out that alinewhich isforever losing passengersand
shipswill likely beruined in avery short time. How much better to err on thesde of atertiary safeguard—the
trandation mass of which isalready figured into the cost of the voyage—and continueto reap profit?"' pen'Evrit
inclined hishead. " Indeed, who among us can argue against pr ofit?"

" And cantrais so much more compdling than lives," Daav returned, smoothly deflecting what was surely athrust
devised to test the strength of Samiv tdl'l zak'sarmor.

pen'Evrit'smouth quirked and heinclined hishead just dightly, conceding the point, and was prevented from
making another foray by the chime of the hour bell.

Er Thom offered hisarm to hislifemate and flicked a quick violet glance over one shoulder. Daav lifted an eyebrow
and hischa'leket, thusinstructed, led the company from theformal parlor, down the hall to the dining room. From
the edge of hiseye, Daav saw Guayar accept Kayzin ne Zame'sarm, a meal-pairing that would, hethought, servevery
well indeed.

pen'Evrit made hisbow, " Your pardons, Korval—ma'am," and escaped precisaly three sepsbefore hisright arm was
commandeer ed by L ady yo'L anna on behalf of Delm Bindan, the L ady her salf having appropriated the corresponding
limb attached to Len Sar Anaba, who wasone of her particular favorites,

Daav turned to hisbetrothed—and paused in the midst of hisbow, arrested by thetension of the musclesaround her
eyes.
"Havel offended you?' Heasked impulsively, beforeweighing the question's propriety, which was certainly wanting.

Wor e, heasked in the mode between pilots, which they had been speaking with pen'Evrit, which wasas closeto
ComradeastheHigh Tongue allowed, when she had not given him use of her name...

Shedrew abreath and it was puzzlement he saw in her face, morethan anger.

"No offense,” sheanswered, at least allowing him Pilot-to-Pilot. " Surely you knew that strokewas meant for me. |
wonder why you took it to your sdif.”

Daav lifted an eyebrow. " Should | allow my proposed wifeto be abused?’

Her facecleared, asif, disturbingly, hisanswer had verified some opinion about himself that sheheld close. " | am
instructed,” she murmured, ill in the mode between pilots. " One currently holds place among the Dragon's
possessions.”

Hehad thought himself aswell-armored asany other player on thefidds of Liaden society, but the cut was cunning
and actually struck flesh. Daav drew a breath, and saw Samiv tdl'l zak raise a quick hand, her eyeswidewith
something very likefear.

" Forgiveme. | meant no disrespect, merey an under sanding of motive and what shall berequired of me, beyond the



lines of contract."

They werealonein theparlor. If they did not gain the dining room soon, the timing of the evening would be cast into
disarray and the guestswould be supping scandal stew.

"My motive" hesaid, speaking asgently ashewasable, " wasto keep you from distress. You area guest in my house
and it wasin my power to shield you from pen'Evrit'sboorishness. Asfor what may berequired of you—only the
contract lines, if you will, Lady. But | should be honored, if wewereto befriends."

"Friends." Hemight have been speaking thetongue of the Grandmother'stent for all the comprehension hesaw in
her eyes. She glanced about her, apparently only just now awarethat they werealone. " We are behind."

"Soweare" Hedrew acareful breath. " Samiv."
Shelooked up at him, startled.

"My nameisDaav," hetold her, and offered hisarm. After amoment, head dightly bent, shelay her hand on his
deeve.

" Oneisnot—accustomed,” shemurmured, " to considering friendship afactor of marriage. Friendship is
for—crew-mates, pilot. You understand me, | am certain.”

"Indeed | do," heassured her, moving them toward the door. " But per hapswe might consider our sves crewmates,
even—co-pilots”

Shewassilent asthey went down the hall. On the edge of the dining room, sheraised her head and gavehim a
straight glance.

"1t seemsthe sort of thing a Scout might perfectly well consider," she said dowly, " but which comes—uneasy—into
less—encompassng—minds.”

Shedid not say shewould attempt it, which of cour se shewould not, having survived thuslong in a society wherethe
dightest weaknessinvited attack.

Still, she sat next to him at table and conver sed easily during the meal, with much lessthan her previousrestraint,
and Daav was encour aged to believe that she might, after all, try to consder him more pilot and less Dragon.

Thereremained one mor etradition to satisfy, and Samiv had not been adver seto a suggestion of awalk in Korval's
famous Garden.

So, whilethe other guestsretired tothe card tablesin theparlor, Daav led hisbetrothed down a side hall and let them
both through a door, into the Inner Court.

Thepath grew dim asthey strolled away from the house, and he offered an arm. Shelay her hand atop hisdeeve,
allowing him to guide her down the old stone path.

"What adelightful spot, tobesure" shemurmured. " Our gardensarenot a half so—full."

Thelnner Court did tend toward profuson, aseven Daav would admit. Heloved thewild, half-magical fed of the place,
with itsriots of flowersand congregations of shrubs, its unexpected glades and secret pools. The hourshe spent
caringfor it wereamong the happiest of his present wing-clipped life.

"1 would liketo show you to Jelaza Kazone, if you will walk just a bit further," he murmured.

It was Korval's custom to present proposed spousesto the Tree—a courtesy, so Daav considered it, though his
mother had taught such presentation was madeto gain the Tree'sapproval.

"1 shall behonored to seeKorval'stree" Samiv tel'l zak said courteoudy.

"1 warn you that it israther large" he said, negotiating the path's penultimate and lar gely over grown twist. " And
somewhat—unexpected.”

The path twisted once more, and ended in a smooth carpet of silvery grass.

TheTreegleamed in the clearing, casting the pale blue phosphor escence of moonvinesinto banks of fog. Daav



paused at the edge of the glade and looked down into Samiv'sface.

" Of your kindness—it isour custom to ask spouses-to-beto comeforth and lay a hand against the Tree and speak
their name. It would gladden my heart, if you consented to do this."

Shehedtated a heartbeat, but what, after all, wasthe harm in touching a plant, no matter how large, and speaking
on€' snamein themoonlit quiet of a garden?

"1 am honored," shesaid once moreand walked by hisside acrossthegrasstothe Tree. A low wind rustled the
moonvinesand Samiv shivered in the sudden chill.

" A moment only," Daav said, dipping hisarm free. " In thismanner, you seg, pilot." He placed hishand, palm flat
againg the massivetrunk, feding it warm immediately with the Tree'saccustomed greeting. " Daav yos Phelium.”

Samiv stepped forward, placed her right hand againgt thetrunk and said, very plain, " Samiv te'l zak."
It happened in a heartbeat. Daav's hand went ice-cold. Thewind, which had been playing among the moonvines,
roared, rushed acrossthe clearing and hurtled into to the branches above their heads, showering them with leaves,

twigletsand bark.

Samiv tel'l zak cried out, wordlessand high, and raised both armsto shield her head. Daav flung forward, caught her
up amid a hail of twigsand urged her toward the entrance of the clearing.

Thewind sopped the moment Samiv'sfeat touched the pathway.

"How can you abideit?" shedemanded, whirling to face him in the dimness, left hand cradling right. " Cold, horrid,
looming thing—how can you live here, knowing it might fall at any time and crush the house entirel”

Hesgared at her, hisown hand just beginning to warm into flesh.

"TheTreeisKorval'scharge” hemanaged, keeping hisvoicelevel in the mode between pilots, while hismind
replayed thewind, the chill, therain of arboreal trash. " Asbest weknow, it isin the prime of itslife, pilot, and not
likely tofall for many, many years."

Samiv tel'l zak drew her sdif up, face stiff.

"If that isall which isrequired, my Lord," shesaid, and it wasall theway back to Addressing a Delm Not On€e's
Own, " | wish to bereturned indoors.”

"Certainly," Daav said, and offered hisarm, hardly noticing that the touch of her fingerson his deeve wasdight and
shrinking. He guided her down the pathway absently, remembering the hail of Tree-bits shaken loose by that
puppyish wind—leaves, wood bits, twists of ancient birds nests.

But not one seedpod.

They reached an overgrown portion of the path and he sood back to allow Samiv td'l zak to precede him. That shedid
so without demur, though hisrank gave him precedence, spoke doquently of her distress. Daav shook himsdlf, for it
was no mor ethan hisduty to soothe her fear.

"Samiv," hebegan and felt her fingerstwitch.

"Please" shesaid, her voicetight, " | do not wish to speak.”

"Very wdl," hesaid and guided her slently back down the Inner Court, all the whilewracking hismemory to recall
if the Diariestold of any previoustimewhen a spouse was spurned by the Tree.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Pen vel'Kazik comesinto the Pilot's Tower only when forced by her fellow Counselors, and stands as near the
ladder as she may, sweating and wringing her foolish hands until the others declare their business done. The boy



swearsit's Jela'streethat frightens her. | say, if it is, may the gods soon afflict them all likewise.
—Excerpted from Cantrayos Phelium's L og Book

"Morning, math teacher.” Jon wasleaning against the counter, tea mug in one hand, attention centered on a bound
book held precarioudy open in the other.

" Good morning, Jon. IsTrilla on-shift?"

"Haven't seen her yet," heanswered, trying toturn a page with histhumb. The book wavered and dipped, leaves
fluttering helplesdly.

Adliana swept forward, captured the dim volumein theingtant beforeit hit cement and straightened, holding it out.
Amused amber eyesmet hers. " Quick," Jon commented and turned to set hismug aside.

A test, Adlianathought, feding the weight of the book in her hand. Of courseit had been atest. Master Pilot Jon
dea’'Cort would never be so clumsy asto drop—She glanced down, frowning at the silver-gilt lettering.

In Support of the Commonality of Language, the glittery titleread. The Lifework of Learned Scholar Jin Del
yo'Kera, Clan Yedon, Compiled by Learned Scholar Anne Davis, Clan Korval.

" Book worthy of study," Jon said as Adlliana glanced up. " Y ou can havetheloan of it when I'm done, if you like."

"Thank you, | would likeit, very much," shesaid, surrendering the book. " Thelast issue of Scholarship Review was
given to discussion of thiswork."

" Ah? And what did the host of learned Liadensthink of the proof of a common back-tonguelinking Terraand Liad?"

"That | cannot tell you," sheanswered serioudy. " Most wished only to say that such a notion wasentirdy ridiculous,
without addressing the proofsat all. The singlereviewer attempting to face thework on itsown merit was Scout
Linguist pel'Odyare. In her estimation the scholar ship had been impeccable throughout and the conclusion logically
drawn. Shewrotethat shewould implement a search of certain Scout records, to find if independent corroboration of
the conclusion could be established.”

"Magter pd'Odyaredoesbinjali work," Jon said, smoothing the gilt letter swith absent fingers. " If proof isthere,
shell find it." Hesighed, and did the book away next to thetea-tin trophy box. " Bold heart, Scholar," he said softly.

Helooked back to Adlianawith awry smile.

"Your piratescamein last evening with atale of someone hanging about your ship," hesaid. " Gave chase, but lost
the quarry—which isa smilefrom theluck, though they won't seeit. Seem to think they're quick enough to dodgea
pellet, if the sneaker had held agun. Anywise, | did a check and nothing seemed amiss. Y ou might want to do the
same, for certainty's sake."

"Yes, of course..." Sheblinked. Someone had been hanging about The Luck ? Her heart stuttered, animal instinct
shrieking that it had been Ran Eld, that she wasdiscovered, hovering on thebrink of logt... Shetook a hard breath
and met Jon'seyes.

" | shall do an ingpection immediately. Arethe pirates— Sed Ric and Y olan—availableto attend me?"
"Hah." Jon grinned. " They'rehere” Heraised hisvoiceto abelow. " Pirates!"

Therewasa clatter and two rapid shadowsflung into the lounge.

"Aye Mader Jon!"

They spied Adliana then and madether bows, low and respectful.

"Pilot."

"1 am told that you surprised a lurker about my ship last evening. Your assistanceisrequired now on a



cold-ingpection, during which you will givemetheround tale
"Yes pilot." Morebows, and attentivewaiting, Yolan at Sed Ric'sright hand.

Adlianainclined her head and looked to Jon. " If Trillashould arrive, sir, will you assure her that | am eager to
learn the dance and shall engageto do so, directly | return?"

Jon grinned. " I'll do that, never fear."
Her lipstwitched, but she otherwise preserved her countenance. " | thank you."

Shegathered the pirateswith a gesture, turned and mar ched them out. Jon watched until the crew door cycled, then
reached up and pulled down hisbook.

" Sheisafraid of the Tree?' Er Thom sank to the sonewall enclosing Trealla Fantrol's patio and stared at Daav out
of widepurpleeyes.

"Worse" Daav said ruefully. " | apprehend that the Tree holds her in severedidike.”

Er Thom digested thisin silence as Daav paced from thewall to the or namental fallsand stood looking down into the
tiny, frothing torrent.

His search through Korval's Diaries had been fruitless. None of the delms before him had discovered the Treein
didiking anyone, much less an all-but-signed spouse. The single hint toward the possibility of such a thing came
from Grandmother Cantra'slog, and even thereit waswrit so vague...

"What will you do?' Er Thom asked quietly from thewall.

Daav sighed.

"1 thought," hesaid, coming back to sit next hisbrother on thewarm stones. " | thought perhaps—my wife—and |—
might live at the ocean house. If the ocean pales beforethe matter isdone, thereisthe chalet, or even—"

n Dw.ll

He stopped. It took an active application of will toraisehiseyesto Er Thom's.

"Hear yoursdf," hisbrother said. " Will you actually get a child upon awoman whom the Treedidikes? What then?
Shall you live at the ocean housefor therest of your days? Or only until the child is of an ageto be sent off-world?
How can you—"

"How can you assumethat the Treewill likewise disdain the child?' Daav demanded, voicerising above Er Thom's
arguments—true, just and sane, gods—" The child will be yos Phdlium, and yos Phelium guardsthe Tree! Thereis
no proof—" Hisvoice squeezed out and heremembered, all too vividly, hishand, held there against the Tree, and how
cold, how inhumanly cold...

"You chart a chancy course, darling," he said, sounding sullen asa halfling in hisown ears. " Whenever did you ask
the Tree'saye of Anne?"

" And yet weboth know," Er Thom said after amoment, " that the Tree approves Anne. Your point ismoot."
Daav closed hiseyes; opened them and held out ahand. " It is, and ill-natured, besides. |—"

"What'swrong ?" Annewas halfway acrossthe patio, and moving fast, her face etched in worry, her eyeson Er



Thom.

Her lifemate cameto hisfeet in afluid rush, went forward and caught her handsin his." Anne—"

Sheallowed her sdif to be stopped, though thelook shethrew Daav was anything but calm.

"What'swrong!" shedemanded once more, staring down into Er Thom'sface.

"It is—" But here Er Thom faltered and flung a helpless glanceto Daav, who did to hisfeet, showing empty palms.
"Itisnothing," hesaid, pitching hisvoicefor gentleness.

"My brother and | have had oneof our raredisagreements. Thereisno cause—"

"Don't lietome" Standard Terran, her voice absolutely flat.

Hedrew a deep breath and bowed, very dightly. " And yet thereisnothing you can do, should | tell you thetruth."
"Then theresnoharmin my hearingit,” shereturned, " and knowing what frightensEr Thom."

Frightens. Daav looked to hisbrother. Purple eyes met hisunflinchingly, showing all.

"Hah." Heresumed his seat upon thewall and in amoment Er Thom did likewise, leaving Anne standing alone,
handson hipsand her facefilled with waiting.

"Well?"

"Well," Daav replied, looking up. Hesighed. " Areyou ableto believe that the Tree can—makeitswishesknown—
tothose of theLine Direct?"

Shestood quiet for along moment, then went to St beside her lifemate and placed her hand upon hisknee.

" For the purposes of thisdiscussion,” she said, likethe scholar shewas, " it isstipulated that Jelaza K azone the
Treeisableto communicatewith those of Korval'sLineDirect."

" Then you may know that my brother'strouble springs from the knowledge that Jelaza Kazonethe Tree has
expressed a—distaste—for Samiv te'lzak. A distaste of which sheis—alas—very aware."

"Oh." Sheblinked, turned her head to gaze acrossthe valley, wher e Jelaza K azone could be plainly seen, stretching
high into the morning sky. " That wouldn't be good, would it?"

" Not—very—good," murmured Er Thom. " No."
"Wedl," shesaid, turning back to Daav. " Y ou have other houses. There'sno need to make her uncom—"
" Theremust not bea child born unsanctioned by the Treel" Er Thom cried.

"Yes, but, love, Shan wasn't sanctioned by the Treg" Anne pointed out with shocking calm. " | don't—" She stopped
abruptly, staring from one pair of seriouseyesto the other.

"I think," shesaid finally, and a bit breath-short, " that | haveto draw theline at a galaxy-widetelepathy.”

Daav inclined hishead. " Say then that Er Thom, who asa child wasused to climb all over the Tree, had been far too
well-trained to choose ather than one who would meet approval.”

"Then," Anneasked reasonably, " what happened to you?"
Daav lifted abrow." | begyour pardon?"
"What happened toyou?" Sherepeated, and used along forefinger to point, onetotheother." You wereraised

sde-by-side, lear ned the samethings, ate the same things, memorized the same things. I nter changeable parts, made
by theddm'swisdom, so Korval could go on, if one of you happened to diel" Her voicewaskeying upward. Er Thom



girred, raising a hand toward her cheek.

" Interchangeable" Daav said. " Not exact."

Sheglared, though it seemed to him her eyes wer e not— precisdly—focussed. " Call it off."

Sosmple. It struck at the core of him and he came upright before he knew what he did, shaking with—with—"1
must have a child!" Heheard raw anguish in hisvoice and swallowed, closing his eyes and seeking after the

Rainbow.

" But not this child,” Annepursued relentlesdy. " You and Er Thom arethe sonsof identical twins, so closether€e's
no choosing between you. Er Thom and | arelifemates, hooked by the soul, so | can fee histouch halfway acrossthe
house— and morel" She paused and Daav opened his eyes, meeting her fey gaze with fascination.

"Whereisyour lifemate, Daav yos Phelium?'

"Annel" Er Thom snapped to hisfeet, hishandson her shoulders, hisbody between her and hisdelm. " Have done."
"1 repeat.” Hewas breathless, voice squeezed out of a chest gone achy and cramped. " We may beinter changeable.
Wearecertainly not identical. And even if what you suggest istrue—that we wer e both formed for
lifematings—thereisyet no guar antee that—my—lifemate hasbeen born." Hetook a hard breath. " Or that she has
aurvived."

"Oh," shesaid, and of a sudden sighed, reaching up torub at her eyeslikea child. " Well," she murmured, almost
too softly for himto hear, " | guessyou'd better ask the Tree.”

"1 guess| had better," hereturned, just as softly, and smiled sadly into Er Thom'seyes.

Ridethe Luck tested clean.

Adliana heard Sed Ricand Y olan'saccount of their adventureand read them a stern lectur e on the stupidity of
charging unknown and potentially deadly lurkers. They both looked rather sheepish and assured her most ear nestly

that they would never again undertake so shatterbrained an enterprise.

All thusin accord, they exited The Luck and walked back toward the garage, Y olan speculating on thisship and that,
with Sed Ric occasionally amending her IDs.

They turned out of the avenue of deeping shipsjust asalandcar pulled up before Binjali'sand alight-haired man got
out, heading for the crew door.

"Father!" Yolan hissed, braking hard and flinging an arm across her partner'schest.

"UncleZan Der!" Sed Ric gulped at the same moment— and in the next, they wer e gone, flying back down therow of
cold pads, heading for the eastern gate.

Adliana had gonethree steps after them before common sensereasserted itself. It wasusdessfor her to chase
them, Port-wise asthey were. They knew theway back—and the odds wer e they would return, oncethey reckoned
"UncleZan Der" gone.

So thinking, Adliana turned back to discover what it was about a merelight-haired man that sent two Port-runners
toflight.

" ...Pilot Caylon?" the stranger was asking as Adliana stepped through the door.

Jon used his chin to point over the man'sshoulder. " There she comes now."

Heturned, brown eyesflicking across her facein the moment before he bowed respect.

"Pilot Caylon, | am Zan Der pe'Kirmin, Clan Reptor," hesaid, asif hewerebut a clansman, and thedelm'sRing he
woremerdy an ornament. " | ask pardon for thisdisruption of your peace. My excuse can only bethat | have had news

of two over whom you have spread your protection.”

She considered him, and he boreit, patient asif hetreated with Scouts every hour. Besides patience, she saw worry,
and wearinessand awary sort of hope. Behind those car es, she saw also humor and a glimmer of indefinable



something that reminded her, forcibly, of Yolan.

"1 have recently—commended—two halflingsto M aster dea'Cort'sattention," Adliana said carefully, watching the
man'sweary, wary eyes. " Heiskind enough to provide them day-work. But | must tell you, sir, that thispair of
children claim—maogt strongly—to have nokin."

Hopeflared beyond warinessfor an ingtant; themouth bent into atired smile. " | had heard that they claimed
themsdvesclanless. Toyou, | take oath that thisisnot so, though they may themsdlvesbelieve otherwise. If | might
be granted an opportunity to speak with them—" Heraised a quick hand, Ring glinting. " They are under your
protection. | honor that. Thereisnothing | wish to say to them that | would be ashamed to haveyou hear aswell.”

And that, Adliana thought, was extraor dinarily cour ageous, for aman who had all but logt two of hisclan through
what herepresented asa misunder standing. She had thought Y olan and Sed Ric might have had reason, such asshe
had, to embrace the clanless state. Indeed, it might be that their reasonswerejust. Yet thisman here seemed no one
like Ran Eld, only exhausted with worry and eager to amend awrong.

"1f you might—producethem...?" hesaid, ddicately.

Adliana smiled wryly, thinking of two swift figures, racing down therow of cold pads. " | think it unlikely—" she
began—and heard the crew door cycle behind her.

* k *

Daav sat hishandsalong thetrunk, took a breath and swung up into the branches. At thefirst major cross-branch,
he ended hisclimb, sitting astride the big limb, feet swinging in air, leaves rustling and whispering around him.

" If you have anythingto say," he stated, rather crosdy, " you might aswell say it tome."

Therewasneither a cessation nor an increase of leaf-rustle. Not, Daav thought, that he had expected it.

"1 hopeyou'reproud of yoursdf," hecontinued aloud. " Terrifying a guest of the House—and on€' swife-elect. |
should think an ancient hulking brute like your sef might find mor e seemly amusements. Forgive meif | speak too
plainly."

Theleavesdirectly above him flittered. Daav frowned.

" Laugh, by all means. | supposeit'snothing to you if yos Phelium dieswith me? No, | do an injustice. yos Phelium
shall diewith Pat Rin—but beforethat, young Shan will bedem."”

A breezekissed his cheek, and the smaller branches nearby danced. Daav closed his eyes, feding the warm bark
beneath hisfingers, the age-old solidity of wood between histhighs. " | shall marry Samiv td'lzak," he said, forming
each word with precison, " and the child of that union shall cometo Korval."

Thewood beneath hishands cooled. Per ceptibly. Daav sighed.

"May | then solicit your further guidance? Or dowereturn to placing an advertisement in The Gazette ? Notice, | do
not ask how | shall extricate Korval solvent from a contract most binding. | am fully aliveto thefact that detailsdo not
interest you."

Theleaveshad stilled all about. The branch he straddled became neither warmer or cooler. Deliberately, Daav
emptied hismind of all consciousthoughts, treading a path Rock-flower had once shown him, past need and want and
everyday busynessto a place wher e ther e was only—peace.

Hesat there, tranced, until thelate noon sun lanced a ray through theleaves and dazzled him awake. Jelaza K azone
had not spoken and hewished, with everything in him, to beat Binjali's.

* k *

"UncleZan Der." Hecameforward, alone, which made him seem half, for Adliana had never yet seen onepirate
without the other—and made hisbow to hiselder.

"Sed Ric." Theman put out hishands, eyes afirewith longing. " Areyou well, child?"

"Wedl..." Hewent another jerky step forward, and sopped, facetwigting. " | think—we should come—home,



Uncle..." Hisvoice choked out and hethrew a glanceto Adliana, eloquent of she knew not what.
"WhereisYolan?" sheasked him, thinking, of a sudden, of lurkers, and gunsand the girl'sbright, brash courage.

"Here" Thesngleword wasflat with despair. Stiff-legged, Y olan cameforward, to her placeat Sed Ric'sright. The
look she gave him might have frozen iron.

"Now what?" sherasped—and began, quite suddenly, tocry.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Delm's Discretionary Account Three, The Pilots Fund. Established for the aid and succor of pilots and former
pilots, regardless of clan, race or lineage. Profit margin of funding stocks no less than forty percent.

—From Korval's Account L edgers, Discretionary Monies
Thistime shewould not elude him.
Ran Eld waited in the shadow of the main stair case, earsstraining for the sound of stealthy footsteps.

Hehad determined to follow her yesterday and the day befor e yesterday, only to find upon arisng that she had quit the
house hour s befor e, leaving behind insolent messages about engagementsto dineelsewhere. Very well.

Today, shewould not elude him.

Hewould follow her to the Scout and deal with that. Then, hewould escort her home, and deal with that.

In the shadow of the stair case, Ran Eld smiled.

It wasplain that Adlliana wanted disciplining—oh, badly. She so far forgot her salf asto disobey a direct order from
onewhowasboth her elder and her superior—then flaunted her disobedience, daring him to do what wasno more

than hisduty. For thegood of the clan.

Thefact that disciplining thismost danger ous of siblingswould give him positive delight wasto Ran Eld'sway of
thinking no morethan just. Adliana should not bedelm. It wasa sad pity that theold dedm, their grandmother, had
put such anction into thegirl'shead. Theidea was ludicrous on theface of it. Hewasnadem, in every way his
sister'ssuperior.

Which hewould prove, asoften asnecessary.

He considered that hisfirst attempt at bringing this point home had been successful. Oneyear of marriageto Ran
Eld'sfriend had produced ten yearsof quite satisfactory behavior in Ran Eld'ssister. To besure, it had occasionally
been necessary to administer certain—remedial—lessons, but that was expectable, even—enjoyable. Ten yearsfor
onewasa good invesment of timeand funds, so heflattered himsdlf.

From thelanding above camethe lightest of footsteps.

Ran Eld half-crouched in hisdim niche, eager ness shortening his breath. The footsteps continued their light path,
acrossthelanding, down theremaining sairs. He smiled and dared to lean just dightly out of hishiding place, to
better sce—

Hisdem.

He shifted sharply in disappointment, boot hedl scraping against marblefloor.

Birin Caylon turned. Seething, Ran Eld dipped out of the niche and made hisbow.

"Mother."

"My son." Sheinclined her head, appearing to find nothing unusual in either thetimeor the place of their meeting.

Indeed, shesmiled. " | am fortunateto find you about so early. Break your fast with me, if you havenot already eaten. |
have completed my study of your analysisregarding San be'Fasin'soffer of partnership and | believe you may be



interested in the decison.”

So. Ran Eld bowed once moreto hide hissmile of triumph. " | am, asalways, at your service, ma'am," hesaid and
followed her into the dining hall, leaving the door dightly ajar.

Tea had barey been poured when he heard footsteps on the stair, and saw a dim shadow flicker acr ossthe half-open
doorway. Half a heartbeat later, thefront door moaned on its hinges, and snapped softly shut.

Aédliana str ode down M echanic Street, head high and face glowing. Shewasto train with Trillathismorning, after
which shewasto lift with Jon himself, who had sworn to put her through an emergency drill likeno other.

Thedoor cycled and she stepped into the huge dim cavern of Binjali Repair Shop.

Around theteapot wasa cluster of leather-clad figures: Jon, Trilla, Clonak—and atall man, dark hair clipped neatly
back, silver twist swingingin oneear, cat sitting tall on his opposite shoulder.

Adlianafdt her heart lift; shevery nearly laughed for the sheer joy of beholding him.

Asif heheard her unvoiced joy, heturned, a smilelighting his eyes.

"Hdlo, Adliana."

"Daav." Her own smilefdt wide enough to split her face. " It'sgood to seeyou.”

"1t'sgood to beseen," hereturned gravely and shedid laugh then, standing before him with her facetipped up to his.
" Good comesin odd packages," Jon commented from hisstool.

"Jon scoldsmefor carrying Patch,” Aelianatold Daav, reaching up to offer the cat afinger. " HesaysI'll spail
him."

" Thedamage haslong been done, | fear," hereplied asPatch bent hishead and allowed her torub hisears.
" Spoil a cat when therearetherest of us, hungering for a smilel" That was Clonak.

Adlianafinished thecat'sear and stepped forward. " Good mor ning, Clonak."

" Good mor ning, goddessfair! Will you rub my ears?"

Shemade a show of giving it congderation, head cocked to oneside. " No."

"Heart-torn again! Hold me, Daav, |'m ber eft!"

" Perhapsif you grew fur on them?" Daav suggested, not noticeably moved by thispleafor comradeship.
Clonak glared. " Mock me, oh Captain.”

"If you ingg."

"Thepirates dem came," Adliana said, turning back to Daav, " and fetched them home." Shegrinned, throwing a
glance over her shoulder to Jon. " Or mostly."

Hesnorted. " Ring-and-monkey show."

Daav smiled down at her, one eyebrow dightly askew. " | surmisethat they werenot clanless, after all?"
"Not—entirdly," shesaid, dowly. " It did seem tobeall in amuddle. But theend of it isthat they shall comehereto
work off—work off adebt Delm Reptor fedsmost strongly isowing, for Jon having given good wages for
grunt-work. In the meanwhile, they—the pirates—shall live under Reptor'sroof and—and—striveto—amend their
difference" Shelooked up at him." Or so hesaid."

" Ah. And doyou bdievewhat hehassaid, | wonder ?*

Shefrowned, chewing her lip. " Yes" shesaid finally, " | do. He seemed an honest man—and honestly joyed to find



them.” Shelay her hand on hisdeeve and smiled. " It was good of you to send him."

Both browsshot up. " 1?"

"Wel, it must have been you," shesaid reasonably. " He knew exactly whereto come, and asked for me by name. Jon
didn't tell him, nor Trillanor Clonak. | certainly didn't—I hadn't the least idea of how to go about finding their clan!
So_"

"When you have diminated theimpossible" Daav murmured, in Terran, " whatever remains, however improbable,
must bethetruth."

Adlianablinked at him." | beg your pardon?'
Hegrinned. " An observation by aMr. Holmes, | believe, on the natur e of solutions.”

"Thegameisafoot!" Clonak shouted, clattering off hisstool with a flourish. Helooked to Jon. " I'll get on that
maintenance update, if you like."

" Always after thesit-down job," the old Scout grumbled. Clonak laughed and headed toward the office, flipping a
casual hand at therest. Patch jumped from Daav's shoulder and followed.

Acrossthe half-circle, Trilladid to her feet and tossed Adllianaagrin. " Set for a bit of dancing, pilot?"
"1f you havethe patiencefor me" shesaid."| am awarel cannot givethe challenge you might like."

The other woman laughed as she unbuckled her toal belt. " Oh, and can you not?' Sheturned tothedark haired man
asif she'd heard him speak. " Just a bit of menfri'at, Master Daav. No harm in it. Quite of a bit of good."

Heinclined hishead. " Asyou say."
Hewatched them walk away, noting the set of Adliana's shoulders, thelight, confident walk.

"Hard to bdievethat'sthe samewoman dunk in here half-a-quarter ago and whispered for her ship,” Jon
commented from hisside. Daav looked down into a pair of speculativeamber eyes.

"WEIl have her brawling in tavernsbeforetheyear isdone," he agreed, watching Adlliana shed her jacket and face
Trillaacrosssub-bay one. " Finework, Master Jon."

"Now, now, | can't takeall the credit. It wasa certain young captain set her feet on the path by handing her a bowli
ball and telling her tofight."

Daav laughed. " Cow-handed asthat? Poor captain.”

"Wel, as| say, he'syoung, but hisideasaren't too bad. Usually."

Trilla'sfirst passwasfast and lown—r ather faster and lower than he would have expected. Hefdt hisown muscles
tense as Adlliana dipped gently to theleft, sdestepping the attack and spinning, establishing her rhythm and the
range of her dance.

"How long hasthis been going on?" he asked Jon.

"Matter of two days”"

" She'sgood.”

" Not bad. Thefagt stuff don't bother her, but comeat her hard, like you're going to do damage and damn meif she
won't back down every time" Jon sighed. " Never did hear who beats her."

Thecrew door cycled and Daav looked around in timeto see Sed Ric bin'Alaand Yolan pd'Kirmin step through.



They cameforward, thegirl tothe boy'sright, sopped and madether bows.
" Captain."
" Children. Pilot Caylon tellsmeyou arejoyfully re-clanned.”

Yolan made no answer to that, though thelook sheflung him held no amazing charge of joy. The boy waslikewise
somber, but replied courteoudy enough, " Yes, sir. Thank you, sir."

" Show the captain hereyour toy, young Sed Ric," Jon directed, pointing at theboy'sbelt. " L ook at this, Daav."
Thejang-wire came out with aflash and a snap, held in the down postion, limp and almost pretty.

"Hah." Daav extended ahand." May | ?"

Sed Ric offered theleather handle and Daav did hisfingersinto theloop.

"1 believethismay beoriginal," he said and went back a sudden, silent step, snapping thewire up and flicking his
wrigt, so.

Thelimp wirewent giff, becoming an arm'slength of double-edged blade, Daav grinned, shook the blade car efully
and handed the quiescent weapon back toitsowner.

"Very nice, indeed. Wheredid you comeby it?"

"UncleLip Tenleftittous” Yolan said, "in acrate of thingshe d gathered, star-hopping. Aunt Frissaid it wasjunk
and wished usjoy of it."

" Doubtless Aunt Frishasother virtues" Daav murmured and Y olan laughed, short and bitter. Over in sub-bay one,
Adliana spun and kicked, dancing neatly away from Trilla's snaking grab.

"What—" Daav began, but the question was never finished.

" Adlianal" Clonak wason adead run from the office, face, for once, entirely serious. " Adlianal"
In thecircle of the dance, she spun, dropped her sanceand cameforward.

"What isit?"

" Tower on theline. Fellow on Outyard Fivetoppled into the mechanics. Autodoc mended thewor &, but hisheart
failed him. Can you lift the spare and the health tech—"

"Yed" Shesnatched up her jacket. Clonak wasalready on hisway back to the office.

"Daav." She paused before him, hand on hisdeeve, green eyesbright asshelooked into hisface. " Ride second board
for me?"

Adrenalinesurged. Hegrinned. " Yes."

"Thank you," shesaid, and was gone, running at thetop of her speed.

In the next instant, Daav was likewise gone, his shadow mer ging with hersasthe crew door closed.
Theddm had decided againgt a partner ship with be'Fasin.

Oh, shehad reasons, and gave them in-depth, her wish, she said, wasto ingruct him, so that when he was come
ddm...

He scarcely attended her; sat, cold and disbelieving, while she spoke—rambling, meaningless sentences that meant,
in final cipher, onething:

Hewasruined.

In hisapartment abovestairs, Ran Eld riffled accountsthat had been squeezed dry year sago, called up balance sheets



and dismissed them, hishands shaking so badly he must make two and three attemptsto strike the proper key.

At length, herose from hisdesk, poured himsdf a brandy and wander ed the room, wracking hisbrain for
something— for anything—he might sall or takeloan againg, that would keep San bel'Fasin at bay.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Emergency repairsat Tinsori Light. Left my ring in earnest. The keeper's a contra-grubbing pirate, but the ship
should hold air to Lytaxin. Send one of ours and eight cantra to redeem my pledge. Send them armed. I n fact send
two...

—Excerpted from abeam letter from

Jen Sin yos Phdlium Clan Korval to hisdelm,

written in thefirst rdlumma of the year named Dalenart

Thetech want into the hold with hislife unit, strapped into the rumble seat and reported himsdf ready.

Daav checked the webbing, made certain the unit was proper ly dogged, advised thetech to take a nap and walked back
to hisgtation.

"End," Adlianasaid into thecomm ashedid into the copilot'sdot and pulled the shock-strapstight.
" Confirmed,” Tower announced half-a-heartbeat later. " Lift at will, Ride the Luck."

She shot him alook from eyesmorebrilliant than emeralds. " Ready?"

" Ready."

" Engage gyros."

Jon dea' Cort stood beforethe command wall in the side bay, working the dials, swearing ferocioudy at a shower of
gatic. The band caught suddenly, ddivering the curt tones of Port Control.

" ...shift lanesimmediately. We have an emer gency. Freighter X38519, dipshift to alternate path R9. Tansberg's
Folly on approach, divert to Binjali'sding—"

"Trillal" Jon shouted.
"Onit," camethelaconicresponseasthealert sounded over head.

" Allow meto providevisuals, Mager dea'Cort." Clonak stepped to Jon'sside, hishandsdancing over the
screen-controls, bringing the four most pertinent to sharp life.

"ThisisPilot Adliana Caylon, Ridethe Luck" Calm asif shewerediscussing thelikeihood of rain. " We have our
package and areready tolift at pilot'stwo minutes. Mark. Request clearance, Tower. Route computed, checksin
ling, trangmitted...End."

"Markham's Mistress, changelanesnow!" Tower snarled. " Lift at will, Ride the Luck. All ships, priority clearance
toRide the Luck. We have an emergency..."

Therewasaroar and a shifting whine, which wasthe gyr os spinning to full, and then the muted, held-out throb of
power that waslift-off, close by. On thevisuals, Ride the Luck deared Solcintra Port and hurtled upward. Theradio
had a moment free of chatter, into which Trilla'sexuberant, " Caught her!" sang savage with ddlight.

Thechatter took up again, grousing about skewed schedules, hovering deadlines, pile ups, back upsand—

" At nearest convenience, will Ride the Luck put navcomp on line?" Tower requested with unusual politeness.
Clonak gave a shout of laughter and Jon grinned. The pirates, hovering at wall-edge, looked at each other with
wide-stretched eyes.

" At nearest convenience," Tower repeated—" Thank you, Pilot Caylon."

Therewasa gabble of chatter—wonder ment, such like: " Caylon? The Tables? That Caylon?...chd'Mara's ship...



Fliesher like a Scout!" —and then another voice, overriding all the others.

" Adliana Caylon, Ride the Luck, amending filed cour se. Projected time savings seven-point-three minutes."

" Continue," Tower directed, whiletherest of near space held its collective breath.

"We'll beadding a delta vee of 23.8 percent at 14:01.33; and we'll be crossing shipping inter sections 14,15, 16 and
23. At 14:08.14 we will change attitude to 170 degrees exactly and add a delta vee of 33.6 percent plusor minusa
tenth. Aswe hit thetidal effect zonewe'll pick up an additional delta vee of 17.04 percent and also be south of the
main equatorial shipping lanes so we'll have no clear ance problems. My window is 13:59 to 14:03, which at my mark
beginsin threeminutes. May | have confirmation?"

Silence hummed through thelinesfor afull thirty seconds, broken, at last, by Daav: " Verified."

"In her head!" a Terran-tinged voice whooped from closein. " Workingit in her head, damn mefor amudhog! Who's
running second—"

"Ridethe Luck, we havea confirm on that." Tower sounded just thetiniest bit rattled. " You'reall go."

Thechatter broke over thecomm in waves: " Tower fifty-eight seconds behind, running a comp asbig asyour
home-world! I'll drink for freetonight! Caylon at theboard, isit?"

Therewas mor e of approximately the same, which Jon ignored, glancing instead to thewall of screens.
"What's shegot in—"

"Thetidel" Trillacried, leaning over hisshoulder to point as Sed Ric and Y olan crowded closer. " She'sgoing to
catch thetidal effect at thejuncturewith planetary grav—"

" She'swhat?" Clonak cleared a screen and flung the equation into it, fingersblurring as he built the schematic.
"1'm damned," he said suddenly. " Jon, look at this"

" | seeit. A rarewonder, our math teacher.”

It was pretty much textbook then, with one more small adjustment, as Daav kicked them onto an auxiliary approach
that put them practically in the'yard'sback door. It shaved another minute and would have been counted very pretty,
had it not been over shadowed by Adliana's stunning bit of work. Jon backed the chatter down and shook hishead,
Terran-wise, in admiration.

" Thewoman'sunbéievable," Clonak murmured, keyingup thereplay. " Ontherun, in her head...I'min love,
Master-mine."

" For thefifth time sinceyesterday,” Jon snorted, ebowing himself a spot at the board. Hewatched thereplay in
reverent silence, logt in the beauty of the maneuver. To shave seven minutes—seven minutes—off a lift measured and
calibrated and under stood to the nanosecond, while shewas running board, closein traffic, with the possibility of
someone breaking out—in her head, as Clonak said...

"1'd sign her first classthisminute," Jon murmured, " and a blight on theregs. Anyonewho can fly like that—"

" A goddess," Clonak sighed, sounding morethan half-serious. " | claim the privilege of naming her first class, air,
and | am prepared todud for the honor.”

"Yes, but sh€'ll never beieve sheearned it that way," Jon said, keying thereplay to storage. " The book isthe path
and the math teacher aimstofollow it through every twist and cranny.”

"We've been avoiding thetidal effect ever sincethefirg ship shed atmosphere," Clonak wasalmost singing.
" Avoidingit! Compensating for it! Aelliana Caylon uses it and speedsher package on itsway! Poor Daav."

"Histrick logt in shadow, eh?" Jon grinned. " Hewon't mind."
"No, | suppose hewon't. Anything that improvesthelift isjoy to Daav, no matter if your grandmother conned it."

Jon gtarted, eyeswidening, then going narrow. " Theresa notion, though." Heturned from the screensand strode



down-bay, snagging hisjacket from the hook ashewent by.
"1'll beback!" he called and vanished through the door, as Trilla, Clonak and the pirates exchanged puzzled stares.

Tech and package off-loaded, Ride the Luck rodea holding pattern, waiting for Port Control to sort the scrambled
traffic and givethem clearancetoland.

Thepilot had goneto fetch tea from the pantry, leaving the board in charge of her co-pilot, who had reclined hislong
sdf at hisstation, watching the go-lightsthrough half-closed eyes.

Brief asit was, Daav thought, oneear cocked toward theradio, thislift had thusfar been among the most remarkable
of hiscareer. Who but Adlliana Caylon could have conceived the notion of using thetidal influence every other pilot
in the univer se so busily avoided? Who but that same amazing mind could have framed, checked and executed so
exciting a new maneuver in thetime—

" Daav? You did want tea?"

He opened hiseyeswith agrin and extended alanguid hand for themug. " It'salazy second you're burdened with,
pilot."

"Yes, certainly." Shelaughed softly and perched on the edge of her own chair, eyesflicking over screens, lights,
readouts.

"It wasfortunate you had known of that auxiliary route,” shesaid. " | should havelost usthree minutesat thelast,
lining up the primary approach.”

" No morethan one-paint-five" Daav corrected. " And you had already gained us seven that wer e utterly
unlooked-for."

Shemoved her shouldersand glanced down into her mug. " | had been working on a notion about thetidalsabout a
year ago," shesaid. " It wouldn't cometogether, so | put it asde. Something—shifted—when you showed meLittle
Jump theother day. And then today, when | saw the numbersand thereationships—" Shelooked up, pride apparent,
though she fought to keep her features composed. " It all just tumbled into place" Abruptly she gave up the struggle
for dignity and allowed the grin itsfreedom. " Pretty, isn't it?"

" A thing of astonishing beauty," Daav agreed, smiling into sparkling green eyes. Those same eyeswidened, then
moved aside, flashing over the stat-lights.

"You did send Delm Reptor tofind thepirates, didn't you?' Thelook she gave him was quizzical. Daav sighed.

"I suppose | will haveto own the act, though | refuseto bear all theblame" Heraised hismugto her in light salute.
" Jon found who they were."

"Oh." Shesdpped tea, frowning dightly at the floor -plates.

" That wasclever of him," shesaid eventually. " | had tried, you know, tofind their surnames, but | don't expect | was
very subtle”" Her frown degpened and sheraised doubtful eyesto his.

" Do you think we—do you think wedid well?" sheasked, leaning forward.

Daav raised an eyebrow, caught by her intensity. " Do you think we did not?"

"l—am not certain," she said hesitantly, frowning once moreat theflooring. " It had seemed—they were hungry
and—and compelled towar d thievery—and so young." Sheglanced up, tawny browsdrawn. " | do not—you spoke asif
it—the L ow Port—asif it wer e dreadfully dangerous..."

"Itis" heassured her, with utter sincerity, " dreadfully danger ous.”

"Yed And 0it seemsthat we must have donewdl, to have caught them away from danger and retur ned them to
safety—and—tokin. Yet..."

"Yet?' heprompted softly, when aminute had passed and she said nothing more.

Shecameto her feet all at once, leaving her mug behind in the arm-dot, and paced to the center of the cabin. There,



she spun to face him, finger stwisting and twining til he thought she might never unknot them.

"They left," shesaid. " They said that they had left because the time was coming when they might be digible for—for
marriage. Neither wished to bemarried to any other. They spoketotheir deim of their desireto be alwaystogether,
but he was not—not digposed to hear them asmorethan children. They spoketo him again on the matter, and hewas
abrupt, saying consanguinity wastoo near. They went a third time, bearing gene-chartswhich showed them unlikely
of producing a defective..." Shefaltered.

Daav set hiscup aside and straightened in hischair. " Their dem spoke of separ ating them so they might learn to
deal with other folk."

"Yes" Shebit her lip. " Yes, of coursehedid. How could he not? To losethe possibility of liaison marriage from two
of the younger—he must look to his clan'swhole good. | do not fault him—he spoke ashe must. But—" She paused;
plunged ahead.

"1—I don't pretend to know a great deal about—and of cour se mar riage is—extremey—distasteful—"

"lsit?"

"Yes—and only think how much mor e distasteful when thereis one you—pr efer—aboveall other s—I pity them from
my heart and wish—I wish we had not stopped to play!"

" For that | shall bear the blame. They looked in desperate case and unlikely to ask for aid. My whole thought had
been to force aid upon them—at least aslittleasameal." He paused. " Doestheir delm till speak of separation?"

Shesighed. " It is—under negotiation. A trial separation, to determinethe—the depth of their devotion. Sed
Ric—Sed Ric speaks of being apprenticed to a cousin on an Outworld, sothat Yolan may finish her pilot's study at
home"

"Ah.And Yolan?'

"Shecries" Adlianasaid, shoulderssdumping. " Criesand looksat him—I cannot tell you how shelooksat him."
Shefrowned at thefloor.

"What else may their delm do? They are assets of the clan, to beused, asall are used, for the good of all."
" Sothe Codeteachesus" Daav said rather dryly. Hetipped hishead, considering her downturned face.
"Ismarriage—of course—so very distasteful ?* he wonder ed softly.

Sheglanced up, mouth hard. " I do not know that it must be" she said with precision. " My own—but that was many
yearsago."

" From thedistance of your exalted age," he said lightly, midiking thetightness of her musclesand theway she
sood there, tensed for ablow.

Shedrew hersdf up, eyeswide. " Next rdumma, | shall have twenty-seven Standard Years," shesaid sharply. " | was
married the day after my Sxteenth name day.”

Too young. Far too young, Daav thought, for one such as Adliana. Quivering with something between pity and
outrage, he began a seated bow of apology—wasarrested by her raised hand.

"I had not meant to snap at you, Daav. It istruethat | have—limited—knowledge. Voni—my ddest sster—marries
often and seems quite content.”

Marriesoften, hethought wryly, recalling thedrab street and moldering clanhousein which shelived. Contract
mar riage was an economic necessity for some clans, true enough.

Though in a housewith several children of marriageable age—
"You haveonly married once?"

Sheinclined her head with brittlecare. " It was sufficient.” She sighed then, and showed him a palm, asif shewished



somehow to make amendsfor hisrudeness. " The clan hasthe care of my daughter.”

She spoke with neither warmth nor interest of her child, asif—

"Ridethe Luck! Theradio blared and they both jumped. Adlliana flashed forward and dapped thetoggle.

" Caylon here"

" Acknowledgefiled plan and begin descent,” Tower directed. " Thereistraffic waiting behind you."

"Yes" said Adliana, glancing at the screen and verifying the equationsin her head. " Flight plan acknowledged,
descent beginson my mark." Sheturned her head. Daav was strapped in at his gtation, finger sdancing over the
board. Heglanced up, dark eyesbright, and gave her the Scout's go-sign.

"Mark."

It was a solemn crew congregated befor e the teapot. Jon sat astride hisusual stool, Trilla on hisright hand, Clonak
on hisleft, Patch lying alert beforeall.

Thedoor cyded and atall shadow followed a shorter into thebay. They cameforward afew steps, then Adlliana
faltered—stopped, face showing paleand wary. Daav paused just behind her |eft shoulder, eyebrowswell up.

"Thepair of you," Jon said with asigh. " Come here, math teacher.”

Sheglanced over her shoulder, up into Daav'sface, tension showingin all her muscles. Hetouched her arm, smiled;
shetook a deep, shaky breath and went forward.

Directly before Jon's stool, she stopped, handsfolded before her, her tall co-pilot at her side.

"Magter dea'Cort."

"Hah. | supposeyou know what you did today, with that display around thetidal effect?’

Shelicked her lips, but kept her eyes steady on his. The pulse at the base of her throat trembled likeabird.
"Yes, gr."

"Yesdr, isit? Well, then, tell me."

"Yes dr." Shegulped air. " Weframed and tried a piloting addendum under stringent field conditions. The
maneuver hastested successfully and | suspect subsequent testings and r efinements asthe equation isunder stood
and tuned.”

" Invented a whole new sentencein the language of local lift," Clonak intoned.

Her chin cameup. " If you like"

"Oh, | dolike" heassured her, with aflash of hisusual deviltry. " Very, very much."

" Pipedown," Jon directed, and lifted a hand, beckoning. " Closer, please, math teacher. I'm too old a dog to biteyou."

Doubt showed at that, but she cameforward, Daav still at her sde, hishand near her ebow, should she have need of
support.

Jon turned hispalm up. " Right hand, please."

Shelay her palm lightly againgt his. The ancient silver puzzle-ring flashed, asif with defiance. Jon touched it with a
reverent fingertip. " Wheredid you get this?" heasked gently.

"My grandmother left it me" sheanswered in the sametone, " when shedied.”
" So. Thisisfitting, then, sncel haveit from my grandmother.” Hereached into hisbdt and brought it forth.

It sparkled like a nebula: Big, gaudy, garish bit of trumpery. Sapphires, rubies, emeralds, diamond—every onefirst
cut—set in a platinum band meant to cover afinger knuckle-to-knuckle. Jon held it up, let them all seetheflash and



thewonder of it. Threeof them knew what it was. He heard Daav draw a breath.

"This" Jon said, bringing thering before Adliana'swide eyes, " iswhat pilotsworein the long-ago when they took
their Jumpshipsout to the edge. It wasused asa bond of word, as collateral for cargo, asearnest for repairs. A pilot
always cameback for her ring, that wasthewisdom, and most often it wastrue." Hesmiled.

"1 had thisfrom my mother, who had it from hers, who had it from her father—back mor e gener ationsthan even you
can count. It returned to mewith my son'sbody. It'salways been worn by a binjali pilot. Favor me, by wearing it now."

For amoment, hethought even so little wastoo much. Her face blanched to beige, but the eyes—the eyeswere beyond
brilliant.

Sheinclined her head, with full respect.

"You domegreat honor," shesaid, voice husking and solemn. " | shall wear it—with joy."

" So." Hefdt asweep of pridein her—in the person she allowed her self to become. Tearspricked at hiseyesand he
did the old ring onto second finger of her right hand. It seated asif it had been madefor her and Jon smiled. He had
guessed well, he congratulated himsdf, in telling the jeweler the new size.

Hetook hishand from under hers, leaned back on hisstool.

From hisright, Trilla cheered, joined a moment later by Clonak. Daav lay a quiet hand on her shoulder and smiled
when sheturned her face up to his. Patch rose and stretched and stropped once againgt her legs before moving off on
mor e urgent business.

"And now," Clonak announced, leaping to hisfeet and stretching hishands high over hishead, " we celebrate!”

CHAPTER THIRTY

A Healer is one who may look into the heart and mind of onewho isin pain, soothe the pain and restore the
sufferer to joy.

—From the Preambleto the Healer's Guide
Pilotslined up to meet her; Daav murmured their namesin her ear asthey bowed: "Hela. Kad Vyr. Mordrid. Nasi."
Adlianareturned every bow, repeating each namein an effort tofix it in memory with the appropriateface.

"1lliopa, Pet Ram, Abi Tod—" Thelinewascomingto an end at last, but Adliana greatly feared that she had lost
some names entirely, and muddled others.

"Frad,” Daav murmured on arather different note. Adliana shook her self and applied special attention to Pilot Frad.

A bland-faced man nearly astall as Daav, he bowed respect, coupled with a hand-sgpdt 'binjali'. Straightening, he
reached out to grip Daav's shoulder and grinned.

"Old friend."

Daav returned grip and grin. " When did you get in?"

" Jugt in timeto catch the most amazing lift I've seen in my poor career, from the vantage of Scout Station."
" Alwaysin theluck."

"Hah!" Frad turned to Adliana. " Take advice, pilot, and demand the Port Master giveyou atenth of the profit shelll
realizefrom sdling that tape."

Sheblinked at him. " Tape?"

"Tried to get a copy mysdf, but the lineswer e backed up to next Trilsday. Coupleof barsago| heard a Terran
captain offering twenty cantra hard for thefirst copy reaches his hands beforelocal midnight—" Hegrinned.



"Wantsto useit for crew training!"
Aédlianalooked to Daav, eyeswide. " He sjoking," she suggested, uncertainly.
Daav'slipsquirked. " Yes, but it doesn't at all seem like Frad'ssort of joke."

"Not ahit of it," that gentleman assured her with utmost gravity. " Given to making piesinto the beds of my
comrades." Hesighed, bland face suffused with sorrow. " Very low sense of humor."

Adliana chuckled, Frad's namewas called by someone acrossthe room and he moved off, raising light fingertipsto
Daav's cheek in the moment before hewas gone.

The small gestur e of tender ness awoke an appalling twist of emotion in Adlliana's chest. By custom and by Code, she
should havefet shock. That two who were not kin should shar e such intimacy—to show their depravity in so publica
place—It was beyond the pale. If shewereVoni, she might well havefainted.

By Code, she should now distance her salf from Daav, her surnameless co-pilot, that hiscorruption not sully her
meant'i.

Failing of the Code, shelifted her eyesto find hiswaiting, quizzical and—wary.

Wary—awaiting her censure. It hurt—astonishingly—that he should think her capable—and it was not shock she
felt, Adliana owned in arush of sdf-truth, but jealousy, that Frad should be so dear to him.

She amiled and saw the wariness melt.

" Frad wasamember of my team," hetold her." Thefour of uswent through Academy together—Frad, Olwen,
Clonak and |."

"Thereyou arel" That was Clonak, wading through the crush of Scouts, pilotsand hanger-onsthat clogged Apd's
tiny wine-room. " Jon saysit'stimeto move and let thisrabble celebrate on their own. They've madetheir bows, now
they want totalk board."

"Trueenough,” Daav allowed. " Where does Jon want usto go, | wonder?"

"Kinchail's" Clonak said. " Meet us. I'll get Frad." Hewas gone, melting effortlessly into the crowd.

Daav look down at her from dancing dark eyes.

"Hungry, pilot?"

"Yed" Adlianasaid in surpriseand reached out to take hishand.

They sat seven to dinner in the comfort of comrades: Jon, Apd, Frad, Trilla, Clonak, Daav, and Adliana, with Jon at
thetop of thetableand Adliana between him and Daav.

It wasamerry meal, replete with wineand chatter and dish after dish of deliciousthings, all ordered by Mistress
Apd and shared 'round thetable.

Thelast platter having been taken away, Clonak and Frad embarked on arisquejoke contest, into which Trilla
occasionally threw alaconic one-liner. Ape sat quietly between Jon and Frad, sipping her wineand dividing her
attention between the band, setting up in the corner opposite, and the entrance way. Jon and Daav wer etalking
quietly.

" A grand, dangerouswork, young captain. HappensLiad isn't ripefor hearingit."

"Liad isnot altogether happy," Daav admitted, twirling his glass between long, clever fingers. Fascinated, Adliana
watched hishand, struck once more by thering-marked, empty finger. It occurred to her towonder if Daav himsdf
had not fallen aside trouble within hisown clan, that stripped him of rank-ring and made him eager to aid a pair of
clanless pirates.

" Stll," Daav said, " Liad must have heard it, soon or late. Truth will betold, sink it asdeep asyou may."

"We'refor company,” Apd commented asadrift of leather jackets camethrough the door. Acrosstheroom, the



band struck itsfirst notes.

"Music!" Clonak exclaimed, cutting himsdlf off in mid-joke. He bounced to hisfeet and made one of his extravagant
bows

" Dancewith me, peerless goddess.”

Shestared up at him, feding Daav'swar mth beside her, and theweight of hissudden attention.

"1 don't know how to dance" shetold Clonak asthe band swung into itsfirst number.

" Of courseyou know how to dance! What has Trilla been teaching you this age?"

|—

"WeélIl show you," Trillasaid, pushing back her chair and jerking her head at Frad. " Drafted, mapman."

"Not bad," Frad commented, comingto hisfeet. " A trifle obvious, but not bad.”

Trillalaughed and marched ahead. Adlianalooked up into Clonak'staffy eyesand sighed.

" All right—but no nonsense!"

"Nonsense?' He opened hiseyeswide. " When havel ever donelessthan cherish you?"

"Oh..." Adlianastood, shaking her head at himin Terran fashion. " You arequiteridiculous," shesaid severdly.
"But sincere," Clonak replied, with an evil grin. Taking her arm, heled her out onto thefloor.

L earning to dancerequired as much concentration aslear ning menfri'at. Aswith the defense system, it was crucial
to beawar e of the movementsand potential movements of one's opponent and to respond correctly. It wasmade more
difficult than menfri'at, in Aelliana's opinion, by therebeing only one correct response—which must be made within
thearbitrary rhythm of themusic.

Her field of concentration was narrowed to Clonak'sbody, her own, the music, and the absolute necessity of
Sgrngming perfectly. She was beginning to sweat with the strain of it, when an unexpected dement entered the

"My turn," Daav said calmly and Clonak released her with a preposteroussigh.

Adliana stood staring up at him, abruptly awar e of the othersall about—there, Jon and Apdl; Frad and aredhead in
Scout leather; Trillawith two partners, an arm around thewaist of each...

"Will you dancewith me, Adliana? Or shall | takeyou back to thetable and give you somewine?"

" Dancing is—r ather—difficult,” she managed, moving closer to him and laying a hand along hisdeeve.

"It needn't be" hereturned and placed hisfreehand at her waist, as Clonak had done. " Indeed, dancing can be
rather fun—bedievemeor don't." Hegrinned. " Thefirst thing you must recall isthat the one you dance with isyour

partner, not your opponent.”

Shelaughed up at him and stepped closer, into theimaginary box Trilla had said she must stay within when dancing.
Carefully, she put her right hand on hisleft shoulder, did her left hand down to engage hisfree hand.

" Dancewith me, then," shesaid. " Partner.”
Heamiled at that, pleasure showing plain. Thefingersat her waist tightened; Daav swayed—and they wer e dancing.

It wasabsurdly easy. Her body moved without her conscious plan, indeed, it har dly seemed asif shemoved at all, but
that they did, with no separation so grossas he and she.

Themusic ended. Adlianawas till, her hand on hisshoulder, hisat her waist, and they weretwo now, with she



reluctant to gand away.
"Themusiciansrest, Adliana.”

Daav's voice sounded—odd. The dark eyesthat looked down into hers seemed dazzled. Indeed, shefelt her seif
dazzled, wanting only to stand ther e, touched and touching, and gazing into hiseyes, until it wastimeto dance again.

Abruptly, Daav cleared histhroat, swayed back a step, breaking their gaze ashishand fdl from her waist.
"Letusreturntotheothers"

Therewerenew facesaround thetable, and a shortage of chairs. Clonak cameto hisfeet on thebounce. " We
contrive," heannounced, gesturing toward hisempty place.

"My captain to st here”
Daav lifted an eyebrow, but sat ashewasbade.

" So. And my goddessto sit here." A hand in themiddle of her back propélled her forward, to land with surprised
graceon Daav'sknee.

"Temporary quartersonly,” Clonak assured her, and struck apose. " Chairsor death!" He bustled away, to general
laughter.

Adlianabit her lip. " I—beg your pardon,” she ssammered, looking down into Daav'seyes. " | shall sand."

"What? Forgo the best seat in the house?' Frad demanded, turning from hisredhead with agrin. " Besides, Daav
wantssitting on, now and then."

Theotherslaughed. Trillawas between her two former dance partners, an arm around one€'sshoulders, ahand on the
other'sknee. Thefirst dancer sipped from a glass, then held it to Trilla'slips. After Trillahad drunk, thefirst
dancer held the glassfor the second.

Apd, who was|eaning on Jon's shoulder, her cheek periloudy closeto his, frowned down-table.

" Daav, your partner hasnowine."

"Winefor Pilot Caylon!" Frad cried, snatching an empty glassfrom thetable's center. Heflourished it at the
redhead, who captured a neighboring bottle and poured. Frad leaned over and placed the glasswith an authoritative
thump. " Good lift, pilot."

Hisattention was back with theredhead before Adliana's" Safelanding” was complete.

" Do you wish thechair, Adlliana?" Daav'svoicewas soft, for her earsalone.

Sheturned her head, again looking down into hiseyes. " | am—afraid—| have never sat on anyone'sknee."

" Nor istherereason for you to do so now, if you don't wish it," hesaid ear nestly. " Stand a moment and allow meto
rise

"1—" Shebit her lip, then gave him thetruth, asa partner ought. " I think | should liketo learn, Daav."

Laughter sparked acrosshisface. " Ah, would you? Then allow meto beyour teacher.” Therewasalight touch at
her waiss—hishand, warm and firm, easing her back until she was sitting sidewise against him, her legsacross his.

"Your near arm along my shoulders, if you will," he murmured and she complied; her breast pressed gently againg
his chest.

She gtilled. Daav waswarm againg her, pleasing in away that seemed related to the dance, hisarm supporting her
back, hishand curved over her hip.

" Adliana?"

Deliberately, shedrew abreath, and relaxed into him. Dance-like, indeed, she thought, catching an edge of that same



subtle dazzlement. She bent her head, saw the shine of silver along his neck, wherethe collar gaped loose.
Shetouched it with a forefinger.

"What isthis?" shewhispered, her mouth near hisear.

" A chain," hewhispered back. Shelaughed softly and felt him shiver.

"Would you like somewine?" he murmured and with her assent leaned forward. Sheclosed her eyes, savoring the
fed of him, the muscles shifting as he bent and her body bending with his—within his.

"Wine" hesaid. Sheopened her eyestotaketheglassand sip, then offered it to him.

"Wine?' sheasked softly, as Trilla'sfriend had done.

Hiseyestook fire. Shefet—something—quiver through him; felt her heart begin an odd, thick pounding...
"Headsup!" That wasJon.

Adlianafdt Daav shift under her asthe othersleapt to their feet, bowing low to the three who approached thetable.

Two men, onewoman; one of themen in Scout leather; all bearing themsaves as per sons of authority. Adliana
gasped, suddenly knowing who they must be. Belatedly, shebegan torise.

Theman in Scout leather raised ahand. " Never mind, pilot," hesaid in Comrade. " 1'd say you'd earned a comfortable
seat and that one—" a casual finger-flip toward Daav— " owes me so many bows he might aswell beyour chair."

" Commander," Daav said gravely.

Theolder maninclined hishead. " Captain."

" Ah, isthisPilot Adliana Caylon?' thewoman asked, coming forward to sand by Scout Commander. She bowed
respect. " | am Narnavin'Tayla, Solcintra Port Magter." Shereached out and captured the remaining man, who had
been speaking strenuoudy with Jon.

"Pilot Guild Magter Per Searen'Gelder," shesaid and the man bowed, quickly.

"Wearenot hereto disturb your celebration,” Scout Commander said, with aglimmer of humor. " Master
ren'Gelder hasan item belonging to Pilot Caylon."

"Yes" Mager ren'Geder made ancther quick bow, leaned forward and placed a metal card on thetable before
Adliana.

"This" hesaid briskly, "isthelicensefor First ClassPilot Adlliana Caylon. This," hereached inside hisjacket and
withdrew a data-disk, "isthelist of pilotsendorsing Pilot Caylon'sfirst classstatus—" he glanced at hiswrist—" as
of two hoursago." Heinclined hishead. " We shall, of cour se, forward an updated list to Ride the Luck maincomp.”

Adliana stared, then bent swiftly forward, reaching for that flat rectangle. Daav's hand shifted to her wait, lending
her balance.

First Class : Thewordsleapt out at her, the date of today— or, rather, yester day—the endor sing pilot—she flipped
thecard over—

" Acclaim?"

Port Magter smiled. " Thusthe data-disk. It seemsevery Scout and master pilot on and around Liad hascalled to
endorseyour ascension, pilot." Her smilewidened. " Thereare several Terran mastersin that list, aswell."

"1—" 1t wason the edge of her tongueto protest that she had done nothing, that it had been a mere exercisein—She
swallowed, inclined her head, feding Daav's body solid and sureagaingt hers.

"1 thank you," shesaid formally.

" Cugtom has now been satisfied," Scout Commander announced, and turned with a sweep of hishand. " dea' Cort, you



old ship-jockey, wher € smy wine?"

Shehad asked him to escort her to her ship, which was nothing morethan a pilot might ask of her co-pilot—or of her
partner. He accepted the duty gladly, though he might have served her better by placing her into Clonak'scare. His
emotionswer e—not quiescent.

Even now, walking sedatdly hand-in-hand, hefelt her presence asan intoxicant, so that he fought amad desireto pull
her close, to bury hisfacein her hair, run hishandsover her strong, fragile body, to tastethe honey of her skin...

Shuddering, hedrew in a deep lungful of dew-early air.

Hemust not, hetold himsdf, allow this sudden passon rein. A brief night of shared pleasureand areturn to easy
comradeship on the morrow—that wasfor some, and no harm in it. But not for Adliana. For Adliana, theremust be
gentleness and a skillful awakening, and night after night of joy—

He gasped, stagger ed.

"Daav?' Her voicecarried concern.

" A trifletoo much wine" he said, charging hisvoicewith rue. " No causefor alarm.”

Really, Daav, he scolded himsdf silently, such unseemly display.

Beside him, Adlliana drew an audible breath. " Isthere anything | must hold from, when | speak with Scout
Commander Trilsday? | would not wish to make—to makean error.”

"Even if you werelikely tomakean error," Daav said, glad of the diversion of conversation, " Jon will bewith you,
will henot? You may rey entirely upon him."

"Yes, of course. Itisonly..." her voicefaded.

He smiled, which shewould not seein thedarkness. " Be easy, Adliana. The Commander only wishesto increasethe
honor of Scout Headquartershby allowing you freerun of the World Room."

"Anditisvery kind in him," she said warmly. " | only wonder how—it is—that people go on in the—in Outspace,
when thereisno one but one's salf to rely upon and the car e of strangersmust be suspect. Who will |—who insures
that error doesnot occur ?"

She beginsto understand what the license in her pocket may purchase, Daav thought, and to see that some of those
goods may well be—dangerous.

"Theuniverseisimperfect, " hesaid, peaking plain truth, which a co-pilot must, in mattersof the pilot's safety.
"Error occurs. On Liad, thecorrection of error issocial art. In Outspace, it is—a natural force. Those who exercise
faulty judgment, die. Thasewho pilot badly, die. Those who watch, and learn, and have a certain measure of theluck,
prosper.” Hepaused, then added, earnestly, " It ispossibleto be happy, Adliana. Only be car ful, do.”

She stopped, her fingershard around his, and turned to face him in thedark.

" Somepilotstake partners" shesaid, and her voicewasnot steady.

"Yes"

"Yes" sherepeated and after a moment began to walk again, he, hand-linked, besde her.

They camewithout further talk or incident to The Luck. Daav rdeased her hand with a pang and sepped asde so that
she might proceed him up thelong ramp. At thetop, sheworked keysand code and the hatch did open, adding ship's
illumination to the dim gantry-light.

In thewash of ship-light sheturned to him, close on the narrow landing. Ddliberately, she moved closer. Her hand



roseto hisshoulder, asif they were about to dance.
"Daav?" Her eyesweregreen, brilliant in the yellow light; her face at once hesitant and resolved.
" Adlliana—" Breath failed him. He stood, quivering, beneath her hand, lost in thebrilliance of her eyes.

Shebit her lip." | do not havethe pretty words, but | ask you with all—all honor and—care. | fed that Liad chafes—
that you would rather beaway. |—I will not be able, | think, toreturn, oncel havegone Anxiety fogged her eyesfor
amoment. " No dishonor, not—as Scouts under sand honor. Merdy, alifethat isnot—world-bound." Shedrew a

ragged breath, her fingersgripping hisshoulder tight. " Will you partner with me, van'chela, when | go outworld?"

Almogt, he shouted yes, and threw everything tothe stars: tore Korval's Ring from around hisneck and hurled it to
the sonesbelow, gathered Adlianainto hisarmsand bore her within.

Almogt.
"l—cannot." Heheard hisown voice quaver. Adliana'sface went till.
"Cannot?"

"1 am promised towed," hisvoice—his sense—made answer. " My clan has—use—for me." Heswallowed, hard ina
sand-dry throat, extended one shaking finger and touched her cheek. " You offer—my heart'sdesire, Adliana.
Bdieveme."

Hedid not know if shedid. Pain tightened her face and she stepped back, her hand falling from his shoulder. She
bent her head quickly, but not before he saw the dlitter of tears.

" Adliana—"

Sheraised a hand, forestalling him. " It is—I regret,”" she achieved, with aformal intonation that tore at hisheart.
Shecleared her throat and dared lift her faceto his.

" Good lift, Daav."
" Safelanding, Adliana."

Sheturned and went into her ship. The hatch cycled, shutting him out of thelight.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

A lifemating is a far more serious matter than a mere contract-marriage, encompassing the length of the partner's
lives, even if one should die. One of the pair must leave hisor her clan of origin to join the clan of the lifemate. At
that time the adoptive clan paysa" life-price" based on the individual's profession, age and internal value to the
former clan.

Tradition hasit that lifemates share a " bond of heart and mind. " In view of Liaden cultural acceptance of
"wizards," some scholars have interpreted thisto mean that lifemates are " psychically" connected. Or,
alternatively, that the only true lifematings occur between wizards.

Thereislittle to support thistheory. True, lifematings among Liadensarerare. But so are life-long marriages
among Terrans.

—From Marriage Customsof Liad
Sheran. For therewasno placeto hide.

Sick with terror, she hurtled through mazy back streets, across broad plazas, down endless ship-halls—and
gtill—and still—It followed.

Its Shadow fell behind her, annihilating the street she had just traver sed. Panting, she skidded around a cor ner,
sprinted acrossa widethor oughfare and ducked into the gateway of a private courtyard. Shedared not rest long, yet
rest shemust, for her heart wasnear to bursting, and her sobbing gasps scar cely brought sufficient air to lungs



afirewith exertion.

Sheleaned into thewarm friendly shadow of the gateway, musclestrembling. Dimly, she wondered how long she
could stay thisbrutal pace and wherein the confusion of Port-waysand corridor she might locate a weapon.

Even in the exultation of her terror, sheknew that a weapon would not halt the Shadow. It wasthat which cast the
Shadow againgt which shewished, mogt fervently, to be armed. A being capable of generating so horrifying an
Adumbration—that shewould not face unarmed.

Her breath shuddered through her, echoing weirdly off the close walls of her huddling place. She detected a
movement at the edge of the street and pushed away from thewall, stedling her self to run again.

Exhausted musclesbetrayed her. She moved one step, two, and folded to her kneesat the entrance of the gateway,
teeth locked to hold in the shout of despair.

Thecorner she had turned only moments ago—vanished, eaten by a blackness so absolute that the eyesrebelled and
insisted on multicolored lightsin the Shadow's depth—a r oad upon which it was cast.

It hesitated, the Shadow did, and seemed to look about Itself. On her kneesatop the paving stones, Samiv tel'lzak held
gill asmight be, hoping againgt horrified certainty that It would—this once—misstheway.

Half amilehigh, It loomed, Itshead a twisting mass of black limbs, Itstrunk aswide asawar ehouse and thewind
that proceeded It was cold, carrying the stink of rotting leaves.

The Shadow turned and half the thor oughfar e between It and her huddling place was eclipsed. Wind skirled around
her, rank with rot, and overhead she heard a seady, ominousbeat, asif enormouswingswor ked the sky. Samiv
raised her armsabove her head, pitiful shield though they made, and stared down the diminished street, into the
blackness of her Enemy.

But the Shadow did not advance. Above, the beat of wingsgrew stronger, nearer, until at last it wasthunder, driving a
dust-laden wind into her inadequate shelter, so that she bent, bringing her armsdown to protect her face.

Thethunder of wings ceased. She straightened into shadow, blinked to clear her dust-grimed eyes.
A hand gripped her shoulder.

Samiv td'l zak screamed.

* * %

The hatch came down, sealing him out.

Numbly, Adliana crossed to her station, sat, reached out and triggered initial board check.
Lightsnickered, screensglowed: Her ship, coming to life.

Her ship.

She could lift now, thisminute; thefirst classlicenserode, safe, in her deeve. Therewas nothing totie her here, not
clan, nor kin, nor—

n Dw\l?l
No deep, calm voice answer ed her whisper; notall, silent-moving form tickled the edge of her vison. Shewasalone.
Odd, how badly that hurt. For so many years, alone had been everything shewished for.

Theboard chimed readiness; the screens showed ships, degping all around. In screen number six adim figure
walked, shoulder s stooped in an attitude so alien it wasnot until a random light snagged along the silver earring that



sheknew him.

"Daav!" Shesnapped forward, palm dapping screen, asif shewould reach through plagtic, chip and ether—
Hereached thetop of therow and turned |eft, vanishing toward. ..

Shedidn't even know wherehelived.

" Oh, gods."

Theboard lightsblurred out of sense. Shewiped at her eyeswith impatient fingers, mildly surprised when they came
away wet. Tears Her hushand had enjoyed tear s, had found a thousand waysto wring them from her, until she
refused to weep, no matter how hehurt her.

Hehad been amagter of pain, her husband. But no effort of hisgeniushad produced such agony asthis.
The comm light glowed in the corner of her eye. Sheturned toward it, hopeigniting itsown agony.
Shehad hiscomm number.

Call me, hisvoice murmured from memory, if thereisneed...

Her hand flicked forward. She snatched it back, brought it, fisted, againgt her lipsand merely sat there, cryingin
earnest now, for hewaslogt, sworn to wed and be of useto hisclan, whatever and wherever it was. Bound, aseven a
Scout may bebound, by theknots of kin and duty. To call him now would surely do harm. To beg him for—

What?

A return to the ensor celment of the dance, when they had moved and thought asone being? To fed hisbody, strong
and lithe, againgt hers? The gift of hishumor and hard common sense? The certain knowledge that, whenever in her
life shelooked to the co-pilot's station, he would bether e, kegping his serene, impeccable board?

She scrubbed at drenched cheeks, pressed the heels of both handsagaingt her eyesin an effort to dam thetearsthat
had becomeatorrent.

Thetearswould not be stopped. Sheleaned forward until her cheek wasagaing first board and there shelay, sobbing
into the chill plastic, until, at last, shefell into a gray, uneasy deep.

It could not be said that Ran Eld Caylon wasaman addicted to news. Wher e current eventstouched upon Ran Eld
Caylon, therehisinterest wasavid. For events centered in other spheres, hisinterest was—minimal.

Let Sinit ridethe news-wire, exclaiming over Council ondits, the publication of tedious professorial tomesor the
undignified stuntsof pilots. Enough timefor Ran Eld to notice the Council of Clanswhen he was himsdlf a participant
in history. Asfor thework of professorsand pilots—it was difficult to say which bored him more.

Soit was by an enormousbit of very bad luck that Ran Eld Caylon on thisparticular morning, smarting still under
hismiddle sister's continued eusiveness, came face-to-face with The Net.

The Net was Sinit'spreferred news service. He had told her time and time over to usethe house screen in thelibrary
for her viewing, but such washer passion for newsthat shewould use Ran Eld's, in case Voni had prior claim on the
communal screen. Mostwise, sheremembered toreturn the setting to Ran Eld's Fund reporter. Thismorning, she
had forgotten.

Ran Eld touched the on-switch and " Caylon" immediately caught hiseye, asone'sown nameisapt to do. Frowning,
he perused the ory sufficiently to discover that the Caylon found thus newsworthy was one Adliana, pilot-owner of
Class A Jumpship Ridethe Luck.

Ran Eld—car efully—sat down.

Hethen read the newsbit thor oughly, lear ning such items of interest regarding the pilot asher work upon the
ven'TuraPiloting Tables at thetender age of eighteen, which revison was hailed asa boon to pilots everywhere. He
learned that Pilot Caylon had owned her ship a barereumma, having won it in a game of pikit; that her second class
license, awar ded a few daysafter her win, had been upgraded by popular acclaim and on the basis of yesterday's



amazing rescue, to full first.
Helearned that Pilot Caylon flew out of Binjali Repair Shop, Mechanic Street, Solcintra Port.

Hishair and face wer e soaked with dew by thetime hereached the platform, high insdethe Tree. At least, hishair
was

Daav reached behind hishead, snatched the silver ring freeand did it into a pocket. Released, hishair hungin a
snarled, sullen twigt, trailing spiteful tendrilsinside hisjacket collar.

He sighed sharply and used rather too much forceto shake hishead. Thick, wet stuff lashed his cheeksbefore
spreading into a fan across his shoulders.

All around, the Treewas quiet.

Before him, through a tunnél of leaf and branch, he could seethelights of Solcintra Spaceport, dim againgt the
lightening sky.

"Shehasher first classnow,” hesaid aloud, hiseyeson thedistant port. " Ther €' snothing holds her but gravity."
Everywheretheleaveshung till, disturbed by not a breath of breeze,

"Er Thom," Daav continued, watching the digtant lightsgrow dimmer. " My brother tdlsmethat when first he saw
his Anne—a Terran woman, you know, in aroom full with Terrans—that when hefirst saw her, it wasasif there
wer etwo women standing ther e, onewithin the other. The firs—the outside woman, if you like—waswell
enough—pr etty hair and happy eyes...beautiful hands. A bit large, of course, and shaped jus—Anne-like. But
Anne-likewaspleasng and Er Thom was pleased.”

Thered beacon came on at the Port Authority's pinnacle, signaling the change from Night Port to Day. Daav blinked
and raised a hand to wipe at the—dew—drying along his cheeks.

" The second woman—he glimpsed her for a heartbeat, understand! The second woman was har dly woman at all, but
music, or light, or arhapsody of both—at once so intricate and so indescribably correct that my brother sayshefdt
he could observeit for therest of hisdaysand neither tireof it nor find it to contain one note—one light-mote—that
wasnot precisdy asit should be" Daav sighed.

" The second woman faded in that heartbeat, leaving Anne, to whom he made hisbow, and who, in Er Thom'sway, he
cametolove" Heturned, facing the Tree'scenter down thelength of the platform.

"My brother tellsmethat non—now he hearsthat perfect music all thetime—in hisheart, so he hasit. And when he
closes hiseyes, he can seethat flawless, intricate, maze of brightnessthat is Anne—that isAnn€'sinner sdf. It
comfortshim, hetdlsme, in those timeswhen they must be apart, to feel—to know—that he never isalone.”

Silence, dead air; afaint, far sense of something—waiting.

"Anne" said Daav, moving onebare step forward. " Annetellsaliketale. Wherever sheis, wherever heis, shefeds
Er Thom's presence, his passions—the univer seis not wide enough to dim her perception. He' slike music, she says,
beingamusician. Likeawork in progressand arevered masterwork being played both at once. Powerful, she says.
Likeaheartbeat. She givesme permission to say that Er Thom isbecome part of her heartbeat—part of her lifeforce,
| suppose she means. But it doesn't seem to frighten her. It'sjoy, she says—they both say. And Er Thom says, '|
wish...""

Absolute illness. A silenceinto which no bird song dared intrude.
Daav took another step forward; stood at the platform's center, handsfisted at hisside, trembling badly at the knees.

" At least tel meif it istrue" hesaid, and hisvoicewastrembling, too, "that | am formed asone-half of awizard's
match."

Above, a sharp rudleof leaf, asif aflying mouse had landed. A seed-pod plummeted, striking the planks between his
bootswith peevish precison. Daav took a breath.

"Wedanced and it was asif we had been born dancingin each other'sarms. | held her and it was sweet—past sweet!
And shewas caught astightly asl! Van'chela, so she said to me—beloved friend." Hewent forward another step;



another would bring him to thetrunk.

"In all of thistherewas nothing such asmy kin describe me—no beautiful mazes, no soul-songs. Even now, she may
have lifted—have Jumped!—and | never thewiser, til Clonak called totell me." Hetook thelast step, raised hisfists
and lay them, palm-flat, againg thetrunk.

" Adliana Caylon," hesaid. " Clan Mizd."

Thebark wasrough againg hispalms, grainy and alittle damp. Somewher ein the branches below, a dawn-swallow
began to sing.

Daav sagged forward, pressing his cheek againg the Tree.

" Samiv tel'l zak doesnot pleaseyou," hewhispered. " Adlliana excitesno interest. Must | be alone, because Er Thom
isnot? Shall | tell Bindan that the marriageis canceled, because | have chanced upon onel might love? What shall |
do when they cry breach of contract and demand shipsand stocks and payments? How shall wekeep Cantra'sLaw,
when our shipsaregoneand weareturned out of our valley? How shall we stay vigilant for the passengers? How will
we protect the Tree?"

Nothing, save bark and damp and bird song.

"1 should have stayed with Adliana," Daav whispered, and for an instant it was so: They had the day beforethem to
lay plansand hustle cargo; a courselaid Out, and far away...

Madness.

He pushed away from the Tree, walked back and picked up the seed-pod. He sood for amoment, holdingit in his
hand, then went to the edge of the platform and threw it, ashard and asfar ashe could.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

The pilot's care shall be ship and passengers. The co-pilot's care shall be pilot and ship.
—From the Duties Roster of the Pilots Guild

A tall shadow crossed Clonak'slight. He lay down hiswrench and looked up.

"Magter Frad! | hardly expected to seeyou about so early after such around of merrymaking!”

Thelanky cartographer grinned. " Snatched the wordsfrom thetip of my tongue, rascal! What'sthisyou're about?
Work? Never say so!"

"1'm a changed man, snce my goddesstouched my life," Clonak told him pioudy. Frad laughed.

" Then you'reout, comrade. Or wasn't it Daav who escorted the Caylon to her bed last evening? | admit tobeinga
glassor two over-limit, but hardly giddy enough to mistakelength for girth."

"Someof us" Clonak said with great seriousness, " wor ship from afar."

" All of us, unless| misread the matter badly. I'veraredy seen Daav so conformable. One might almost think him
tame. And the pilot wearsher heart on her face."

"Yes, well." Clonak picked up hiswrench. " Thedevil'sin thebrew, there, old friend. Daav's betrothed.”

"No, ishe?" Frad stared, then moved his shoulders, answering himsdf. " Well, but hemust be, mustn't he? Korval is
nonetoo plentiful, despite the yos Galan's contribution. Daav's a sensible fellow—full nurseriesarecertain tobea
priority with him. Merely, he had held himsdf aloof such atime...Wedl. Whoistheintended?"

" Samiv tel'l zak, Clan Bindan, asmy father hasit."

" So? I'veflown with thelady, asit happens. Piece of roster work for the Port. She unbends, eventually, but her delm's



ambitious."
Clonak sighed. " My father said that, too."
"Hah." Frad glanced about. " Arewetheonly two about? Surdy Jon hasn't left the care of the Yard to your sdf?”

" Jon's presencewasrequired at the Port Directors meeting. Trilla called in a few minutesago to say she'd
be...late"

Frad grinned. "Wadll, and it wasa pretty pair she had with her lagt night."

" Pretty enough,” hisfriend agreed. " And willing. | have not yet seen my captain or my goddess, but, then, | hadn't
expected them."

" So, it isyou alone! Wdl | happened by."

"Why, soit is" Clonak returned with an evil grin. " You might actually be of use, you know, instead of nattering
about and holding mefrom my appointed task. But you never weremuch of ahand at repair.”

"Ho, achallenge! What haveyou here, a vector engine? Stand aside, sirrah, and givea master room towork!"

Sleep ebbed, leaving a headache behind. Adlliana sat up creakily in the pilot's chair, and rubbed her gritty eyes. The
message-waiting light was on and shetouched theamber stud, her heart liftingin hope. Had Daav—?

The communcation was from the Port Master's office, verifying completion of roster-work for the Port, and
recording atransfer of three cantra paid into the account of Ride The Luck, Adliana Caylon, Pilot.

She sat back, tearsrising, then took a breath, saved the messageto ship'slog and opened alinetothe Pilot Guild's
bank. Three cantra earned by ship and pilots, ciphered thus: one shareto the ship, one shareto the pilot, one shareto
the co-pilot. Shewould transfer Daav's share at—

Handson thekeys, shefroze. Transfer hiscantra? Yes, assurely. And what was his surname—hisclan? What,
indeed, wasthe number on hispilot'slicense?

Adliana sighed, shut down the connection and stood. Very well. Firgt, a shower. Therest of theday, with itsvarious
necessitiesand pains, would proceed from there.

Asit happened, therepair required ateam. They barely had the casing open when the crew door cycled. Frad looked
round in timeto see a nattily-dressed man of about hisown age step cautioudy within.

For along moment he sood on the threshold, holding the door back on thetips of hisviolet-gloved fingers. Then,
warily, he cameinto the bay, mincing lightly, asif he feared soiling the soles of hisexquisitely tooled boots.

"Oh, lal" Clonak murmured, catching sight of thestranger. " A bird of paradisa!”

" Perhapsheisabuyer," Frad suggested.

"Much morelikely asdler,” returned Clonak. " Hisgloves match hislace."

Frad sighed.

Twelve pacesinto the shop, the stranger paused, hisdeek, well-kept head tipped to one side, gloved hands clasped
loosdly before him, asif expecting at any moment to see an abject lackey hurrying up to beg his pardon. Indeed, for
three heartbeats, by Frad'scount, hetarried, apparently awaiting this phenomenon. At last, disappointed in his
patience, heturned hishead and spied thetwo at work on the vector-engine.

Onegloverosewith studied elegance. Onefinger pointed. " You there" hesated. " Fellow."

Abovethe engine, Clonak snorted. " | haven't been 'fdlow' to some dog wearing lacein the daytime sincel wastwelve
yearsold."

"Wédl, then," said Frad, putting down his probeand reachingfor arag." | suppose he meansme."

Wiping hishands, hewalked silently toward the dandy. At precisaly the proper distance for speaking with strangers,



he stopped and bowed, Adult-to-Adult.
" Good day, dr," hesaid, alsoin themode of Adult-to-Adult. " How may | serveyou?"

Thedandy had eyes of purest cerulean, large and spaced appealingly, one on either side of hispert littlenose. The
eyeswidened now, with, Frad supposed, insult, and therather thin-lipped mouth turned down.

"1 will speak with the owner of thisestablishment,” heannounced, with no'if you please’ about it. Frad moved his
shoulders.

" Alas, the owner isaway."

The frown became definite and a gleam of displeasurewas seen in the pretty eyes.

"When," hedemanded, " will the owner return?"

"Hedid not say," Frad returned, unremittingly courteous. " Isthere someway in which | might assst you?"

" Perhaps" the dandy allowed and drew himsdf up, fixing Frad with avery stern stare, indeed. " 1," heannounced,
"am Ran Eld Caylon, Naddm Mizd!"

"Ahal" Clonak said soto voce from just beyond Frad'sshoulder. " That explainsthe matter perfectly!"

Nadelm Mizel directed what he doubtlesswished to be a quelling glance at the sour ce of thislamentablefrivality.
However, the glance disintegrated even asit arrowed toward the miscreant. Thethin mouth tightened convulsively, as
if the naddm might beill, and the blue eyes skittered back to Frad.

"You will produce Adliana Caylon," heordered. " At once"

Frad raised his eyebrows, face displaying earnest, if [aborious, intelligence.

Thenadem frowned heavily. In amode periloudy closeto Superior-to-inferior, he stated: " You will cause Adliana
Caylon to comebeforeme, ingtantly. | have good reason to believe sheishere

" Adliana Caylon," Frad repeated, in atone of wonderment. He glanced to Clonak, who stood lovingly stroking his
mustache. " Adlliana Caylon?"

"Theven'TuraTables" Clonak told him kindly, and looked to thenadelm. " He'sa bit of a block, you know, but avery
good fellow, nonetheless. Hewould haveremembered, in an hour or three. But, there, it'sour turn, and weare
wasting your time!" He gtruck apose. " Cantrayos Phelium!"

Thenadem glared at a point just short of Clonak'schin. " | am not hereto play Biographied"

"You'renot?' Clonak demanded in fair imitation of idiot bemusement. " Well, whatever areyou herefor? | mug say,
buttercup, it isnot at all the thing to be drawing people away from their work to answer your tease, and then refuseto
takeyour turn! Too shabby!"

"l beg—" Ran Eld Caylon raised angry eyesto Clonak'sface and hastily averted them. " Master Binjali will hear of
your insolence, my man!"

Clonak clapped hishands. " Now, that | should liketo see!" hecried. " Indeed, Sir, you must stay and await M aster
Binjali. | indst upon it! Come, let me give you sometea—and perhapsa day-old bun, if the cat hasleft any whole—to
easeyour wait!"

Thedandy drew himsdf up, splendid in violet lace and tight black coat. " Sir, | seethat you must bedrunk."

"Oh, no," Frad said soothingly, feeling mattershad gonefar enough. " Indeed, sir, he'shardly ever drunk thisearly
in theday. Unless, of course," headded fairly, " he's till in hiscupsfrom last night."

Thenadelm fixed a starefraught with awful menace on Frad'sface. " Do you refuseto bring Adliana Caylon or
Master Binjali to meat once?"

Hegaveit consideration, taking lengthy counsd of the celling. " Yes," he said finally, meeting the angry blue eyes



blandly, "1 do."

"Very well." Ran Eld Caylon inclined hishead. " | then instruct you, asthe owner'snadelm, to seal Ride the Luck
and bring thekeysto me."

Frad merely stood there, face bland, postur e conveying polite attention.
"1 had said,” Pilot Caylon'snadelm snapped, " you will seal Ride the Luck immediately and fetch the keysto me!"

"1 had heard you thefirst time" Frad said calmly. " | am of cour se desolate to find mysdf unable to accommodate you,
§r, but | am not authorized to seal an owner'sship.”

" So. | shall then await the proprietor of thisestablishment.” And it will, histone stated, go ill for you then, fellow!

"Proprietor can't seal a patron'sship, either,” Clonak said cheerfully. " Port proctor'swhat you want,
buttercup—but I'd adviseagaing it."

"1 do not recall soliciting your advice," the nadelm informed him icily.

"Yes, but it happensto be excelent advice,” Frad said. " Matterssuch as sealing a ship fall firmly within the Port
Master'shonor and it isto her that you must apply.”

Theblueeyesraked hisfacewith alook meant to inspireterror. Frad lifted an eyebrow, face showing no sign of the
fury leaping within. Really! This—popinjay—held rank over Adliana Caylon? Liad grew less sensible each timehe
returned.

"Very wdl," Ran Eld Caylon said at last. With neither bow nor courtesy, heturned and samped toward thedoor, to
thedetriment, as Frad could not help believing, of hisboot-soles. Finger s on the push-plate, heturned to glare.

" Ship and owner had best bein thisYard when | return with the proctors" With which awful threat he exited.
Clonak collapsed againgt Frad's chest, wailing with delight.

"Why, why, oh why would you not let him stop for Master Binjali?" He gasped, clutching thetaller man's shoulder
for support. " Only think how lovely it would have been to dust him and water him and turn him to facethesun—" He
subsided into howls of merriment.

Frad patted hishead absentmindedly and set him straight on hisfeet. " All right, darling. Get agrip, do, and think
why Pilot Caylon'snadelm wantsto seal her ship."

" Random act of crudty,” Clonak said promptly. " Did you seethat mouth? Spailt. Il-tempered, too. And those
shoulders, all held thus!" Hedemonstrated therigidly level shoulders, screwing hisface up in avery passable
imitation of thenadelm'slook of outrage.

"Yes" Frad stared at thefloor, thinking. The nadelm had been angry. Onewould almost suppose him to havenot the
least under standing of yesterday'sflight. And yet, it was Liad and local custom wasplain: A naddm had theright to
order alower-ranked clanmember—unlessthe deim intervened.

" She probably forgot to give him hisproper graceat breakfast,” Clonak commented, moving back toward the
vector-engine, " and he'staken a pet. You know the sort. Something elsewill annoy him between hereand Port
Authority and he'll forget all about the proctors.”

"Yes" said Frad again, and sighed lightly. The Port Master would make very short work of Ran Eld Caylon's
pretens ons—which was no guar anteethat the nadelm would not return to Binjali's. Hewas, in Frad'sopinion,
already on the outer edge of sensible and a scold received of the Port Master would not likely return him to reasoned
judgment.

" Did Jon say when we might expect to havethejoy of beholding hisface?' he asked, shaking off a sudden chill and



walking back toward Clonak and therepair.
Behind him, the crew door cycled wide.
" Four minutes sooner and you'd have met the personage!” Clonak shouted glefully.

Adliana frowned, looking from him to—Frad, Daav's especial friend, who had been at their tablelast evening.
" Personage?" she asked.

Clonak thinned hismouth, scrunched up his shoulders, and announced, in haughty accent: " Nadelm Mizd!"
Shefdt her kneesgoto rubber, staggered and snatched her salf upright.

"Ran Eld, here!" shestared at Clonak, who had let hiscaricaturefadeinto alook of genuinedismay. " Why?"
"Hewished to seeyou," Frad said calmly.

"Wanted to seal your ship," Clonak added. " Told him he needed the proctorsfor that. Last seen, hewason hisway to
Port Master, whereit'smy belief he'll take delivery of one of her thundering scolds.”

"Hewanted to seal my ship," Adlianarepeated, blankly. " Ran Eld knows nothing about my ship! I—" She swallowed,
looked up into Frad'sface. " It wason thenewswires" shewhispered. Her heartbeat wasa hollow roaring in her
ears. " Yesterday'slift."

"1 expect it was," hesaid, voiceneutral. " You seem unwell, pilot, isthere—"

"It'snothing..." Shegasped, pressing damp palmstogether. " |—forgive me. | must think."

Thetwo Scouts exchanged glances.

" Pull up astool and think away," Clonak said, almost serious. " Shall | bring you a mug of tea, goddess?"

" Thank you, no," she managed and went numbly towar d the clustered stools. She hoisted her sdf up on thefirst she
cameto and closed her eyes, hands gripped along the edge of the seat. After a moment, and another mute exchange of
worry, the Scoutsdrifted back toward their work.

Ran Eld. Adliana ground her teeth to keep them from chattering. Ran Eld, here—demanding her presence,
demanding her ship be sealed. Her heart wanted to scream that it could not be so. Her mind was made of serner stuff.

Fact: Shewasdiscovered.

Fact: Ran Eld would exact hisprice. Perhapshewould even beat her, ashehad in thedaysjust after her marriage, to
reinforce her subservience.

Adliana shuddered. She had noillusionsregarding her ability to withstand such treatment: Shewould surrender
The Luck's keyswillingly, if they werethe coin that bought an end to her punishment.

Options. One: Run. Leave now, lifting for the Liaden Out-worlds, and hopethe luck smiled sufficiently for her tofind
cargo and contract before her outlawed condition became known.

Objections. Shewould beleaving Jon dea'Cort and all his shifting crew open to Mizel'sBalance. A very creditable
case of kin-stealing could be shown to the Council of Clans, in settlement of which Jon might easily lose hisYard,
while Daav, Trilla, Clonak and Frad might find themselves called clanless...

No. Shewould not call disaster down upon her comrades.

Option Two: Submit to Ran Eld'swishesand hope, in time, to appease him sufficiently that she might livein tolerable
peace.

Objections: Prior testing proved this application failed of success.
Option Three: Gohomeand put her case beforetheddm.

Thiswasrisky. Historically, Mizel championed her heir in any dispute. On several occasons, such asthe matter of
Adliana'smarriageto Ran Eld'sfriend, Mizd had allowed her sef to be guided entirely by her son'sadvice and



refused to hear any other.

Balancing history wasan indication that of latethe ddm had softened toward her middle daughter. If shewereclever
enough to show the profit aworking ship might bring to the clan—many timesover thesingle gain of asale...

An imperfect solution, but the best she could fashion, for the best good of her self and her comrades. Theclan's
fortune had not been—robust—of late, despite Voni'smarriages. Mizel might very well be receptive to the addition of
anew sour ce of funding.

Aédliana opened her eyes, did off the stool and crossed to the busy Scouts.
Two pair of eyesimmediatdy lifted to her face.

"1 am going home" shesaid, and wished her voice sounded steadier; that shefelt more certain of a happy outcome.
"You may tdl my brother so, if he should come again. I—hewill not troubleyou further."

Clonak cleared histhroat. " Trust me, goddess, hewasno troubleto usat all, despitethat Frad would not allow him to
await Magter Binjali."

"You might stay an hour or two," Frad put in. " It seemed to methat your nadelm was—very angry. Perhapsit would
bebest to allow him timeto cool."

Shelooked at him gtraightly. " Ran Eld doesnot cool, thank you, pilot. If he has—if he hasreached so high a pitch as
you say, it is—best—that | return homeand put the matter beforethe delm.”

"Hah." Frad looked at Clonak. " L ocal custom.”

"Local custom,” the pudgy Scout repeated, but therewas a frown between histaffy eyes. " Still it might be better,
Adliana, to stop until Jon returns. Or Daav does."

"That'sthe card you want!" Frad said, leaning forward. " Call on Daav's assistance, pilot. Surdy, he—"

"No!" shesaid sharply. Frad blinked and flicked a look to Clonak, who nodded and reached for arag.

"Then | will comewith you," he said, with unClonak-like firmness, " and see you safe before your delm.”

"No, you shall not." Shedrew hersdf up and mustered aglare. " You do not under stand how spiteful—should my
brother consider you havethwarted him, hewill do hisutmost to ruin you." He continued to wipe hishands, entirely

un-cowed by the prospect of ruin. Adlianabit her lip.

" Indeed, Clonak, you must not comewith me. |—my nadelm sever al times has or dered meto—to absent mysdf from
the company of Scouts. | have not obeyed and it would..." Shefaltered.

"It would," Frad took up, " make matter simmeasur ably wor se, wer e you seen to be championed by a Scout." He
shook hishead, mournfully. " Pilot, take advice. Y ou want Daav for this. He can mend thethingin athrice"

"No," shesaid again, and reached into her pocket, pulling out the bank envelope and thrugting it into Clonak's hand.
" 1f you would, however, seethat Daav receivesthis, when hedoesarrivefor hisshift? It ishisshare of yesterday's
lift-wage. And..." Sheyanked the chain over her head, ship keysjangling as she pressed those, too, on Clonak.

" Please, ask Jon to hold thesefor me. | will—say that | will comefor them—mysdf, or..." Shedrew ahard breath.
" Or my co-pilot may claim them, should he have need."

Clonak stared at theitemsin hishand. " Adliana..."

"No," shesaid for athird time." Truly, friends, it isbetter so. | will—Good lift, pilots." Sheturned and ran, not



waiting for their well-wishingin return.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Kin and love

Comfort

Home.

—From " Coallected Poems' Elabet pd'Ongin, Clan Diot

She sought the ship'sHealer, who listened, probed, and laid salve upon her pain, so that all waswell. Until she dept
again.

Twice more, Samiv tel'l zak sought the Healer. Thethird time, hedenied her.

"| eradicatethe memory of thedream, Pilot, but, when you deep, you dream again. To eradicate the memory which
causes thedream—that | might do. But in a situation such asyours, wherethe pain-matrix or referentsto the matrix
will be shortly re-encounter ed, eradicating the older memory—and what defensesyou havethusfar built—serves
youill, and the Guild counsdls againgt it."

" And what cure doesthe Guild counsa?" sheinquired, voice grating in weariness.

"Anold cure" theHealer said softly, " and a harsh one. Confront that which gnawsat your soul, sareintoitsface
and achievewhat Balance you may."

Harsh, indeed. Sheleft the Healer and sought her immediate superior. Sheinformed that seriousand ship-wise pilot
that lack of deep and stressof spirit made her an active danger to ship and crew; that the Healer had no succor.

Her superior did duty, cancelling what remained of her contract, which wasrequired, asa matter of ship's safety, and
would show in her permanent Guild record. He also commended her for exemplary service and expressed willingness
to seeher under hiscommand at any timein the future, which would also find a placein her record, and fell on the
full sde of Balance.

Samiv signed the separ ation paper, removed her effectsfrom quartersand twelve hourslater waswalking out of
Solcintra Guildhall, pack dung over a shoulder, and her heart cold with dread. Confront her fear, indeed.

And then therewasone'sdelm to consider.

Step by step, Adlliana for ced her self home, handsfisted in the pockets of her old blue jacket.

Her feet faltered at the corner of Raingleam Street. She drove her self onward, shaking.

Theddm. It was her right, asoneof Mizdl, to ask a hearing and justice of thedelm. She could not berefused this.
Her hand touched the gate and her kneeslocked, so that she stood for an entire minute, unableto go on.
Thedelm, shetold hersdf. Lay all before the delm...

Her hand moved, the gate swung open. Sheentered Mizd'sfront garden, closed the gate behind her and walked,
sep-by-gep, tothedoor.

Threewooden stepsto the porch; atouch of her hand to thelock pad.
" Good afternoon, Adliana." Theluck wasout. And yet it washer right, to ask, to be heard, by her delm.

Shebowed, solow that her forehead touched her knees, and straightened only somewhat, eyesfixed humbly on the
faded pink stone of thefoyer floor.

" Good afternoon, brother," she murmured, though the wor ds seemed liketo choke her.

" So respectful," hecommented, rising from hischair in the air-niche. " Indeed, the very portrait of subservience,



drawn with rareskill. I confessmysaf char med—but no longer deceived.”

Shedid not raise her head. Shedid not move. Barely did she breathe. Ran Eld'sboots cameinto her range of vision:
They weredusty and scuffed; theright boreastain of oil along theinstep.

"You keep toyour character?" heinquired, voice poisonoudy sweet. " But perhapsyou arecorrect! Weare so open
herethat anyone might chanceto see, should you chooseto fly your true colors! | suggest we adjourn to the parlor.
After you. Sigter."

" | have—urgent—need to seethedelm,” Adliana said, staring, staring, at that scuffed, stained leather. " Pray
conduct metoMizd at once"

"Theddmisfrom house" Ran Eld purred. " Shereturnstomorrow, midday." Therewasa pause, in which shefelt
hisgloating likerancid grease across her skin. " Theparlor, sister. Of your kindness."

Therewasno help for it. Shouldersdumped, eyeslowered, steps mouse-light acrossthe old stonefloor, Adliana
entered theparlor. Ran Eld'sfootsteps gritted noisily behind her. He crossed the threshold and closed the door with a
bang, striding to wher e shewaited in the center of the room, eyes on the nap-worn car pet.

"Look at me!" heshouted, augmenting the order with a savage yank of her hair.
Sheground her teeth, imprisoning thetry, and met hiseyes.

"So..." Satisfaction settled in her brother'sface. " Haveyou truly for gotten the old lesson, Adlliana? Do you no
longer recall what | had doneto you, thelast timeyou challenged me?"

"1 remember.”

" Ah, sheremembers! But whereisthefailing notein the voice—the twisting together of the finger s? She
remember s, but appear sto discount the memory. Perhaps shetakes comfort in the Dem'sWord! What wasthat
promise, Adliana?"

Shestared at him, recalling all of what he had caused to be doneto her. Hehad boasted of it, after, and spoken of such
thingsas madeit certain that he and the contract-husband had spent many delicious hours, planning how best to
harm her.

"You know well what the Delm'sWord was," shetold him, and heard theacid in her voicewith dismay.

" Ah, but of coursel know!" Ran Eld returned, in high good humor. " But you will tell me, Adliana, because| have
commanded it. Asnadelm, it ismy right—indeed, my duty!— to command you. Surely, you cannat have for gotten
that."

Shetook a careful breath, trying to sill her body's shaking, which was all of long-pent fury and hatred, and nothing
whatsoever of fear.

"TheDdm'sWord," shesaid, neutralizing theacid notewith an effort, " wasthat | had fulfilled my duty totheclan
and need never marry again."

"Yes, that iswhat | thought," her brother said, with asmile." Never marry again. | may beableto keep tothat, when |
am dem.” Hisface hardened. " In the meanwhile, | learn from the newswiresthat you are a holder of real property
which you have neglected toreport to theclan." Hemoved an elegant, heavily-ringed hand. " Step to the desk, if you
please”

Shewent forward to thetiny letter-desk, stood blinking down at the paper laid there, at the pens, bare-tipped and
ready.

Bill of Transfer, thewordsshouted from the page. |, Aelliana Caylon Clan Mizel, hereby transfer all right, profit
and holding in the starship Ride the Luck to Ran Eld Caylon, Nadelm Mizel to be his personal property to dispose
of or profit by...

"No."

"No?" Incredibly, Ran Eld sounded merely amused. " But you are grown bold!" He smiled vicioudy into her eyesas
shelooked up. " You will sign thispaper, Adliana, and this..." He pulled a second from the pile on theletter-desk



and thrust at her face.

She danced aside, flicking the paper from between hisfingers. Ancther transfer, thisone of her Ormit Shares. She
dropped the paper onto the dek.

"Not that one either,” shesaid, her voice shaking. " | sign nothing until I have spoken with thedem. If sheisfrom
House, | ask that you put mein contact with her. If sheisnot to bedisturbed, | will wait upon her arrival."

Ran Eld'seye had snagged on the glitter of Jon'sring.
"What'sthis?" heasked, snatching her wrist. " A love-token? Relinquish it."

Her throat closed with outrage. Sheforced her sdlf to stand quiet in hisgrip, as Trilla had taught her, waiting for her
moment.

" Comealong, Adlianal Haveit off!" Hisfingerstightened. " Or shall | takeit off mysaf?"
"You may not haveit,” shesaid, griving for Daav'stoneof calm reason. " | earned it and it ismine."

"You earned it?" her brother jeered. " In that wisg, it iswages, and we had long ago decided what was best done with
your wages, hadn't we?"

So they had, and her wages had bought her nothing. Aellianalooked into her brother'seyesand saw that he would
never be placated, that no harm hevisited upon her would ever be enough to Balance his own fearsand failings.

Fool, shetold hersdf. Why did you not listen to your comrades and stay away?

Ran Eld jerked her hand forward and reached for thering. She clenched her fist, braced and twisted free, all as
Trillahad taught her.

"1 will return when thedem isat home," she said, backing toward the door.

Ran Eld lunged, fist raised, which would have been enough, at someforgotten, ragelesspaint in the pag, to have her
on her knees, begging hisfor giveness.

Adliana swept sideways, coming 'round in a deceptively graceful spin, her right hand, weighted with Jon'sring,
risng, towhip, pilot-quick and anger-hard, acrossher nadelm'sface.

Theblow kicked him backward, dazzled by pain. Hishand went up, came down—ther ewas blood—blood! And
Aédlianawas at the door—through it—hair streaming behind her.

Ran Eld leapt, snatched—caught not hair, but jacket, yanked—

She camearound fagt, landed a blow to the side of hishead, twisted free of hisstaggered grip and flung into the foyer.
Earsringing, hehurtled after, grabbing for an arm.

She eluded hisfingerslike mist, onefoot flashing out to touch hisknee.

Pain.

He screamed, lurched and went down, flinging out a hand too lateto break hisfall—

But soon enough to catch her ankle, destroying her balance, and sending her crashing beside him on the gritty
marblefloor.

Herolled, using hisweight to hold her, cuffing her faceatimeor two, while beneath him she fought with silent
ferocity—teeth, fistsand feet. His cheek was clawed from eyeto chin while he struggled to pin her arms, and when
finally he accomplished that—she kneed him.

He grunted, gasped—and shetwisted, pitching him aside, flashing to her fest, turning—

Therewasa sound, asof a particularly surdy vase being forcibly broken. Adlliana swayed—and crumpled tothe



floor, left cheek rubbing grit.

"Ran EId!" Voni'svoice quavered. " Brother, can you speak?"
Cautioudy, herolled to hisback and blinked up into her horrified face.
"1 can peak," hemanaged, somewhat breathlesdy.

Sheswallowed. " Your face..."

"Yes, | don't doubt shemarked mewell. She certainly meant to do 0." He sat up, then wished hehadn't. Blearily, he
considered Adlliana's till shape.

" Shewent mad," hesaid, for Voni'sbenefit. " | gave nadem'singruction and she—struck me." Hetook abreath,
wincing at the pain.

" Sheran for thedoor," he continued. " To have her show such afaceto theworld—I tried to hold her. She—"

"1 saw," Voni said hoarsdly. " Shewas—an animal. | have never—" Shegulped. " She must have gone mad. [—Shall |
call aHealer?"

A Healer? Ran Eld'sstomach turned toice. A Healer would immediately per ceive the cause of Adlliana'srevolt— and
report it to Delm Mizel. Who would doubtless have many difficult questionsto lay before her son and heir.

Helicked hislips.

"No," hewhispered, then, more strongly, " No. We shall— we shall put her in the deep learner."

Voni blinked. " The deep learner, brother ? But—"

"Thedeep learner," hesaid firmly, whiletheidea took root and grew beforehismind'seye. An overlay of intensive
direct-lear ning might very well befuddle Adlliana'sremembrance of this confrontation. Perhaps, wer e the session
long enough, shewould forget the matter altogether.

" She hasbroken with the Code," hetold Voni. " It isour duty toreinitiate her to proper behavior—and that beforethe
delm returns. Only think of our mother'sdistress, to find Adlliana asyou saw her just now—a beast, raising fists
against her kin."

Voni looked to Adliana, lying like a broken doll, her cheek pillowed on stone. " How—"

" Thetwo of uscan drag her tothestudy,” hesaid. " Givemeyour arm and help metorise”

Shedid, flinchingly, and refusing to look at hisface. He shambled over to Adliana and used hisfoot, nonetoo gently,
torall her over.

"Takeher right arm," hedirected Voni, bending for theleft. Bruiseswererising amid the cutson Adliana'sface,
he saw with satisfaction, and theleft cheek was badly scored. Shewould be well-served if hedenied her use of the'doc
when she emerged from the deep learner.

"Pull," hetold Voni.

Squeamishly, shedid.

He pushed thetimer to thetop, sdected maximum intensity and yanked the abort button from its socket. In the act of
closing thelid he paused, reached down and snatched up hissister'slimp hand.

Theheavy ring sparkled in the dim light asRan Eld twisted it brutally free. Earned it, had she?
Helet her hand fall and dammed thelid home.

"The Code of Proper Conduct,” hetyped into the program queue. " Volume One, Number One, Page One, Word One.



Continue sequentially until timer disengagesfunction.”
" Accepted," thedeep learner signaled. " Touch the blue button toinitiate the learning session.”
Ran Eld touched the blue button.

" Shouldn't—we—have put her in the'doc, first?" Voni asked uncertainly. " Her face was—was swallen, brother,
and—and raw, where she—"

"Merebruises” hesaid airily. " Therewill betimeto tend them when she'sschooled. Besides, | have need of the
Idm.ll

Voni gulped and inclined her head. " Of course."

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

The Learning Moduleisintended for use as a supplement to conventional learning. It isnot intended to replace
conventional learning, nor should it be utilized in this manner.

The best use of the Learning Moduleisin review of old material, in order to sharpen detailsin the Learner's mind.
The Module also has value in laying baseline information, upon which the Learner will then build.

IMPORTANT INFORMATION: The Learning Module utilizesintense, direct-brain stimulation to impart
preprogrammed information. Direct-brain stimulation is painful, even dangerous, to some individuals. Alwaysrun
a compatibility test before logging into a full Learning session.

In no case should a Learner undertake more than one six-hour session of moderate intensity within one
twenty-eight-hour period. Cerebral vesication may result from overuse of a Learning Module.

—+From themanual for L earning M odule No. X5782

"Daav."

He started, wine splashing in hisglass, and guiltily looked up.
"Your pardon, denubia. |—fear my thoughtswere dsawhere"

" Asthey havebeen," Er Thom said, with someasperity. " Perhaps| am inconvenient. | can easily go and come again,
after you haverested.”

"No, there, don't take a pet—Ther € sa good-natur ed, biddable fellow!"
Only Daav knew the effort it cost Er Thom to keep the smilefrom hislipsand continueto stare sternly.

"Wel, and what am | tothink, when | have your person, but neither your eyesnor your thoughts?" Hisface softened.
"What troublesyou, brother?"

Daav glanced down, put the glass away and looked back to hisbrother'seyes.

"Wél, if you will haveit, Adliana Caylon desired meto partner with her, when sheisready to forsake Liad forever.
And | wastempted, brother. Indeed, | wasonly now striving to recall why it was| denied her—I should say, denied
mysdf."

"Hah." Er Thom set hisglassaside. " | had thought you Pilot Caylon's co-pilot and comrade. Do you tell meyour
feeling goes mor e deeply than that?"

"Wedl," hemoved hisshoulders, still unwilling to meet hisbrother'seye, " we both know mefor avolatile brute.
Likey I should havegrown bored in areummaor two and wished for the comforts of home."

Therewasa small silence, before Er Thom said dryly, " Very likely."

Daav looked up, extended arueful hand. " Now, darling, don't, | beg, tell meto stand away! Y ou know | cannot do o,



without ruining Korval."

"But | wasnat going totell you any such thing," Er Thom said softly. " | only wonder ed why you had not at least
spoken to Pilot Caylon before settling upon thetd'l zak."

Daav closed hiseyes. " Because shewas not then a pilot,” he said, imposing calm upon hisvoice. " Thefirst
parameter in a spousal search is pilot, asyou well know. She had never even been tested." He opened hiseyesand
reached for hisglass.

" Theinitial winnowing gained usthe names of several promising thirteen-year-olds—yet Aelliana Caylon had never
been tested!" Hetook a hard breath and made an effort to soften hisvoice.

"Had Vin Sin che'Marabeen lessafool, shewould be untested at thishour. Fortune smiled, brother, that sheheld a
praoblem to which the ship provided a solution—could she but achieve Jump pilot."

" And hasshe?' Er Thom wondered.

Daav moved hisshoulders. " Thisafternoon, should she havetheinclination." He smiled wryly into hisbrother's
skeptical face. " Never bet againgt the Caylon."

"1 will remember," Er Thom said. Then, very gently indeed, " Shall you stand away from thetd'lzak, Daav?'

He shook hishead wearily. " For what gain? Adlianaisfor Outspace, assoon asshefindsher courage. She seesme
aspartner, darling, not husband. I ndeed, she speaks of the married statein the most—abhorrent—termspossible.
Her own mating wastoo early and—ill-made, as| hear it." He dpped hiswine, and added, quietly. " Damn them for
clumsy fools."

"Ah," Er Thom said, and said nothing else.

Daav sat with hislegsthrust out before him, apparently studying thetips of hisboots, now and then sipping wine.
Abruptly, he straightened, put hisglassaside and looked up, black eyesbright.

"I loveyou, brother."
Er Thom blinked, for thiswasathing little said between them. Aswel say, " Webreathetheair, brother." Still—
"I loveyou, Daav."

"Yes, with all my faultdl | shall strivenot to shameyou." Hesmiled, wanly, but with good intent, and pointed at the
sheaf of papersEr Thom had brought with him.

"Let usassay your difficulty again, eh? | promiseto give you my eyesand my thoughts."
" Fair enough," Er Thom replied and picked up thefirg.

" ...threehundred and fifty-eighth edition of the Code of Proper Conduct, published under the aegis of the L eague for
the Purity of the L anguage, Kareen yos Phelium, Clan Korval, editor and chair.

"Thefirg edition of the Code of Proper Conduct was compiled during the Exodus by a committee made up in equal
part of the Solcintran Houses, the dramliz, and the pilots. Transcribed in the mar gins of expired trade manifests, the
document ran approximately 85 pages and waslittle morethan a protocol for shipboard life.

" The second edition, circulated twelve year s after planet-fall..."

Sleep learningisa peculiar undertaking. Neither adeep nor awake, onedriftsin and out of phase, sometimes
"hearing" theingtruction; other timesupheld by a wave of image, emotion and language; sill other times,
smply—elsewhere.

Thereareperiods of lucidnesswithin this shifting trance. One can, for greater or lesser periods of time, think,
independent of the program. One can take stock, analyze—r eact.

Soit wasthat Adliana drifted out of elsawhereand into a discour se on the history of the Code. Shewas awar e, also,
of pain, but it wasa thin sensation, all but lost in thethunder of instruction.

Learning Module, she thought, eyes open againgt the blacknesswithin the unit. But, why am | Learning the preface



to the Code?

Shemoved her right hand along thewall of the unit—and found the hole wher e the end-session toggle should have
been.

Ran Eld, shethought, experiencing arather unnerving desireto laugh. Does he think being Codewise will make me
lessinsistent upon seeing the delm?

Any desreto laugh faded, then, asmemory provided theingtant; thefed of her hand cracking acrossher brother's
face.

Oh, gods.

Ran Eld had put her in the L earning M odule and taken away the deadman switch. He meant her stay until helet her
out. And hemeant her to have L earned proper respect by thetime shewasallowed to emerge.

Or hemeant her to bedead.

People could die of brain-burn. Therehad been a sudent— not, mer cifully, one of hers—who had tried tousea
Learning Moduleto cram for acritical test. Six hoursin the Module, the needle set at maximum intensity ...

Thethought jdlied and did away, lost in momentary thunder: " ...newly-formed Council of Clans..."
Adliana went—elsawhere.

On€e'sddm wasnot amused.

"You areplagued by ill dreams" sherepeated. " And the Healer sare unableto succor you."

Samiv bowed. " In essence, ma'am. The M agter at the Solcintra Hall had nothing better than the cure given by the
Healer on Luda Soldare: look upon the face of that which frightens me and make—a peace." Shedrew a careful
breath, awarethat Bindan had very littletolerance for weakness even when an alliance with Korval Itsdf wasnot at
risk.

"TheHealersinform me, ma'am, that thisisan old, ungentle cure, but efficacious.”

"1 see" Bindan'sfrown had not eased. " Oneisunaccustomed to counting you timid, and so naturally the question
arises: what hasbirthed thisenormousfear? Korval? | did not hide from you that heisodd. Hisentire clan isthus
and hasbeen, clear back to Pilot Cantra.

"Korval'smédant'i isimpeccable—they have sworn toinsureyour health and comfort and to return you safely to
your kin at contract'send. If it ishimsdf..." Shelifted ashoulder." | grant heisno beauty, but | had alwaysthought
you too intdligent to let a pretty face matter morethan honor and obedienceto your deim.”

"Itisnot," Samiv said, tryingto think clearly through the haze of weariness, " that onewishesto cry off the
marriage. Only that one desiresthe delm's per mission to—to call upon Korval beforehand, that the cure may begin
with all speed.”

Bindan moved a hand in negation. " In threedays time, you shall be hiswife. Enough timetoroust your terrorsafter
the contract isin force."

She had expected nothing else, yet shewas so very tired, morethan half-ill with fatigue...

"1f thedelm pleases. Korval had said he—wished to stand my friend. | do not think hewould hold it a missthrow, did |
takethematter to him and..."

Bindan'spalm hit her desk with a sound like awhip crack. She surged to her feet and Samiv effaced her sdlf, bowing
low, but it wastoo lateto redeem theerror.

"Youdare! Upon what datewastd'lzak given into Korval'scare? | remind you that tel'l zak belongsto Clan Bindan



and that Bindan solvesfor you!"
"Yes, maam," Samiv murmured, head bent to her knees. " Forgive me."

Therewasslence. Samiv held the bow a heartbeat longer, then straightened, dowly, head pounding. Her delm
sighed.

"You aretired," shesaid." Gotoyour room and rest."

Rest. Samiv folded her lipsfirmly over awild desireto laugh.

Rather, shebowed respect for thedelm, " Ma'am” and retired, asordered, to her room.

Daav ate sparingly of ameal composed chiefly of gall and wor mwood, accompanied by finevintage vinegar .

At the conclusion of thissolitary feast, heroseand rang for Mr. pel'Kana, and instructed that august person that he
wasnot at hometo callers.

Hethen retired to hisprivate apartment abovestairs, wher e he fussed about for somelittletime, pretending to put
thingsin order, beforefinally sitting down at hiswork table.

Lovingly, hefingered over bitsof wood and odd pieces of ivory, choosing at last arough round of bronwood. Carving
would reveal soft black and bronze swirlsthat would show well, so hethought, againg her hair. It would also emit a
subtle scent that he was certain must please her.

She might wear it, when shewent Outworld.

Hehedd thewood in hishand, feding the weight and the shape of it, considering how best to carvethe comb he saw o
clearly in hismind'seye. He pulled a paper pad forward, picked up a pen and sketched quickly. Laying thewood aside
the sketch, hefelt a stir of pleasure.

"Yes" hesaid, and reached for theroughing blade.

He had been sometimeat this project when a muted chime sounded. Glancing up, he saw it was hisprivatelinethus
demanding hisattention.

Helay thewood and knife aside, hisheart inexplicably beginning to pound, for surely it wasonly Er Thom, calling to
ask if hewould careto eat Primeat TreallaFantrol.

Yes?' heinquired, touching the stud. Frad looked at him with unwonted seriousness.

"Hullo, darling. I'm afraid we' ve made a muddle of things."

Thedomewould not open.

Adliana fought down theurgeto beat at it with her fiss— awaste of her srength—and of time.

Timewas her enemy. Thelonger she stayed locked into the program, the mor e certain the chance of damage or
death. She could not know that Ran Eld meant her to die—hisintent was meaninglessto the equation of destruction
she saw looming before her. Unless—

Her thoughts stagger ed; refor med beneath the voice of the program:

"...her or assgnee of Captain Cantrayos Phelium shall be acknowledged to hold therank of Captain and bear the
burden of the passengers well-being...

" ...shall continue until such time asthe Houses of Solcintra or that ruling body which may succeed it revoke, cancel
or otherwise make null and void this..."

Thethunder began tofizz; shefet her bruised attention dip and thankfully crossed over tothat other place which
was nheither seep nor waking.

" ...it never occurred to methat she didn't know who you were," Frad said. " Wetried to get her torouseyou, but
she'd have none of it, and—for give me—it began to seem like bed-sport gone awry. In any wise, darling, here'sJon
telling us she cameto him thefirst timefresh from rough usage, and if you'relooking for thevillain, I'd advise you



tolay money on thenaddm.” Hemadeawry face.

" Asit happens, you have money tolay. Thepilot left acantrafor you here”
Daav remembered to breathe " A cantra?”

"Your share, so shetdlsit, of yesterday'swork-fee."

He closed hiseyes. " Gods."

" Jugt s0. Now you seewhat comes of mumming innocents. Do you go?"

" At once." Heshook himsdlf and looked into Frad'sbland, efficient face. " A car, at themain gate of Korval's
Chonsdta Yard, in an hour."

Frad inclined hishead. " Done."

...direct stimulation. The Learning Module utilizes direct-brain stimulation...

Concelvethebrain asa series of relay stations, engaged or not engaged by thought. The L earning Module tar gets
those stations currently disengaged, fillsthem sequentially and moveson, in theory allowing each station sufficient
opportunity to recover from thisassault upon its sengbilities. The L earning M odule does not appr oach those sations
engaged in cognition, or those concerned with life support.

Within the darkness of thevoid, Adlliana reached forth her thought and created a star.

And around thisgtar, she placed aworld which ran in éliptical orbit, itsrotation rate oncein eighteen hours, time of
orbit trangt, four hundred and eighty-five Standard Days.

Totheworld, she gave a moon, and to the moon a spin three hundred and four daysin duration, whileit circled its
principal once every twenty-two hours.

Sheheld thelittle system in her mind, painstakingly calculating each orbit, weighing each relationship, adjusting
mass and pull and finally, the spin-rate of thelittle moon.

When all was gable, balanced and beautiful, she added a second world.

Somewher g, therewasthunder. Her concentration wavered, the worldsfaltered in their carefully-calculated cour ses.
She caught them, replaced them, checked—r echecked—therelational equations; reconsidered certain mathematical
alliances and necessities.

Thethunder receded.

Intime, sheadded athird world.

Then afourth.

She populated the second world, strung space sationslike Festival lights, ringed the system with beaconsand
way-gtations, created satdlitesand traffic patterns.

In her head, the number s danced, the equations pure aspoetry.

She spun an asteroid pod, skated it 'round the sun, calculating trajectories, stress breakage, possible strikes upon
populated areas.

Therewasno thunder. Therewasno Code. Therewas her creation and the vital necessity to keep all in balance—to
calculate and continueto calculate, each nuance and effect.

Adliana—was.

Ten minutesto change from house clothesto the formal costume appropriatefor onedelm'sofficial call upon
another. Daav knotted the silver ribbon in hishair, caught up hiscloak and was gone, the door to hisapartment
snapping closed behind him.

Dragon's Cub wasfree-berthed beyond the formal gardens. It was bar ey morethan a Jump-buggy, but it would do



very well for thisparticular misson. Hewould worry about assuaging his gar dener'sinjured feelings once he knew
Adlianawaswell.

Hewas moving down the main hallway at just under arun, when Mr. pel'Kana stepped out of the smaller receiving
parlor.

"1f Your Lordship pleases.”

Daav shook hishead. " | am in great haste. Pray make my excusesto whomever hascalled.”

But Mr. pel'Kanadid not bow obedience. Rather, he extended a hand, fingerscurled in supplication.
"Please, Magter Daav," hesaid, softly. " | think you will want to speak to the lady."

Heblinked, catching himsdlf in mid-stride. " Lady?"

Aedlliana? Had shediscover ed him after all and cometo ask hisaid, while Jon and Frad and Clonak fretted for her
safety? He changed cour seand swept into the parlor.

Samiv td'l zak spun away from her contemplation of the mantle—or possibly of Korval's shied, hung aboveit—and
camethree stepstowar d him, one hand outflung.

"Please" shesaid, voice nonetoo steady in the mode of Comrades. " Please, |—you must help me."

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

The cops called young Tor An to bail me out, which hedid, right enough, and all according to co-pilot's duty.
When we were free of the place, he read me such a scold as | haven't heard since nursery. Puppy. He was right, too.

—Excerpted from Cantrayos Phelium's L og Book

He checked, end in that moment took note of her face, which was strained, pale, with black circlesunder her eyes,
her muscles etched in exhaustion.

" Samiv, what hashappened?' He hardly thought, answering Comradewith Comrade.
"I..." Her eyesfilled and she glanced aside, blinking. " For give me."

" Fredy—and you must return thegrace at once. | am in desper ate haste. Wor d has come that—oneto whom | sit
copilot may bein peril. | must be gonein moments."

Shewasa pilot: Guild rulewasasnatural to her asbreath. Her eyesleapt to his.

" Of course, you must go at once! | will—" She gasped, eyeswidening.

"Hald, you say the Caylon isin peril?"

Daav lifted an eyebrow. " And whotold you, | wonder, that | am the Caylon's co-pilot?”

Shemoved ahand. " Thetapewason in the Guildroom when | camethrough. In what way issheimperilled?”

Daav felt hisfacetighten. " An illegal attempt was madeto seal her ship. Last report wasthat she had goneto treat
with the party involved. Who isknown to have beaten her in the pagt.”

Hehad not thought it possiblefor Samiv to palefurther.
"1 see" shesaid, flatly. " Who flieswith you?"
"Thereisonly mysdf here and to tarry even for my cha'leket seemed wasteful of minutes.”

"Which | have now wasted for you." Shemoved forward, resolute. " By your leave, | will St your second. If theperil is



extreme, | may beof use"
And so she might be, heallowed, if Aelliana...
" Quickly, then," hesaid, and spun toward the door.

Ran Eld did not comedown to Prime, but was served in hisapartment, aswas his cusom when theddm wasfrom
home. Voni sat at the head of thetable, aswas her cusom when the delm wasfrom home, though she displayed
appetitefor neither her dinner nor the game of correcting her junior's manners. But, thought Sinit, it might be that
shepined for her favoritetarget of ridicule.

Sinit considered asking after news of Adliana'sreturn. Indeed, she spent some minutes as she drank her soup,
examining phrasing appr opriateto the task. In theend, however, nothing seemed quite safe enough to venture. She
did not think either Voni or Ran Eld knew of the amazing and adventurouslife Adlianalived, over on the other side
of theworld, asneither was an aficionado of the newswires, and they would not, Sinit vowed, hear of it from her.

It was of course, terribly exciting tolearn that Adliana regularly flew with Daav yos Phelium, asreported on the
pilot'swire. Sinit had taken advantage of her trip thelibrary that afternoon to look Daav yos Phelium up in the
newest edition of the Book of Clans.

Korval Himself sat co-pilot to Adliana, which washonor to Mize, but Voni would only seethat Korval'sattention
belonged to her and Adliana had stolen her rights. Ran Eld would say something vile and perhaps dap Aelliana for
rising above her place. Ran Eld did strike Adliana, Sinit had seen him do so, twice, no matter if thedelm choseto
hear of it.

"Thisdinner isvile!" Voni snapped from the head of thetable. " Really, the cook takeslibertieswith my good nature
when thedelm isfrom home!" Sheroseg, flinging her napkin into her soup bowl.

"You may continue, if you can ssomach such swill!" shetold Sinit. " | shall retireto my room. | have a headache.
Pray, digurb mefor noone!"

Sinit looked up at her. " All right. May | haveyour popover, then? Minewas excellent.”

"Repédlant brat," Voni uttered, and swept tragically from theroom.

Straight from thelawn they lifted, thelittle craft hurtling upwar d with no such niceties as gradual acceleration.
Korval flew a brutal course, at atrajectory only a Scout would think sane. Samiv kept her boar d, exhaustion dissolved
by adrenaline.

" Can you tell menow," he said softly, hands quick and certain on hiscontrols, " what it is| must help you resolve?"
She swallowed, eyes on thereadouts, and it helped, someway, not to haveto meet hisgazeasshe said it.

"1...dream. Frightening dreams. The Healers—send meto facemy terror."

Therewasa small pause. " Which ismysdlf?"

"No." Shelicked her lips. " |—bdieve—it isyour Tree" Shetook a breath, fighting tear sthat cameall too easily,
theselast days. " | resigned my contract on Luda Soldare—I could not deep, my reactionsare—in question. | could
not endanger the ship..."

" Of coursenot,” heagreed and it was uncannily comforting, hearing that said in hisdeep, rough voice. Samiv closed
her eyesbriefly, opened them again to the necessity of her board.

"On€e'sdelm desiresthealliance, of course. |—| would ask your leaveto—beforethelinesare signed—to approach
the Treeand—and assure mysdf that it is—only—atree"

" Ah. But it isnot, you know, only atree”" Hewasslent for amoment, then, " Isyour ddm awar ethat you have



brought thisto me?"

Shelooked over to him; saw only the side of hisface, and the quick, sure handson the board.

"My delm is—certain—the dreamswill abate, oncethe contract issigned.”

"1 see" Hesighed, and flicked her ancther of hisbold, un-informing looks. " Your board to me, if you will. Thank
you. In regard to our present misson—thereisafirearm in the pocket beside you. It would be best to check it now,
sothereareno surprises, if you must useit.”

Shedared at him, at the eyesthat told her nothing. " Y ou think—"

Hemoved hishead from sdeto sde. " Wemay find that all iswell, in which casewe will merely be called upon to
drink tea and display our manners.”

Samiv pulled thegun from itsnest. " But you do not expect that."

"1 don't,” hesaid gently. " All my life, I've been plagued by hunches. From timeto time, one does proveto be merey
indigestion." He cast her aglancethat seemed rather too full of amusement. " Korval is mad, you know."

Samiv looked down and cracked thegun.
Somewherein the beatitude of equations, a chime sounded. Sometime later, therewaslight.

Adliana detached a portion of her attention from the problem of theretrograde planet and raised heavy arms, tiff
finger s groping against—nothing.

Thedome of the L earning M odule was open. It took a moment to under stand the significance of that.
Shewasfree
Free beonged to the subset of thingswhich are precious beyond rubies.

Adliana flung her sdf up, crying out as her body smultaneoudy reported every bruise she had gained from her
encounter with her brother, and the additional information that she was hideoudy thir sty.

Theroom reded. Sheclawed the stagger ed data into sense, lurched toward alow table, hefted a heavy vase full of
wilting flowersand lur ched back tothe L earning Module.

Flower sand solution went into the program box, which fizzed, smoked and popped. Sheraised thevasein both hands,
swungit at the control dials. Her first attempt failed to connect; the for ce of the missed blow kicked her legs out
from under her and shewent face-first into the car pet.

Gagging, she clawed her way to her knees, got her hands around the vase once more and smashed at the controls.

Theblow connected, hard enough to dent the faceplate. Adliana whimper ed, the controlstwisting in and out of
per spective. Sheraised thevase, staring at the main dial, forcing her self to seeit through the imagesthat flickered
and flashed before her mind'seye. The dial steadied and she swung with all her might.

Glassbroke, instrumentation screamed, shrilly, and went silent.

Adliana dropped the vase, hung onto the edge of the L earning M odule and lur ched to her feet, garinground at a
room that spun out of sense, objects pulsating, edges attenuating into nothingness, theimage of a star system she
had never seen superimposed over everything and she struggled— struggled to recall. Something.
Something—important.

It wasdim in theroom...dark outsidethe gaping window. Something. Numbers, strung together in the shapeof a
personal comm code, and a deep, beloved voice, whispering from memory, " Call me, Adliana, should you have
ned..."

Therewasa comm in thestudy. Sheknew that. Over—over by thewindow. Yes. She could seethewindow, through
the pulsating stars. First onefoot...

Shefdl over atable, lost her balance and hit thefloor amid an avalanche of bric-a-brac. Panting, she got to her
knees, oriented her self and crawled therest of the way to the window. Oncethere, she pulled her sdf upright with the



aid of a built in bookcase, put her hand flat on itstop surface and inched forward, feding for the comm.

Her fingerstouched cool plagtic. Shebit her lip. Numbers. Daav's comm code. All she need do was code the number
into thecomm, herebeneath her hand. Daav would help her.

Thought formed. Therewasdanger. Danger in using the house comm. Scouts. Ran Eld. Ran Eld would harm Daav.

Shemust not call.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

| ran co-pilot for Garen 'til she broke her skull, and the ship came to me, complete with a full load of trouble. | was
young enough then to believe my skull was too hard to break— opted to run solo, and take care of thetroublesas|
met them.

| wasn't looking for a co-pilot the night | found Jela, though | was old enough by then to know | could die. What |
wanted was a glass and a roll in the blankets—one glass, one roll and an early lift out, headed for the Rim with a
load of don't-you-care.

Funny, how even simple plans so often fail to work.

—Excerpted from Cantrayos Phelium's L og Book

Sinit wascurled in theround chair in thefront parlor, reading. Chonsdta City Library had only today placed on its
shelves In Support of the Commonality of Language by L earned Scholar Anne Davisand Sinit had been fortunate
enough to engageiit.

L anguage and theroots of language had their placesin thelarger art of anthropology and sheread with absor ption.
Indeed, sheread with so much attention to thework that it wasnot thefirst, but the second sounding of the doorchime
that roused her.

Blinking, she uncurled, taking careto mark her place, and pull on her houseboots. She straightened her tunic on
theway to theentry hall and tucked her hair behind her ears.

Thebdl sounded oncemore.

From above-stairs camethe noise of a door opening, feet thumping along thin car peting, and Voni'svoice, wondering:
"Whoever could be calling thislatein the day?"

Sinit opened thefront door.

Thetaller of thetwo visitorsbowed asthe porch light came up, cloak shimmering around him: Visitor to the House,
Sinit read, and inclined her head.

n &mk.ll

Black eyeslooked down at her from astark, clever face; hisdark hair was pulled back and secured with a silver
ribbon, an end of which lay acrosshisshoulder. A twist of slver wasin theright ear; thereaflash of dick enameled
colorsashebrought hisleft hand up in the age-old gesture and showed her.

Tree-and-Dragon.

"1 havethe honor tobeKorval," hesaid in the M ode of Announcement. He gestured towar d hiscompanion. " Pilot
Samiv tel'l zak."

Sinit bardy attended. Korval. Korval here, in the company of a second pilot, who must surely beanother of Adliana's
comrades. Yet, if they werecomehere—

"But," sheblurted, looking from hiseyesto the smooth, car eful face of hiscompanion. " Aellianaisnot to House,



dr— pilot. | had thought—surely—sheis at—at Solcintra?"
They exchanged a glance, thetwo on the porch, and Sinit caught her breath, afraid suddenly, though not of them.
"Please" shesaid, backing away and pulling the door wide. " Please, comein. |—"

" Sinit, whatever areyou doing?" Voni demanded peevishly from above. Sinit spun, squinting through the dimness
toward thelanding.

"These gentlesare hereto speak with Adlliana, sister. Pray, ask her to come down."

Therewas a moment of shocked silence, then the sound of footsteps, going swiftly back up the sairs. Sinit felt her
knees go weak.

" Shemust have comein whilel wasreading," she said, shakily, and pushed the door closed. " Doubtless, shewill be
herein amoment to greet you. Would you careto step into the parlor, gentles? Refreshment..."

Upgtairs, adoor dammed and thefootstepsthat pounded hagtily down werenot Adliana's. Sinit saw the man know
that; saw him convey the knowledge to his comradewith thetwitch of awell-marked black brow.

"Callersfor Adliana?' Ran Eld'svoicewas breathless, but, then, Ran Eld wasvery little used to running. Sinit went
two stepsback and to the side, ingtinctively seeking the shadow of the back hallway. Shelooked up and directly into
theeyesof Pilot telTzak. The pilot held her gaze a moment, then turned her head away.

"Whois—ah." Thequestioner had gained thefoyer—a dender and be-ringed young man in a houser obe much too
ornatefor hissurroundings. Samiv frowned ashe cameinto thelight. Therewere marksof paler gold on theman's
face, asif he had been scratched and had recent recour seto an autodoc. From the edge of her eye, she saw the
halfling door keeper fade one mor e step towar d the safety of the hall-shadows.

"| am Nadelm Mizd," the gaudy young man said, inclining hishead dightly. " May | know your business, s,
ma'am?"

Korval slently extended hisleft hand. The Tree-and-Dragon flashed. The nadelm froze, aswell he might, then bowed
again, ornately.

"TheHouseishonored toreceiveKorval. How may | serveyou?”

Korval did not deign even toinclinehishead. " | would speak to the House' sdaughter Adliana, sir."
"I regret that isnot possible)” Nadelm Mizd said.

"Ah, | see" Korval said quietly. " In that wise, | will speak with Mizel Her sdf."

Thenaddm spread hishands, rings glittering. " It ismy misfortuneto disappoint you twice, sir. Mize isfrom
House"

"That isunfortunate,” Korval agreed gravey. " When will shereturn?"

Relief loosened the haughty shoulders. " Tomorrow midday, by my best information. Shall you call then? Or perhaps
Mizd may call upon you?'

" Perhapswe need not embrace dther alternative" Korval said, asthe elder sster—shewho had skittered from the



landing—came car efully down the gairsto stand at her nadelm’'sside. Heignored her.

"When," Korval inquired, " will it be possibleto speak with Pilot Scholar Adliana Caylon?"
Thenaddm'slipsthinned. " Indeed, sir, Adlianaistheveriest fluttercap! Onenever knowswhen she might appear.”
In the shadow at the edge of the hallway, the halfling girl jerked—and was ill.

Samiv flicked aglanceat Korval, but hiseyeswereall for the nadelm.

"1 have never found her thus" he said, meditatively, and the black eyesmoved, pinning the elder sster.

" Of your kindness, ma'am, bring me Adlliana, or tell mewherel might find her."

Thewoman fluttered, foolish blue eyesdarting thisway and that. " Truly, sr, | don't—but it isasRan Eld sayd!
Adlianais—sheis—" Shefaltered, staring wildly at her nadelm. " Sheis—"

" At study," thenadelm said forcefully. " It would be perfectly usdesstotry and rouse her, sir. Leaveyour card, and |
will see shereceivesit, when sheissensible again.”

Fool, thought Samiv and looked again to the hallway.

The halfling was gone.

" | am prepared towait," Korval said, fixing thenadelm in hiseye, " until Scholar Caylon has completed her study.”
Theother man'seyesdid asde. " It may be—sometime.”

"1 understand,” said Korval. He laced hishandstogether and moved hiseyesto the hall table, hisface composed into
an expression of gentle meditation.

"Seehere" Nadelm Mizel said sharply, " you can't just and in our entrance hall all night—"
Theblack eyesmoved. Gravedy, Korval inclined hishead.

"Your concern doesyou credit. | hasten to assureyou that it isentirely within my scopeto stand in your entrance
hall all night—and all of tomorrow, if necessary. However, Pilot tdl'l zak would perhapswelcomethe use of a chair.”

"Thank you," she said, with a composure shewasfar from feding. " | am perfectly at my ease"

Thenadem'sfacetightened in anger. " | do not think you have entirely under stood that you ar e standing within
Mizd'sown House. | do not—"

"Ddm Korval!"

Heturned. The halfling who had admitted them to the house skittered to a halt at the mouth of a sdehall, brown eyes
widewith terror.

"TheLearningModule," she gagped and Daav felt ice down his spine.
" Show me" hesaid.
Sheturned and fled back down the hall, he striding after her.

"Halt!" shouted Nadelm Mizel, face suddenly gonepale. " | forbid you to enter any further into Mizel'shouse!" He
flung after Korval and Samiv spun into hispath, hand up.

"Hadd!"
Snarling, he pushed her aside. She stagger ed, caught her sdf and swung before him once more.
"Hold!" sheordered again, gun out and quite steady on hisbelly. " Proceed at your peril."

The L earning Module was empty, the brain-box shorted, thetimer shattered, the master controller smashed. The



session dial had stopped at five hours. The concentration didewas pushed to thetop.
"1t makesno sense," the halfling stuttered. " Why would Adliana wish a maximum intensity review of the Code?"

Excdlent question. And hewasvery surethat the answer was—Aelliana had not. Daav took a deep breath and ran the
Scout's Rainbow quickly, bringing both terror and fury down to manageablelevels.

"Wewill becertain toask her that,” hesaid to Sinit Caylon'sfrantic face, " when wefind her. Have you looked
anywheredse? Her rooms?"

"No, sr."

"Doso," heingtructed her." | will seewhat else may befound here. Quickly. If she hasindeed been in the deep
learner for solong atime, shewill be—disoriented.”

Brain-burned, heamended to himsdf as Sinit ran from theroom. He swallowed against resurgence of terror and
began methodically to search theroom.

Helingered for a moment by an overturned gidget table, frowning at thetrinkets scattered acrosstherug, then
passed on, satisfying himsdf that delirium had not moved Aedllianato shelter beneath the furniture.

Eventually, he cameto theend of theroom. Therewasacomm on thefloor beneath the closed window. He bent to pick
the unit up and felt a cool breeze kiss his cheek. Straightening, he moved to thewindow, put hishand flat on thetall
center paneand pushed.

Thewindow swung open, soundless on wdll-oiled hinges. Daav leaned over thesill, a Scout'strained eye picking out
theroute she had taken through the meager garden, the marksat one consistent height along the length of theworn
wooden fence, where she had likely set her shoulder, for balance, and for orientation. The gate at the bottom of the
yard stood open, rocking dightly in the night-br eeze.

"Pirate!" Nadelm Mizd shrieked, hisfaceflushed and twisted in rage. " | will seeyou ruined, outcast and ridiculed! |
will—"

Rapid footsteps sounded in the hallway and the halfling flashed by, raced acrossthe foyer without a sdeward glance
and flung up the stairway, two stepsat atime.

" Snit!" howled the nadem, but Sinit did not answer .
"Voni!" thenaddm shouted then. " Call the Peacekeepers.”
But Voni was sitting on the lower step, head resting on her knees.

Furious, heraised aring-crusted hand, asif hewould strike her. Samiv called hisattention to the gun, and hefroze,
ringsglittering—tawdry thingsfor the most part, she saw, all sharp edgesand shine—

Except for one. And how had such atasteessdirt-ssomper asNadelm Mizel come by a Jump-pilot'scluster ? she
wonder ed. Such thingswer e priceless—clan treasures, to be locked safe away and brought forth once a twelve-year
tomarve upon.

"Samiv." Korval'svoicewasin her ear." | havefound her trail. Shedoesnot appear—wdl," hesaid, and shefdt a
thrill of horror run her spine. " Wemust overtake her before she comesto more harm.”

"Yes" shesaid. " Goyou first whilel keep thisone—"

Thefront door clanked and swung ponder oudy open. A round-faced woman in atravel cloak sepped into the foyer—
and froze, asshetook in the scene before her.

She swept forward then, raising her hand, so that the Clan Ring was plain to see.
"I havethehonor," shesaid icily, fixing Samiv in her eye, "tobeMizd. You will explain your selves."

It wasdifficult to talk; words she did not mean to say fell in abundancefrom her lipswhite wor ds she desper ately
wished to say failed to form themsealves.

Still, she had madethetaxi driver under ssand—at least, he drove her to the Pilot's Guildhall in Chonsdta Port. She



did not think she had precisely asked him to do so, but it was— enough.

"Theorbit of theretrograde planet will develop awobblein approximately ten thousand years" shetold him asshe
fumbled the cantra-piece out of her pocket, " and will fail entirely in eleven thousand.”

"Then it'snothing either of usneed be concerned of," hereplied, pressing the coin firmly back into her palm, and
bending her ringersover it, oneby one. " Plot a straight coursefor the dorm, now, pilot. Timeto deep it off."

"1f you are outsideamajor gravity well you may ignorethe pe'Endra Ratio and proceed,” Adlianasaid gratefully,
fingerslocked around the cantra.

"1 fully intend to proceed, and asquickly asmay be" hesaid. " Hull'scoal, pilot. Out you go."

She managed to dissmbark and stood trembling on thewalkway. Thetaxi'sdoor began to descend and she said,
"Don't tel him you saw me."

Thedoor sealed and thetaxi moved dowly away.

Adlianaturned carefully, there being nothing to hold on to here on thewalk. She focussed on the doorway, ignoring
therandom flashes and flaringsthat had nothing to do with the street befor e her. Focus established, she moved
forward, diding her feet along the sdewalk, to maintain what balance she might.

Sheonly fell twice before she gained the door .

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Duty isnot indulgent, nor doesit seek vengence.
—Proverb
" She'snot here, sr!" Sinit'svoice came down from the upper floor, closdly followed by Sinit her self.

"Mother?" Shereached thefoyer and made her bow. " Good evening, ma'am. Ran Eld had said you wer e not expected
until tomorrow."

"Wadll | cametonight,” Mizd said coldly. " Areyou in aleague, Sinit, with pirateswho comearmed into a
clanhouse?"

"Pirates?" Sinit frowned. " Truly, ma'am, Delm Korval and Pilot tel'lzak have called for Adlliana, but sheis—sheis
not toHouse"

" Learning so, they hold the nadelm at gunpoint. Entirely under sandable." Mizel extended her hand. " Y ou will
relinquish that weapon tome."

"Forgiveme" Samiv said firmly, " but | will not. This person shoved me and then threatened to strikeme. | fear for
my safety in hispresence. More, | fear for Pilot Caylon'ssafety.” Shelooked up, and Daav saw fury in her eyes. " Did



the Caylon wear a Jump-pilot'sring?"

"yYes"

Nadelm Mizd took a step back, hand creeping toward his pocket.

" Show it!" Samiv cried. " Show your dem what you wear on your hand!"
"1 donot take ordersfrom you!" snarled the nadelm.

" But you dotake ordersfrom me" Mizd said, and extended her hand oncemore. " L et me seethisring, Ran Eld."
Reluctantly, he pulled the cluster from hishand, and laid it in her palm.
"1t isafoolishness, ma'am—a bit of pagte. |—"

Mizd stared at her palm. " How cameyou by this?"

Thenaddm stood speechless.

"Ran EId! | ask how you cameto havethisring. An answer, if you please.

"It wasAdliana's" theeder sster moaned from her crouch on the bottom stair. Shelooked up, showing a wet and
ravaged face. " Hetook it off her hand. | saw him. Just before he sealed thelid on the Learner.”

It wasa dow night at Chonsdlta Guildhall. Rab Orn and Nil Ten were playing pikit in the common room and Keyn
wasover in the corner, reading. Beside the occasional hand-bid from the card players, the only noise camefrom the
Port comm, a continuous babble so familiar to thethree pilotsthat none conscioudy heard it.

Nil Ten sighed. " Fold," hemuttered, throwing his cardsdown in a heap. " Glad we'renot playing thisfor cantra.”
"Werenot?' asked hispartner, wide-eyed and thefirst pilot laughed, looked up and gasped.

Her face wasa mottle of cutsand bruises, so swollen the pupil-big eyes could scar cely open. Her hair wassnarled in
a hopedessknot. Shewastrembling, visibly and continuoudly.

"What—" Rab Orn turned in hischair to see, and froze.
"Daav'sthecard | want toplay," the apparition gated, her voicelike sand being ground into stone.

"Merciful gods," that wasKeyn. Shegot up out of her chair and cameforward, peering into the newcomer's battered
face.

"It'sthe Caylon," shebreathed. " | saw her last evening, at Solcintra, when the Guildmaster gave over her license.
Sitting on Korval'slap shewasand happy asyou please.”

"It istheduty of the pilot to protect ship and passengers,” Adliana Caylon said gravely. " It isthe duty of the co-pilot
to protect pilot and ship."

Thethree exchanged glances, then Keyn reached out and touched the other woman's shoulder. " That'sright, pilot.
Guild rule, plain asplain." Shetook a deep breath. " Comealongwith me, and let's get you to a'doc, en? Everything's
goingto bebinjali..."

"Binjali." Theditted black eyeslocked onto K eyn'sface, onetrembling hand rose, fumbled and fastened 'round the
pilot'swrist.

"Jon dea'Cort." Keyn stared and the Caylon said again, voicerising. " Jon dea'Cort. Theretrograde planet will
release a hysteresis ener gy effect proportional to the velocity and spin of Smuggler's Ace, cheese muffins, Daav,
efficient function! Call, call if you need me, Adliana!"

"That'splain." Nil Ten jumped up, over setting his chair, walked over tothe comm and punched in arapid code. The



screen blanked asthe unit on the other end chimed, threetimes, four, five...
"Binjali's."

Nil Ten inclined hishead totheold pilot in theviewer. " Master dea'Cort. Nil Ten pd'Quida, Chonsdta Guildhall,
dr. Wehave one of your crew here, in distress.”

Mize raised her head, lines showing hard about her mouth and she looked to her son.

" Adliana'sfather," shesaid, speaking in the Mode of Instruction, " wor e one of these. Other than himsdf, it was his
clan'swholetreasure. Thisring will ransom a Jump-ship, will it not, Korval?"

"Indeed," Daav said gravely, " that wasthe purpose behind itsmaking. Ma'am, | beg your pardon. Thetimer and
intensity meter on the Learning Module are frozen at such levelsas must cause me extreme alarm. | have found the
course Adlliana charted, out thewindow and through the back gate. She—sheisvery likely brain-burned, ma'am,
and | fear for her lifeif wedo not go after her at once."

"Yes" Mizel looked up at him." | am correct in thinking that your personal nameis Daav?'

"Itis"

"S0." Shehdd out the Pilot's Cluster. " Y ou will safeguard thisand return it to my daughter when you find her. | will
do—what isdiscovered to be necessary—here. Pray inform me of—your progress. Should shereturn here—" Her
mouth tightened. " But you will know where sheismost likely to go."

Daav inclined hishead, dipping theringintotheinner pocket of hiscloak. " If she should return here, ma'am, leave
word with Magter dea' Cort at Binjali Repair Shop, Solcintra Port." He glanced over to Samiv, who dipped her gun

away.
" Will you help me search?"

" | demand thehonor," shereplied, and followed him down the hallway.

Hetracked her down thealley, following the path her shoulder had smoothed againgt splintered fencing. Hefound the
placeswher e she had fallen, the placeswher e she had crawled until shefound afence post, an arbor or atreetocling

toand drag hersdf up to her feet.

Thealley wasinter sected by a street; on the other sidetherewasno sign of her passage. He and Samiv recrossed the
street, shewent right and heto theleft, looking for a hint, a footprint, a thread.

A thread.

A snag of bold blue, caught in therust of asign pole. He cast out, moving in a gradually widening cir cle around that
whisper of hope, but found nothing else. Defeated, hereturned to the pole.

Had the Peacekeeper s seen her, ill-balanced as shewas, and born her away to their Guildhall? But, surely, she would
havetold them her name, her clan?

Or, hethought with a shiver, perhapsnot. Brain-burned, she might not recall such things.
Wherewould shego, if shewereableto recall herself?
Binjali's, no doubt.

But in such a condition as he had seen, falling flat when therewas no wall to support her ? She might, he supposed,
flag ataxi, but Adlianararey had morethan afew dex in her pocket...

Thehum of amotor brought him to a sense of hissurroundingsand heturned to seea cab moving dowly up the
dreet. Apparently the cabbie noted hisinterest, for the vehicle pulled to the curb and the passenger door rose.

" Service, your Lordship?"

"Information," hesaid, bending down tolook at thedriver. He pulled a cantra out of hispocket. " | am in search of a
friend—afair-haired lady, very dender. Green eyes. Shewould have perhaps been confused in her direction



and—unsteady on her fest—" The cabbie giffened, but said nothing. After a moment, Daav mur mured.
"You have seen her .

Theman moved his shoulders, leaned forwar d to make an adjustment on hisboard. " | saw her," hesaid, and thelook
he gave Daav was hard and gtraight. " Took her up-city. Set her down at Commer ce Square.”

Commer ce Squar €? The oppositedirection of the Port.
Daav frowned, considering the man'sface, ailmog tagting thelie. And yet...

"You mus forgivemeif | ask again,” he murmured, hearing Samiv coming down thewalkway from hisright.” | am
thelady'sco-pilot and | fear sheis—very ill. Perhaps she was not—precisdy as| had said. Perhaps she had been
hurt, en? And you think you arelooking at the cause. | beg you tell meif you took her to Port. | tell you plainly that |
fear for her life, should sheboard ferry for Solcintra."”

The cabbie heditated, then. " I'll see your hands."

Wondering, Daav held them out. Korval's Ring gleamed in the cabin light. The cabbie star ed along moment, then
raised hiseyes.

" That wouldn't havedonethedamage | saw. Y ou want sonesfor that kind of work." Hesighed and looked away. " |
took her down to the Pilot's Guild, and I'll tell you right now shewasn't making no sense.”

Mizel looked at the deeds of transfersin her hands. Two deeds of transfer s, each from Adliana Caylon to Ran Eld
Caylon: onefor an Ormit Sharesaccount, onefor a spaceship named Ride the Luck. Both were signed.

Neither signaturewas Adliana’s.

"Voni hasalready confessed to signing thesein her sister'sstead,” Mizel said, her eyes till on those damning
papers. " | have seen, | think, enough. Whileit ispossiblethat your sister Adlliana has survived your use of
her—whileit ispossible, though not probable, that she has survived intact—the delm cannot but seethat your
actionsare consistent with a ddiber ate and knowing desire to take what was not rightfully yours, counting no cost
too high. Not even your sister'sdeath.”

Mizd raised her head and stared at the man standing before her desk. A man dressed for travelling and not in the
first style of elegance. The cloak was serviceable but shabby. The shirt and trousershad been madefor him, but some
time ago. The boots—would bea difficulty for him. Heworeno jewdry. Hisfacewas pale.

"Mizel doesnot sanction kindaying. Having shown your sélf capable of such horror, thedem isunableto do
otherwisethan declareyou dead. You will leave thishouse now. At once. You will never return. You haveno call upon
Mizd. You areclanlessand outcast.”

Theman before her bowed hishead.

" Because you were once my son, | giveyou somewhat to take away with you. The clothesyou stand in. A

cantra-piece." Shereached into thedesk drawer, removed the kegpsafethat had belonged to her mother and the
half-gone box of pellets. " A weapon.”

Ran Eld looked up, face wet with tears. She put gun and ammunition on the desk. After a moment, he picked them up.
Mizel inclined her head and stood.

"1 will escort you to the door."

Hewalked silent besde her down the hall, slent acrossthefoyer. When she opened the door, heturned, but she
averted her face and in amoment heard him walk down the steps, wher eupon she closed thedoor and locked it.

Duty done, Mizel gave way to Birin Caylon, whose son had just now died, shelay her cheek against theinner door—
and mourned hispassing.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Hefounditin a desert, so he told me—the only living thing in two days walk. A skinny stick with a couple leaves



near thetop, that'sall it wasthen.

| don't remember the name of the world it came from. He might not have told me. Wherever it was, when his Troop
finally picked him up, Jela wouldn't leave 'til he'd dug up that damned skinny stick of a tree and planted it real
careful in an old ration tin. Carried it in his arms onto transport. And nobody dared to laugh.

—Excerpted from Cantrayos Phelium's L og Book

"Yes" thedoorkeeper at Chonsdlta Healer Hall Sighed, stepping back to allow them insde. " Jon dea' Cort had said
you would be hereand that it was out of hispower to prevent you." He cdosed thedoor and beckoned. Silent, they
followed him down a short hallway and into a small parlor.

"Thereiswineon the sideboard, and filled bread. Hall M aster will be down to speak to you very soon. In the
meanwhile, | am asked to convey to Pilot yos Phelium the Master'smost urgent pleafor serenity. We have novices
in-Hall." Hebowed and l&ft them, thedoor swinging shut on hishedls.

In the center of theroom, Korval sighed, then turned, looking down at her from eyesasgiving asobsidian.

" Shall you wish refreshment, pilot?" he asked, with a gentleness shewould not have expected, from such eyes. " Seat
yoursdf, | beg. | have used you cruely thisevening, when you arealready in pain through my ineptitude. At leadt, let
mebring you a cup of wine"

" Thank you," Samiv said, movingto a doublechair and sinking into the soft cushionswith bleary gratitude. " | believe
| will st, but | do not think wine..."

Thedoor swung open and awhite-haired woman in plain shirt and trousers stepped into the chamber. She bowed,
briefly.

" Chonsdta Hall Master Ethilen. Pray, Pilot tel'l zak, do not trouble your sdf torise. Recruit your strength.” She
turned her facetoward theman in the center of theroom.

"Wdl, Korval?"

"Not well, Magter Ethilen,” hereplied. " You have Adliana Caylon in keeping here. Thereport | have of her condition
from the pilotsat Chonsdlta Guild is—terrifying. | will see her, of your kindness."

"Alas"
Samiv saw Korval's shoulder stense, though his voice was as calm as always.

" She had wanted me, said the pilotsat Guildhall. | would show her sheisnot abandoned by onein whom she placed
trust. | am her co-pilot. | havethisright."

"MastersKestraand Tom Sen arewith Pilot Caylon. | cannot allow interference of their work at thisjuncture. The
report you have from the pilot's guild-fellows appear sover stated. It isin her best interest that her co-pilot allow
himself to be satisfied with this preliminary information and retireto Solcintra.”

"Korval, you areblindingtheHouse," theold woman said gernly, and hed up ahand. " Yes, | Seethat you are
attempting to control your sdlf, and | thank you most sincerely for the effort. Without it, my shielding would not be
aufficient to allow meto stand in the sameroom with you and conver se. However, no amount of conver sewill deliver
you to Pilot Caylon'ssidethisevening. Believe mein verymost earnest." Shesighed and lowered her hand.

" Daav, go home. Come again tomor row. Shewill loveyou nolessthen."

Therewasamoment of slence char ged so strongly Samiv felt the hairsriseon her arm. Then, Korval swept abow to



theold Hedler.

" Tomorrow, Magter Ethilen, | am not denied.”

Sheinclined her head.

Samiv got her feet under her and rose, muzzy-headed and aching.

"Pilot."

Shelooked up into aface utterly without expression. Korval offered hisarm.

" Allow metotakeyou to your delm.”

Shesat in the co-pilot's chair, but her board wasdark. Korval flew, slent, ashe had been sinceleaving Healer Hall.
"Samiv," hesaid, and she started, though he spoke gently.

She gtraightened against the webbing and looked to him, seeing the side of hisface, the quick, clever fingers, moving
among hisinstruments.

"Yes, pilot?"

Heglanced over to her—lightless eyesin a hewn-gold face—then went back to hisboard. " | wish you will tell me
true. May you?"

Shelicked her lips. " Yes."

" Good," hemurmured. " | wish to know if you, of your own will and heart, desirethismarriagewhich ispromised to
your delm."

Of her own will and heart. A Scout'squestion, phrased asif one'sown will and heart had place within the weavings of
kin and duty. And yet...

"1f I were—my own delm—I would not seek themarriage,” she said dowly, feding along those unaccustomed
threads of personal desire. " |—forgiveme..."

"1 had asked," hesaid softly. " Thereisno need to ask forgivenessfor truth, among comrades, en?"

"Jug 0." Shetook abreath, handsfisted on her lap. " Truly, Korval, | find |—like—you much morethan ever |—
But I do not think that we should—that we should—suit," she finished, somewhat helplesdy.

"Ah." Moreslence, and she sat back into the chair. It cameto her to wonder what her delm might think, could she
hear Samiv in such a conversation with her affianced husband, and hiccuped a laugh.

" Areyou ableto bear somelittle of your delm'sdispleasure?" heasked abruptly. " | swear that | will takeall that |
might to mysdlf. But sheisbound to be displeased with you."

" Sheisdispleased with menow," Samiv said blearily. " | wasnever to have cometo ask your aid, you know."

"1 see. In that wise, | bdievewe may win you free of the Tree sattentions, pilot. Y ou need only stand firm and quiet.
And swvear meonething."

Sheblinked. " What shall | swear?"

Helooked at her, onedark brow up. " Cometo me, when your delm’'sanger has cooled, and let usfinish Balance
between us”

"Korval, thereisnothing owing. |—"

"I must beg you to allow meto know the extent of my own debt,” heinterrupted, all stern-voiced and by-the-Code.



Samiv strangled arising giggle and managed to incline her head.
" Asyou will, sir. When | may, | will cometoyou, in order to complete Balance. My word upon it."
"Thank you," said Korval, and flicked up the comm toggle.

" Thisisyour notion of propriety?' Dem Bindan demanded. " Of withholding from scandal? Of safety and respect for
Bindan'streasure? | supposeit ameretriflefor you, Korval, nothing higher than alark! Certainly, gotothe
oppositeend of theworld for your mischief, for ce your sdlf into a clanhouse, hold a nadelm at gunpoint, subvert the
youth and steal away the second daughter! Amusing in the extreme, | make no doubt! Certainly, Delm Guayar
thought the news ddlicious. He called while | wasyet at breakfast to shareit with me. | could have hidden my facel

" And you—" Sheturned her eyesto Samiv.

"1 haveonly respect," Daav murmured, " for the honor and thefortitude of Samiv td'lzak, who stood staunch, asa
troth-wife must and—"

"Troth-wife!" Bindan spun. " If you darebdlieve, after last evening's escapade, that | will allow one of Bindan torisk
her sdf and her honor in support of your mad whim—Good-day, sir! Your man of businesswill hear from mine."

Had henot been frantic to return to Chonsdta, hewould have laughed aloud. Clonak'sfather had done hiswork with
admirablethoroughness. And, doubtless, hethought wryly, enjoyed every moment of it.

Hebowed to Bindan's outraged face. " Good-day, ma'am. Pilot. Seep well."
"1f your Lordship,” Bindan'sbutler murmured from the doorway, " will attend me. | will escort you to the door.”

Charged with unexpended adrenaline, Daav strode acr ossthe glade, laid both palmsagainst thetrunk and glared up
into the branches.

"You may giveover terrorizing Samiv tel'lzak," hesaid, voice shaking. " Sheand | will not wed."

Thebark beneath hishandswarmed. " Yes, very good!" he snarled, snatching hishandsaway. " Approve me, do! What
shall it mean to you, that afine pilot wasall but destroyed for your whim? What shall any of us mean to you, who has
seen usall die—from Jelato Chi! Breed-stock, arewe? Then hear mewd|!"

Hewasin the center of the glade now, with no clear notion of how he had gotten there, handsfisted at hissides,
shouting up into the branches asif the ancient, alien sentience cared— had ever cared—for his puny, human
anguish.

"1 shall lifemate Adlliana Caylon, if shewill have me, and if you dare—darel—frighten or in any way discontent her,
I will chop you down with my own hands!"

Hiswordshung for amoment, and wer e gone, swallowed by the &ill, warm air. Daav took a
breath—another—ddiberately relaxed hisfigts...

In the height of the branches, something moved.

Hetensed, recalling thetorrent of trash that had greeted Samiv tdl'l zak, thinking that the Tree could easily and with
no harm toitself loose a branch onto hisunprotected head, thus disposing of a breed-line that had failed of its
promise.

Thenoisegrew louder. Daav crouched, ready to leap in any direction.

And fel to hisknees as dozens of seedpods cascaded around him.

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

The heart keeps its own Code.
—Anonymous

The doorkeeper showed him to a private parlor, served him wineand left him alone, murmuring that the M aster



would bewith him soon.

Thewinewas sweet and sat ill on a stomach roiled with fear. He set it aside after a single sip and paced the length of
theroom, unableto sit decently and await hishogt.

Behind him, thedoor opened, and he spun, too quickly. Master Healer Kestra paused on thethreshold and showed her
hands, palmsup and empty, eyebrowslifted ironically.

Ignoring irony, Daav bowed greeting, counting time as he had not done since hewas a halfling, throttling pilot speed
down to normality, though his nerves screamed for speed.

TheHealer returned hisbow with an inclination of her head and walked over to the clustered chairs. She arranged
her self comfortably in oneand looked up at him, face neutral.

"Wedl,Korval."
Hedrifted afew pacesforward. " Truly, Master Kestra?"

Shewaved impatiently at the chair oppositeher. " | will not be stalked, sir! Sit, sit! And be till, for love of the gods!
You'reloud enough to give an old woman a headache—and to no purpose. She'sfine"

Hiskneesgaveway and, perforce, hesat. " Fine."

" Oh, alittle burn—nothing worrisome, | assureyou! For themost part, the L earner never touched her. She knew
her danger quickly and crafted her protection well. She created her self an obsession: an entire star system, which
required her constant and total concentration—I should say, calculation!— to remain viable." Shesmiled, fondly, so
it seemed to Daav. " Brilliant! The Lear ning M odulewill not disturb rational cognition." She moved her shoulders.

"Tom Sen and | removed the obsession, and placed the deep upon her. Wedid not consider, under the circumstances,
that it waswiseto erase painful memory, though we did put— say, we caused those memoriestofed distant to her.
Thussheremainswary, yet unimpeded by immediatefear.” Another rippleof her shoulders.

" For therest, shepassed afew hoursin the'doc for the cutsand bruises. | spokewith her not an hour agoand | am
well-satisfied with our work."

Daav closed hiseyes. Shewas well. Hewastrembling, he noted distantly, and hischest burned.
"Korval?'

Hecleared histhroat, opened hiseyesand inclined hishead. " Accept my thanks," he said, voice steady in the formal
phrasing.

"Certainly," Kestramurmured, and paused, theline of afrown between her brows.
"You should beinformed," shesaid, abruptly, and Daav fdt a chill run hisspine.

"Informed?" herepeated, when several seconds had passed and the Healer had said nomore. " Isshethen not—
entirely—wdl, Master Kestra?"

She moved a hand—half-negation. " Of thismost recent injury, you need have no further concern. However, therewas
another matter—a traumaleft untended. Scar tissue, you would say.”

"Yes" hemurmured, recalling. " She had said shethought it—too late—to seek aHealer."

"In someways, shewascorrect," Kestraadmitted. " Much of the damage has been integrated into the per sonality
grid. On thewhole, good use has been made of a bad start—she'sstrong, never doubt it. | did what | could, wherethe
scarshindered growth." Shesighed lightly and sat back in her chair.

"Thereason | mention the matter toyou isthat | find—an anomaly—within Scholar Caylon's pattern.”

Daav frowned. " Anomaly?"

TheHealer sighed. " Call it a—seed pattern. It's sat off in a—oh, a cul-de-sac!—by itsdlf and it bear sno resemblance



whatsoever to theremainder of her pattern. Although | have seen a pattern remarkably likeit, elsewhere
"Haveyou?" Daav looked at her." Where?"

Master Healer Kestra smiled wearily, raised afinger and pointed at the vacant air just above hishead.
"There"

It took a moment to assimilate, wracked ashewas. " You say," hesaid dowly, " that Adlianaand | are—true
lifemates.”

Kestra sighed. " Now, of that, thereis somedoubt. The seed-pattern wasfound in the area of densest scarring.” She
looked at him closdly, her eyesgrave.

"You under tand, thedamagein that area of her pattern was—enormous. Had a Healer been summoned at thetime of
trauma—however, we shall not weep over spilt wine! | have—pruned away what | could of the scar tissue. At theleadt,
shewill beeasier for it—moreopen tojoy. That the seed will grow now, after these year swithout nurture—I cannot
say that it will happen.”

Hegared at her, seeing pity in her eyes. Hismind would not quite hold the infor mation—Adliana. She was his
degtined lifemate—the other half of awizar d'smatch. Hewasto have shared with Adlianawhat Er Thom shared with
hisAnne... She had been hurt—several times hurt—grievoudy hurt and no one called to tend her, may Clan Mizel
dwindleto dugt in hislifetime!

Hedrew adeep breath, closed hiseyes, reached through the anger and the anguish, found the method herequired and
spun it into place.

Hewas standing in a circle of pureand utter peace, safe within that secret soul-place where anger never came, and
sorrow shifted away like sand.

" And who," Kegtra demanded, " taught you that?"

He opened hiseyes, hand risingtotouch hisearring. " Thegrandmother of atribe of hunter-gatherers, on aworld
whose name | may not giveyou." He peered through the bright gill peace; located another scrap of information: " She
said that | was always—busy—and so she taught meto—be till."

" All honor to her," Kestramurmured.

" All honor toher," Daav agreed and rose on legsthat trembled very little, really. " May | see Adlliana now?"
Theroom was sun-filled and fragrant, with wide windows giving onto the Healers extensive gar dens. She stood in the
open window, looking out on therows of flower s—a dender woman in along green robe, her tawny hair caught back

with a plain silver hair-ring.

He made no noisewhen he entered, but sheturned asif shehad heard him, asmileon her faceand her eyes



glorioudly green.

"Daav," shesaid, and walked into hisarms.
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Prena'ma- Storyteller
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Thawla- Mother (Low Liaden; approximatey Mommy)
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Tra'savalecta- Good morning (Low Liaden)
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Valcon Berant'a - Dragon'sPriceor Dragon Hoard, the name of Korval'svalley
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