CHAPTER ONE

His name was Gem and he was athief.

With stedlth and in utter silence, he dipped down the darkened hallway to the door he sought.
Gently, he brought the specidly etched glove from his shirt and laid it, pdm-flat, againgt the lockplate.

The door sighed gudtily asit opened, and Gem crouched, ears straining to catch the dightest hint
of unrest from the household dumbering about him.

Slenceindl parts of the house. Thetdltale on hiswrist showed no surge of energy, asfrom the
triggering of aremote darm. The room itself was dark, dightly cool and smelling of must. Gem did the
infraglasses down over hiseyes and sepped insde.

Hisinformation from here forward was nerve-wrackingly vague, so he went dowly, dert to the
possibility of pressure-sengitivetiles, sending the tiny eectronic spiders ahead of him, step by cautious
step, until he was a the caseitsdlf, and never an alarm had been raised.

A lesswary man, or athief yet short of mastering the craft, might have grinned histriumph here,
and laid his hands upon the case. Gem hunkered down before it, adjusted the lenses to maximize detall
and began a painstaking study of the frame and the shatterproof crystal, while the little spiders perched
on hisshouldersand clung to hishair.

Close scrutiny revealed no trip-wires or darm-grids; readout from hiswrist was
uncompromisingly flat. Gem frowned and sat back on hisheds, mindful of the passing of time; mindful,
too, of the value of the object within the case, which none but amoonling would alow to sit, all
unguarded, except for the laughable outsde intruder-net.

Mordra El Theman was no moonling, despite that Gem was even now well within her house, with
neither her invitation nor her permission. He stared at the case and that which was within the case, felt the
skittering of spider claws at his nape and frustration in his heart.

The case was not booby trapped, unlessthe trap was so sophigticated that the very advanced
equipment he carried on his person detected no hint.

Gem stood up and lifted the lid, carefully locked it in the raised position and was till, barely
breathing, ears strained to the ultimate, eyeson thetdltae.

All was quiet in the house; the readout showed not even thetiniest spike of energy that might bea
cry of warning to the police.

He bent his attention to the object of his desire, minutely, and found no webs of light or wire
indicating that it wasitsaf atrap. He sent aspider to perch on the rosette rim. It glided down the gilded,
arching side to the floor of the case and discovered no pressure-plate there.

The same spider clambered back up to thelip of the urn and dipped down inside, suspended by
alineof synthetic slk. Itstiny half-chip brain sent impressionsto the telltale, which refined them for the
man's understanding.

There was something within the urn, but not yet the alarm he had begun to hope for.

Instead, hisinstruments showed something organic; undive; uncontagious. Gem caled the spider
home, barely noticing asit climbed across his hand and took afirm grip on hisdeeve. No darms. None.
Unbdievable.

Unbdieving, Gem extended a plas-gloved hand and curled hisfingers around the urn's neck.

Revulson erupted within him; revulson and afear so consummeate that his heartbeat spiked,
swest beading hisface, sheathing hisbody; his bladder threatened to fail and he shook so hard that three
of the spidersfell from their perchesto the floor and scrambled to ascend histrousers.

Terror built, firing hisimagination so that he heard the whole household roar awake and come
running toward thisroom; and heard Srensin the front court; felt the irons aready on hiswrist-

"Ahl"

Barely asound at al, loud in hisfevered ears, he bit hislip to keep another from escaping, jerked
his hand away from the urn, brought the lid clumsly down and went acrass the room in astumbling
shamble. Ingtinct done closed the door; sheer animal wiliness got him silently down the long, darkened
hall and to the window he had breached; the stem discipline that made him a master craftsman closed that



window and erased dl Sgnsof hisentry.

He reached the street, heart ill stuttering, shivering as the sweet dried and the dawn breezes
found him; and he walked for along time, rubbing the hand that had touched the thing down histhigh,
over and over, asif the pam were burned.

CHAPTER TWO

Two dayslater, hewasat lliam's, admiring the view and a certain aquamarine necklace, when a
man stepped to his side and lightly touched hisdeeve.

"Gem ser Edreth?

Heturned dowly, for the voice was not familiar, nor, once faced, was the man: Tdlish, stocky,
middleaged and gentedl; exactly the sort of person one expected to find at Iliam's Curiogity Shop of an
afternoon.

"Y ou have the advantage of me, sir," he murmured, smiling courteoudy and dipping hisdeeve
away from the other'sfingers.

The man bowed dightly. "I have come from Saxony Belaconto,” he said softly. " She greatly
desiresafavor from your honor."

"l am, of course, overwhelmed by the lady's condescension, but | am not in the habit of doing
favors”

"Ms. Belaconto," said the gented individua smoothly, "repays her favors-generoudy.”

"I would not have thought otherwise," Gem answered; "and | am desolate to disappoint her. If it
were anything but alife-rule, sir, laid down to me by Edreth himsdf ... Convey my very heartfelt regret to
your lady, and my certainty that shewill easly find another able to oblige her

The man's face showed that which might not be considered quite gented ; then he was bowing, as
others came to admire the aguamarine necklace.

"Good-day, Sr," hesad tightly.

"Good-day," said Gem, and moved off to look at the other displays.

He did gedl the aguamarine set. Later, he wondered if it had been an omen.

The second contact was less auspicious. two burly individuas, conspicuoudy armed, waiting in
the dimness of Third Noon, blocking the narrow courtway to his house.

"Gem ser Edreth," snapped the burlier of the two. He bowed, trying not to measure his dightness
againg their bulk; or to weigh his skill with the sorl-knife againgt their probable accuracy with the jutting
rapid-fires.

"Gentles"

"Ms. Belaconto sent us. Y ou know why." The dimmer of the pair held atruncheon, which she
dapped rhythmicaly against her pam. Gem stared at her with what coldness he could muster and the
bully hesitated; glared.

"l wastold," he said to the spokesman, "that Ms. Belaconto desired afavor. | have dready
explained that | could not oblige her. Henron houses severa members of my profession-and Zeltais not
that far to send, if no one on-world meets the lady's requirements.”

"Ms. Beaconto wantsyou," the one with the truncheon said, and grinned. " She said to hurt you,
if you werent-obliging.”

"Oh, nonsense," he snapped. "What possible good would it do to beat me? If | agreed to
accommodate your mistress at the end of it, I'd hardly bein shapeto fulfill my guarantee. Andif | il
refused-even if you killed mel-she would be faced with the same problem. | cannot believethe Vornet is
asinefficient asthat!"

The truncheon-holder blinked and turned to her partner, who sighed. "That's right. But we could
hurt you without hurting you, if you teke my meaning.”

Gem shook his head, mentally working the moves, measuring how far they stood from the door



to hishouse; measuring how far he might be able to run.

"If you're going to beat me," he sad irritably, "then get on with it; but | assure you my answer will
be no different at the end than it isnow: My sincere gpologiesto your mistress, but | smply cannot oblige
her."

Shewas very fast: he sensed, rather than saw the truncheon snapping toward his head and spun
inthe move Edreth had drilled him in until he danced it in hisdeep.

The tick whizzed by and the sorl-blade was out in the same ingtant, dicing back aong the line of
attack; drawing blood on his assailant's upper arm-the merest pinprick, but she grunted surprise.

The stick sang again and he twisted, danced under it and sSideways, hisarm snaking up and over
her shoulder, until the blade rested, gently, againgt her throat.

"Dropit!"

Shedid, noisily; and her partner raised empty hands. Gem considered his position, blade
absolutely steady, just nicking the skin.

It did not do to wantonly kill the servants of the Vornet; and this pair were doing nothing more
than their duty to their leader. He looked at the man; saw the rapid-fire il in its holster; saw the empty
hands and nonthreatening stance.

"You'l carry my word to Ms. Belaconto?"

The other nodded. "The messageisthat Gem ser Edreth declinesto perform aservice for
Saxony Belaconto. Forcefully.”

"That is," Gem agreed, "the message." He stepped back and did the sorl-knife away. The man
turned to go; the woman bent to retrieve her truncheon.

"Leaveit!" he snagpped; and she looked at him in surprise before glancing at her mate. "L eaveit,”
the man said and she did, the two of them fading down the narrow courtway and out into the main street.

When he was sure they were gone, Gem picked the truncheon up and hurled it with al his
strength to the roof across the cowl.

CHAPTER THREE

Events quieted. Gem went about his several businesses, though he kept awary eye out, and on
the evening of the third day he alowed himsdlf to believe that the Vornet had relinquished itsinterest in
him. Nor, indeed, did the next disturbancein hislife come from that quarter.

Hewas at Kayj€e's Concourse, having alight nuncheon and watching the play, when Phred
approached and bowed.

"Master Gem, there is one here who asksto share your table.”

He frowned, because here, of course, wasthe Vornet again, when he had dared to think them
safely settled.

"Theyoung person in scarlet, Sir,” Phred murmured, under the guise of refreshing Gem'swine,

Heturned his head dightly to look and found his glance captured across the room by apair of
enormous black eyes, sparkling bright in the dimness of the club; he broke the contact and picked up his
glass.

"Send her away."

"Yes, dr. Your pardon, Sir."

Gem returned his attention to the action at the Spyro, sipping now and then, but abruptly without
taste for his nuncheon. Out of the corner of an eye, he saw Phred speak to the young person in scarlt,
saw her begin to protest; saw the discreet intercession of the bouncer. Confronted with both headman
and bully, she hesitated and findly left, shoulders defiantly straight in the bright cloth.

Gem joined the crowd in the center of the Concourse; wagered a bit on the Whedl; had another
glass of wine and bought adeck at the Knave'stable. In due time he collected hiswinnings and turned his
steps toward home.

He had bardly stepped away from the brightly lit pedstrip and onto the DownRamp when hefelt



her fal in beside him; heard ayoung, firm voice:

"Anjemdti Krigefyon."

He neither quickened his pace nor dowed it; nor did he glance aside or give any sign that he had
heard.

"I am Corbinye Faztherot," she continued, hurriedly, matching him, stride for stride. "1 know that
thisis not done seemly, but the need isgreat, and | ask that you forgive the informality forced upon me.
My rooms are nearby, if you would but step aside..."

Stll, he did not dter his pace; her voice might have been the whisper of river wind againgt his
earsfor al theheed he gaveit.

"Wearekin!" she cried, shockingly loud in the stillness of the 'Ramp. " Of the same Ship and
Captain! You must hear me-the courtesy, at least, of areply-" Her hand wason hisarm and at last he
did stop and spun to face her in the dimness; saw with noontime clarity the space-tanned face; the huge
light-sengitive eyes; the short pale hair and the long, lithe grace of her; felt the strength in her fingersand
ripped hisarm away.

"I do not know you," he said coldly, "and | do not know your kinsman. | am Gem ser Edreth and
| have no kin, and none to order me, now that my master is dead. You should mind your manners and not
be snatching the arms of strangersin the dark, young miss, or you'l find yourself hurt-or wronged and in
the Blue House"

"You are Anjemdti Kristefyon,” her voice waslow; exultant in its surety; "child of Captain
MaijelaKrigefyon of the Ship Gardenspot. Y ou carry the genes of the Crew; you are the
Captain-to-Be, who is now the Captain-in-Truth. The Ship isin danger and you areforetold in the
Tomorrow Log-"

"Andyou," he snarled, "are mad! Good-night, moonling, and may the gods conspireto alow you
livethrough the night!"

He spun away then, and ran to the base of the 'Ramp; going from there through al the backways
home, trying with dl hisskill to lose her. When hefindly did reach Jlvon Court, he hovered long at the
entrance-way, straining ears and dark-seeing eyes.

At last, convinced that she was no longer with him, he entered his house, went Straight to the bar,
and poured himself abrandy.

CHAPTER FOUR

His name was Anjemdti Kristefyon; he was nine years old, his mother was dead, and hisUncle
Indemion hated him.

There were blows, and hard words about faulty genes, for his mother had mated with no man of
the Crew, but with a Grounder, and had exulted in the spindly, haf-blind boy that union produced, to her
brother's cold disgust.

The blows were hard to take, but the words were harder, especialy when they dedlt with his
mother, so that he cried aoud and felt acid in his own heart. And the acid grew until the day he drew his
boy's blade and launched himsdlf a the man, surprising both by drawing blood, by the strength and
determination of the attack.

The beating that time was very bad.

Not long after, hisuncle took him to Prongdil. They walked adismd port-fair to atinking
tavern, hisuncle's hand brutal about his arm. The place grew quiet asthey entered, then erupted noisily as
they marched toward the back of the room.

"Hey, Olbi, look at thisl A father and son act!”

"A hdf-whed for thelittle one, don't he look fresh!™

"Fresh! Unplucked, I'll warrant-a whole whed for thevirgin!"

"Asif you'd know what to do with him! Beautiful mouth, en?"

Thislast drew abit of laughter and he fdlt hisface heat, though he barely knew why. Hisuncle



pulled on him roughly then, and he stopped.

The person behind the table stared at him, then shifted her gaze upward, eyebrowslifting. "Hesa
bit undergrown, for twelve."

"Hisfather wasthus, mistress, and the child favorshim.”

"l see" Sheraised her glass and drank, placed it carefully aside, and beckoned with a
broad-fingered hand. "Come here, boy."

Hisuncle pushed him and let go. Anjemdti hesitated, reluctant to go to the woman, willing dmost
to run through that noisy mob....

"Ah-hal" The woman laughed, extended along arm and drew him close. "He thinks he may not
like me-and he knows he doesn't like you." The hand on hisarm was neither crud nor kind; the fingers
that tipped his face toward the meager light and stroked his cheeks and hair flesh, warm and efficient.

"What's your name, boy?"

"Hisnameis Anjemdlti," hisuncle said hurriedly, and the woman glared a him.

"Can he spesk for himsdlf, or are you peddling damaged goods, as well as underaged?!

"He can speak, migtress." His uncle's voice was dmost subdued.

"Good." She brought her gaze back to him, ran judgmenta fingers down histhroat, casudly
unseded thefirg severd fastenings of hisshirt. "What's your name?”

"Anjemdti Krigtefyon," he said, and jerked his head irritably. " Stop that."

"A touch of pirit, isit? Now, Anjemalti, who is the man who brought you here?' She continued
to unsed hisshirt, dipped her hand againgt his flesh and probed, laughing when he flinched away.

"My Uncle Indemion.”

"Ishe?" Shetouched a bruise and frowned dightly; began to close his shirt. "Do you know that
your uncle has brought you here to sell, Anjemalti? He beats you, | see, so maybeitsjust aswel. My
clients are quite gented-most of them-and would hardly think of besting so well-favored aboy. Though
I'm not sure you'd do in abordello, Anjemdti-no, I'm certain of it-too much spirit. How old are you?'

"Nineyears, Standard.”

"All, yes, underaged ..." She glanced over hishead. "I'll givethreefull rounds of gold. My fina
price

"Three rounds, mistress? But he'sworth far more than that! Undergrown heis, yet you admit he
isnot ill-favored. Surely so well-traveled alady as yourself knows of aperson or two with
more-sophigticated-inclinations....”

"l do not dicker," she said flatly. "My priceisthree rounds, which you take or you leave. | advise
you to takeit, mysdlf, or cut the lad's throat and accept the loss.”

Hegtation. "I accept the price of three full rounds of gold. Be warned, though, mistress-he hasa
brooding and murderous nature. Beating iswhat he understands best; | suggest your clients be made
aware of it, that they do not endanger themsalves by failing to keep him pliant.”

The woman was standing, one hand till encircling Anjemdti's arm. With the other, shefishedin
her pouch, extracted three yellow coins, and tossed them, negligently.

"Feepaid,” she said tondlesdy, as Indemion snatched the money out of the air. She stepped
away from the table, pulling Anjemati with her, and brought him safely through the quiet bar and out into
the port.

He woke, sweat-soaked; abandoned his bed and dragged on old, soft trousers and afaded shirt,
not bothering with the lights until he wasin hisworkshop. Here, he must have light, for he could not see
well enough in the dark to do theintricate eectronic tinkering.

He shook his head irritably as he sat at the bench. Edreth had found his'assstant's dark-seeing
nothing short of wonderful, while Indemion Kristefyon had seen proof of inferiority in his nephew's
shortened range of vison. And now thisfanatic girl, crying out for anyone to hear that, blind as he was,
the Tomorrow Log held hisname.



"The Tomorrow Log!" He picked the wounded spider up; sat Staring at it with unseeing eyes.
The Tomorrow Log was atde for children; asupposed prophecy, passed down from the First Captain.
Evenif it existed, the name of a sold-off and despised haf-breed would hardly appesar, attached with any
honor.

"My nameis Gem ser Edreth," he told the spider tautly. It was not so bad aname, nor had
Edreth been so bad a master, merely wishing, as he had, to pass on his skills and understandingsto a
worthy successor. For the universeiswide and full of strange custom, so that even the profession of thief
ison someworlds honorable. Always supposing, of course, that one worked for onesdlf, as Edreth had
done, and took care to avoid entanglements-and the doing of favors.

Especidly the doing of favors. And most especidly favorsfor the like of the Vornet.

Gem opened the tiny mechanica thing carefully, probing insde with a power-pik barely thicker
than a cat-whisker. Edreth had professed wonder at Gem's patience for such tasks, aswell, but
encouraged him to pursue the interest, saying that even the most successful of thieves might sometime
require a more mundane trade.

It occurred to Gem, in that far, objective bit of his mind not at this moment concerned with the
allments of mechanical spiders, that Henron had become aless-than-satisfactory base of late. The
attentions of the Vornet alone would make departure prudent. Add the crazed Ship-girl-what was her
name? Corbinye?-to the equation and prudence argued for even precipitous withdrawal . After dl, Lady
Ro, of which he owned athird, wasin port; and Dart was due within athree-day.

Stll, it went againgt one's pride to turn his back on mere difficulties. Corbinye, he had dispatched
already. The Vornet was rather more problematic, but it would not do to become known as one who
had run from them.

"Anjemdti Kristefyon is sold, dead and gone," hetold the spider, reseding the cover and setting
it onitsmany legs; "and Gem ser Edreth does not run from hisenemies.”

He touched the control pad on hiswrist and the tiny insectoid obeyed the impulse, dancing as he
directed.

CHAPTERHVE

She was waiting, wedged into aniche in the ornamental wall opposite his door, still and patient as
any of the other Statues.

Gem swore under his breath and strode straight across the court, with the intention of snatching
her out of her shadow and administering a very sound shaking.

But, before he had gone four steps, she stepped out of the niche and raised her right hand,
shoulder-high and open. "Good-day, Anjemati.”

"Gods scorn you for afool!" He stopped just out of reach, in case the desire to shake her
became overmastering; took a deep breath and exhded it.

"How did you find this place?' he asked, quieter.
She looked at him out of astonished black eyes. "I am of the Crew. It was not difficult to trall
you."

"Thenit will not be difficult to find your way back. | havetold you that | am not the one you seek;
and | havetold you to let me be. | demand that you cease this harassment and that you remove yoursalf
from my attention.” He leaned forward; snapped the last of it with dl the power of command Edreth had
taught him: "'Leave me now!"

Congternation showed in the lean face; and confusion. She shifted in her shadow-pool, eyes
narrowed dightly againgt the glare of First Noon, and gnawed her lip, but she neither Ieft nor effaced
hersdlf, to Gem's dismay. Instead, she took a step toward him, and made asif to lay ahand upon his
deeve, though she did not quite touch him.

"Anjemdti," shesad, in tones of gentle reason; "kinsman. | cannot know al your whysand
wherefores, who have been away from usfor so long. But it isfoolish to deny your true nameto me. | am



of the Crew, in linefor Firdt, serving as Worldwalker, and Seeker for the Ship. | found thefirst trace of
your uncle's mutiny; followed Sal Than Kermin to the ends of her route and persuaded her to say who
hed bought you."

She drew hersdlf up. "A year and more| followed Edreth ser Janna, only to afind adead man at
the end of it, and that his apprentice was as skilled in disappearance as the master had been.”

A pause, during which he returned her stare, stone-faced. "So," she said softly, "1 know you,
Anjemdlti; and | know that | have found you. Whatever your schemes and business among Grounders,
they are nothing, for your Ship needs you and you are caled home."

"Damn your ship!" he cried and saw her flinch in horror, hand lifting to ward away the words.

"Damn your ship and damn your crew,” Gem daborated, pressing his advantage. "Y ou know
nothing of me, of my business, of my necessities, or my life. Y ou have found Gem ser Edreth, who
repudiates you and yours and forbids you to come near him! Cometo meagain and regret it...." He
glared at her. "Do you believe that | mean what | say?"

"Yes, Anjemadlti, | bedievethat." Still she stood there, staring at him out of enormous eyes.

"Then leave mel™

"The Tomorrow Log," Corbinye said then, asif al of hisranting had been mere pleasantry,
"names the child of a Captain and a Grounder as the Captain who will bring the Ship out of the greatest
danger we have faced since the Exodus itself. The danger isnot just to Gardenspot, but to al the Ships
and all the Crews. Y ou are the one named to save us-"

"The Tomorrow Log isatdefor children-and for hafwits. It has nothing to do with me. Go!"

She stamped her foot, voicerising to ashout. "1 have not sought you, world to world, year to
year, to take 'nay’ from anill-tempered brat asmy fina orders!”

"A finerespect,” Gem drawled, "to show for the Captain Hero." He snapped forward, put his
face close to hers and spoke ddliberately. "1 am not yours. Go away."

So saying, heleft her there, and she let him go, which upon reflection, did not make him entirely
easy. He turned the matter over as he went from errand to errand, and made a note to speak to Dart's
Captain Skot, when that ship came to port.

CHAPTER SIX

The research had gone dowly: held uncovered the breath of a possbility, nothing more, and
Shilban in such avile mood it was worth Gem's entire fortune, and the Vornet'sas well, to disturb the
scholar today.

Standing on the rotting verandah, he stared out over the city, rubbing the palm of hisright hand
down histhigh and frowning. Tomorrow. Tomorrow he would have the answer to the riddle of what
protected Mordra El Theman'streasure so well. The day after, at the very latest, he would have an
antidote-and damn Shilban's moods! Three days hence, the vase would be hisand on its way off-world.

Gem nodded, discovered his hand till rubbing againgt hisleg, and balled it into afist. Third Noon
was long past, and darkness was settling comfortably over the city below. He abruptly decided against
going home. He would need to come back to Shilban's Library early tomorrow morning in any wise; it
was senseless to add atrip from across the city and Down to the day's labors.

He crossed the verandah gingerly, sprang over the disintegrating steps and descended the dope
toward the 'Ramp that would bear him down to UpTown.

* * %

Dinner coversremoved by the efficient Phred, Gem leaned back in his chair and sipped an
excdlent brandy, languidly watching the ebb and flow of people within the Concourse. Therewerea
good many tourists among the players; if he still picked pockets he would have done quite well this
evening. Not that Edreth had sanctioned the picking of pockets as more than an exercisein versatility.



He-and his apprentice-were of the elite, who stole art objects and vauables far beyond mere money or
day-jewels.

Theirswas the glory and the greater gain, Edreth had said often enough; and, which he did not
say, theirswasthe greatest risk. A mere pickpocket might be fined, or lose ayear of consciousnessin the
Blue House, while hisbody did service. A master thief, unlikely asit wasthat such would be
apprehended, would lose hisfortune, hisname and quitelikdly hislife, for Henron, at least, did not
believein rehabilitation of the persona, not with the demand for bodies so high. And so profitable.

Watching the players, he did not see them until they were upon him: an expensvely dressed
woman flanked by two men who wore vests, so the gunswould not offend. But the guns were there,
nonethel ess; as apparent as Phred and the Concourse bouncer were absent.

Gem st hisdrink aside, rose and bowed asthey cameto histable, deeply and with profound
respect. He straightened in time to see the surprise in the woman's eyes; smiled and showed her his
empty handsin the age-old gesture of welcome.

"My lady. | am amazed and honored to seeyou.”

Surprise had faded; the aquamarine eyes held speculation. "But you made sure that you would,”
she said, and her voice matched her person-lovely and expensive and very, very dangerous. " See me."

He made a show of astonishment. "1? How could | make sure of such athing?’

"By ignoring my messages and confounding my messengers.” Shelifted ahand glittering with
jewels, motioned. "May | St?'

"If it pleases you,” Gem said, though it far from pleased him. He watched as her gun-sworn
pulled the chair out for her; and sat a the sameingtant she did, as an equa chieftain would, and affected
not to see that the second gunman had raised hishand to his vest.

"May | offer you brandy, my lady?" heinquired courteoudy. "Wine?"

She lifted afinger and the man's hand dropped; smiled coolly a Gem. "Brandy would be
pleasant. Thank you.”

Heraised his own hand and Phred was magicaly at hissde, whisking away the haf-empty snifter
and replacing it with two, generoudly filled.

"Y ou do not answer my charge, Master ser Edreth,” said Saxony Belaconto, laying her
be eweled handsflat upon the table and fixing him with those dluring eyes.

He gazed back, his own hands relaxed and in sight. "What should | answer, lady? Y our
messengers gpproached me twice. In each instance | gave them a message to take back to you. If they
faled of this, then | can only suggest-with al courtesy-that you must look to the quality of your
employees.” He dropped his eyes momentarily; brought them back to hers.

"Asfor confounding your messenger-she was overzealous, to my mind, and required alesson.
Y ou note that she came back to you intact.”

"| did note that, yes." Sheraised her glass, Spped delicately. "The message | recelved was that
you refused my commisson.”

"It was never so harshly phrased asthat, my lady."

"But that was the essence of the message,” she pursued, watching him closdly.

"Yes," Gem agreed, tasting the brandy carefully.

"I would be interested in learning why." She held up ahand, forestdling the explanation. "It was
perhaps not explained to you: | return favors lavishly. Y ou would not be the poorer for assisting me.”

"I never doubted it,” hetold her, and Sghed lightly. "My madter left me severd life-rules, al of
which have served mewdl; dl of which have sound reason and the experience of along and fruitful life
behind them. One of these ruleswasto never do favors." He gazed ingenioudy into her eyes.

"Lady, | am desolate that | may not assist you. As| suggested to your gun-sworn, there are
severa of my profession on Henron; several more on Zelta. There is no reason to expect that they
embracethesamelife-rulesasl.”

"Y ou were mentioned to me as the best,” Saxony Belaconto said; "and the task | havein mind
would challenge even the best, | think." She looked at him; he smiled and shook his head. "Two hundred
thousand qua," she said softly, and lifted her glassto drink. The sum waslarge; fully twice hisown liquid



assets, here on Henron. The thought disturbed him, though, of course the Vornet would be able to
command such information from any data bank. What disturbed him more was that she gpparently
thought the cash the full extent of hisresources.

"A handsome repayment for even achdlenging favor. | regret-"

"Four hundred thousand qua.”

"Lady," hesaid, asgently aswas possible. "Thereisno sum of money that can buy my
assstance. | am my own man and no one e'se commands me. This suits me very well. | have no wish to
offend you or your magters, | merely wish to beleft to livemy lifeas| would.”

"l see" Sheraised her glassand drank again. "Passable. Allow me, though, Master ser Edreth, to
send you some from my own cellar.”

"My thanksto you, lady, but-no."

She laughed suddenly, as gaily as any girl, and reached across to touch hishand. "By not even so
much as abottle of brandy! Very well, then, gir.”

Sherose, and he did, and she beckoned to her bodyguard as he bowed. "Good evening, lady.”

"Good evening, Magter ser Edreth, and thank you for your hospitality. No doubt we shall speak
agan."

"I would welcome the opportunity,” he lied politely; and she laughed again and left him.

CHAPTER SEVEN

The bed shifted dightly and Gem woke, watching through half-closed eyes asthe roomgirl pulled
on her robe and finger-combed her hair. She was pleasant enough to look at, and knew her trade, though
he had made rough use of her skill, with unease over the Vornet foremost in hismind.

She finished setting her hair into order and made sure of the robe's fastening, full mouth puckered
in concentration. He had asudden, unlikely urge to ask her name, to gpologize for hisinattention last
evening; but she had turned by then, and dipped out the door, so the impulse died and the worries
resumed.

Rolling over onto his back, he stared at the pastel ceiling and tried to impose order on his
thoughts. Only after a problem waslogically arranged, Edreth had taught him, could it be fully seen and
solved.

Of first concern wasthe Vornet. That Saxony Belaconto, chief of the Vornet's section leaders,
should hersalf seek out amere fredance thief was unprecedented. Morein keeping with her officeto
smply digpatch a hdf-dozen gun-sworn and have him brought to her. Instead, she had cometo him,
acquiesced to thefiction of equality, and sought to persuade him to serve her. And the fee she offered!
So very generous-and so quickly doubled.

"Stars and ships, what can she want?"'

No answer to hiswhisper from the celling. Gem closed his eyes. Whatever she wanted, it was no
concern of his, for he would not be the oneto stedl it for her.

Y et-that not-so-veiled threst, promising another mesting.

Anxioudy, he considered his condition-no kin, that might be used as hostages; no close
associates of any kind, now that Edreth was gone. It was true that the V ornet might freeze his accounts,
but only asmdl percentage of his money was banked on Henron, and cash was easily replaced. There
was nothing, really, that Saxony Belaconto could use as alever to move Gem ser Edreth.

Except himsdlf.

He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. Drugs existed; pain existed; and disease.

The Vornet no doubt employed expertsin the application of each. Saxony Belaconto had asked;
had condescended to his skill and come hersdlf to reason with him. The next step must be force, for what
she wanted she would have; he had seen that in her eyes.

Breathing atrifle ragged because of the sudden congtriction of his chest, he did out of bed and
went into the shower, clearing hismind; trying to count the moves and figure the timing of thething. For



he still had need of Shilban and hiswonderful Library, which was the reason he had chosen Henron asa
baseinthefirs wise.

TheVornet would alow him aday to reconsider what he had heard last night, he thought, rinsing
sogp absently from pale gold hair; and that day he would spend with Shilban, gaining the knowledge
necessary to defeat the demon in El Theman's vase. Tonight, he would dip the vase free, and be waiting
for Captain Skot and Dart tomorrow dawn. The ship would serve as a sanctuary even the VVornet could
not breach. Mayhap he could even show Skot sufficient causeto lift early, though he didn't count on that.

The shower cycled to cold and he gasped, suddenly and surprisingly longing for asight of Linzer
Skot's sharp-featured, daredevil face.

"Everything by the numbers" hetold himsdf sternly, asthe shower turned itself off and the dryer
began to glow. "Retreat may bewise, but you will retreat in good order, one move a atime.”

CHAPTEREIGHT

Would he never come home?

Corbinye gtirred in the wall-niche, went through the Hemvil sequence to ease her cramped
muscles and wondered for the elghth time whether she should leave her post across from Anjemalti's
house and seek him UpTown.

As seven times before, she decided to stay where she was. It was so late, amere hour from
Primus Watch, which the Grounders caled First Dawn-surely he was even now coming down the outer
walk, and would turn the corner in amomen.

But the moment passed, and ahandful of others, and till he did not come.

To passthe time, she began to plan what she might say to him. It wastrue that he had infuriated
her with his stubbornness and-she alowed hersdf to know it-terrified her by crying out "Damn the Ship!”
asif hewere merdly acouthless Grounder. But there was some justice in what he did, if one only gavea
little thought to how matters must ook to him. Sold, made into athief by a Grounder of the same trade,
abandoned, he mugt think, by Ship and Crew; he enters adulthood, at last his own master-and comes
Corbinye Faztherot, her head so full of the Tomorrow Log and Ship's need that she takes no timeto
speak from the heart, kin-to-kin, and tell him how he had been missed, and grieved over, and sought
after.

She stumbled herein her thoughts, because it was equally true that she had the barest memory of
him-afuzzy vison of aplaymate haf-a-head shorter than she, inexplicably clumsy in thedim halsand
ductways that were the kingdom of children aboard Gardenspot, but very merry for dl that, and given to
laughter.

It was him laughing that she best remembered, so the lash of hisanger now was more keenly felt.
She nodded to hersdlf in the wall-niche and resolved to take care with him thistime, and show grace for
hishurts.

She froze, ears catching again the dight scrape of boot hedl upon wakstone.

At last! shethought and leaned forward-and froze, trusting that their poor Grounder eyes would
not see her, though her hair must shine like a beacon in the dark, even to them.

For it was not Anjemadlti, but aman and awoman-bulky, as Grounders often are, and moving
with a care that screamed of stealth and the intent of deeds best not performed.

They passed, neither glancing aside, and Corbinye ducked into degper shadow, watching them
down the court.

Straight up to Anjemalti's door they went, asif they had aright to be there. The woman bent,
probing with an instrument so light-gaudy that Corbinye winced in the distance, and strained to see
through the multicol ored glare. The man grunted audibly, fiddling with the darker machine he carried-and
Anjemdlti's door sivung open to admit them.

Corbinye hestated a heartbeat. Then, slent as a shadow, with al the stedlth of Worldwaker and
Seeker, she dipped down the court and followed them inside.



* % %

"Look at 'em fly!" Remee hissed, dancing back as the voltmeter crackled and sparked and fused.
She swept ahandful of fragile €ectronic spidersto the floor, laughing asthey scrambled for safety;
stamping them to bits under her boots. Chel was systematicaly smashing the instruments, and Remee | eft
the rubble of spiders and began ripping cablesloose and yanking various gauges and e ectronic junk off
thewall.

She dropped a particularly delicate something on the floor and kicked it to bits,
destruction-drunk and loving it.

The woman was on her before she could yell, damming her head hard against thewall and
putting avicious ebow into her throat. The padding saved her life, but the blow was wicked enough to
send her retching to her knees.

By the time she had groped the infraglasses back onto her face, Chdl was swinging his bar at the
woman-two-handed, so quick Remee heard it whistle through the air as she anticipated the soggy messit
would make of the woman's head-

Except the woman's head was no longer where it had been a heartbeat before. She dove for the
floor, landed on her hands and continued the roll, space bootsin aline with Chedl'sface.

He ducked at the last second, bringing the bar around to block the blow-and lost it as the woman
twisted and kicked, impossibly sideways, and was back on her feet, blade out, half-crouched in away
that said she knew theworst of knife-fighting.

Chel dove, even as Remee ydled and launched hersdf clumsly a the woman's knees.

Corbinye legpt, used the momentum of the legp to twist-painfully dow in this gravity, though she
knew the move as well asthe sound of her own heartbest-hit the floor with both hands, rolled and came
up with the jack bar in one hand and the knifein the other.

The man hestated; the woman licked her lips.

Corbinye grinned, beckoned with the knife; tested the weight of the bar. "Can it be you
Grounders do not wish to die?"

"Look-" started the man, and Corbinye let the grin go, dashed air with the bar and yelled, with
the command of one born to be First.

"You motley pair of roaches! How dare you come into my cousin's house, destroy hisworks-you
should diefor that lone! But | fed pity for you, in your stupidity.” She paused, filled her lungsto capacity
and pent itinaroar. "GET OUT!"

They got out, running and ssumbling asif the dark-seeing glasses they wore were insufficient
againg the comfortable dimnessthat pervaded Anjemdlti's house. Corbinye tracked them by ear; dipped
through the outer roomsto the door-in time to see both intruders turning the corner from the court to the
thoroughfare.

Corbinye shook her head. "So, cousin,” she whispered to the lightening gloom, "you had some
causeto stay away last night.”

She dipped her knife out of sight and stepped into the court, taking care to lock the door behind
her. Frowning, she consdered what she knew of his habits and haunts, before carefully going down the
court and out into the thoroughfare, across DownTown and into UpTown, to find him.

CHAPTER NINE

Its name, according to the dusty gramarye held ferreted out from alow shelf of moldering bound
books, was Sarialdan, and it was ademon of most puissant power, which answered to no known spell
or amulet of protection.

Shilban, findly runto ground in the topmost study, Stared grumpily at the page thrust under his
nose; and then pointed that same nose sharply at Gem.



"What're yeinto now?'

Gem grinned. "'l could do you adisservice and answer."

"Morelike not," sniffed the scholar, and shook hisfrail head. "Fearstone's nothing to play with,
young master. Find a safer toy.”

"But thisone'sfound me," Gem murmured, laying the book precarioudy atop the littered desk
and hitching ahip onto the windowslll. "Nearly cost me my life-and it did cost methejob. What if
everyone sartsimporting this Fearstone to guard their belongings? I'll be out of businessin atrice."

"Adopt some other tradein atrice," the old man stated, pulling the gramarye onto hislap and
frowning down &t the crumbling page. "Doubtless as harebrained asthis." He sighed.

"No need to bother yoursdlf. Rare person who can stand to be in the same room with the stuff.
Rarer till to be ableto pick it up. Small reason to believe people will leave off nice, comfortable
electronic darms and such to go with something as chancy as Fearstone.” Shilban carefully turned the
page.

"The book saysthereisno antidote," Gem murmured, anxious not to let the old scholar lose
himsdlf too far in the volume. "But you just said that some people are more sengtive than others. That
some people can hold the stone in their hands?!

"Wl of coursethey can. Why shouldn't they?* said Shilban queruloudly.

"Because the effects, when the stoneis held, are quite devastating,”" Gem snapped and Shilban
cackled.

"Ah-ah, the young master doesn't like being bested! But there you are-some people are great
cowards; others haven't got the senseto fear. Sarialdan isn't dive, it'sjust adumb transmitter. All it does
istransmit fear, boy. Just fear.” He closed the book and put it haphazardly atop a stack of random
volumes.

"Just fear." Gem stared; dipped to hisfeet and fished agold round out of his pocket. " Shilban.”

The old man looked up, more than haf back into the book he had been studying when Gem had
found him. Hiseyeslighted on the round incurioudy.

Gem took hishand, pressed the coin into his palm, closed the fingerstightly around it. "For
you-and my thanks, Scholar, for dl your aid.”

"That'sdl right, lad," the old man muttered, fingers fill tight about the coin. "I'll be seeing you,
then." He bent his head over the book again.

"Perhaps you will," Gem said, though he was certain the other did not hear. "But | don't redlly
think s0."

Quietly, asif his steps could have disturbed the other's study, Gem dipped through the room and
ghosted down the airs.

* % %

Only fear.

Hewaked dong the rotting streets of OldTown, wrestling with histhoughts, imposing structure.

Sarialdan transmitted fear. To best it, he need only acknowledge those things that he feared and
recall that these terrors could not themselves cause his downfall.

Heturned a corner, going from shade into brightness; his eyes adjusting instantaneoudy to keep
hisvison sharp.

Hefeared ... Hefeared?

Death, of course: Thelack of breath in the lungs; sightlessness; lack of consciousness forever-or
consciousness, knowing oneself dead. Equaly horrible. Equally unstoppable.

Except on Henron, where the Blue House provided bodies to those who were dying. For a
price. Gem stopped, staring sightlesdy across an overgrown park-sgquare.

He feared the Blue House,

Tolosehislifein the Blue House, while hisbody served another ... He shivered in thewarm
sunlight-and shivered again & the next thought:



To lose consciousness-and awaken in another body, looking out from behind aface whose
expressions he did not know, to be imprisoned by a heartbeat never his own; to learn how to walk again,
to run, to edt, to talk

His hands were cold; his breathing accelerated; forehead dightly damp. He forced alaugh and
shook himsdlf, turning resolutely down aside street. Edreth had once told him that a master thief's
greatest asset and greatest enemy wasthe intendity of hisimagination.

Only feear.

Something scraped behind him and he spun, fear abruptly replaced by dead calm asthe
sorl-knife did into his hand and his body melted into the crouch.

Corbinye stood two arm's-lengths away, back curled in a haf-bow; palms up and out and
showing empty. Shewas looking at a point near his boots.

He glanced down, saw the mangled remains of his spider; saw her knife beside it, sheathed.

Helooked up and hisface was cold, the knife still steady in his hand. Corbinye approved the
speed with which he had adopted the fighting crouch, and the soundless smoothness with which he came
both ready and armed.

She did not so much approve that particular ook on hisface, asif thetiny robot was kin she had
laid a hisfeet; asif her knife, fredy offered, meant just lessthan nothing. She raised her head and looked
a him, eyeto eye.

Eyes among the Crew were black or, more seldom, amber. Anjemdlti's eyeswere blue, which
color lent them even more chill. Corbinye began to think that she had reasoned wrongly; that he would
not even alow her-

"Five Words," he snapped and she sighed. Mercy, then, though meager, when the Captain might
grant Five, Ten or Twenty Words of forma defense from a Crewvmember before passing judgment.

Stll, five words were better than none. Corbinye went to one knee, as befitted a supplicant, and
raised her faceto his.

"Housebreskers" she sad firmly; "dispatched.”

Almogt, she thought aglimmer of humor ran through those chilly eyes; at least his knife went
away and he stood up tall.

"Elaborate.

She shrugged and stood. " Two people-aman and awoman-came down the court to your house
inthe hour just before First Dawn. They used an instrument of some kind on the door, entered and began
to destroy." She moved ahand toward the shattered robot. "They began in your workshop."

"S0." The eyes were much less chill, though not nearly warm. ™Y ou said-dispatched. Dead?

"No, Anjemdti. | did not know who they were. | do not know the Grounders laws. | frightened
them away, then locked the door and came to find you with the news."

"L ocked the door ..." He bent and carefully scooped up the broken spider; took up her knife as
an afterthought and extended it, hilt first.

Shetook it with adight bow. "My thanks."

"My thanksto you," he said absently, most of his attention centered, it seemed, on what he held.

Shewatched him for ahandful of minutes.

"Y ou know who did this" she said, certain without knowing why.

"Yes..." Still absent, asthough he answered some thought of his own rather than her voice. As
she watched, he shook himsdlf, looked at her intently, and said, quitefirmly, "Yes"

"WEell, then, if they're less troublesome dead, why do we not grant them the gift?* She pinned.
"Little enough chdlenge for ustwo, cousn.”

He stared at her, lithe and wolfish before him, with the stark light of First Noon making ahalo of
her hair, her eyes great and black under arching brows. A comely and capable young woman,
sngle-minded and deadly, asthe Crew ever was.

"Corbinye," he began, and then hesitated, because it seemed that he had only this moment seen
her, only this heartbeat understood that he named a person, as solid and as alive as he himsdlf.

"Corbinye, you do not want to be part of this," he managed, and stopped thistime because she



laughed.

"Anjemdlti, | am dready part of it. Did | not frighten them away and threaten them with
mayhem?’

He shook his head. "Those people were hirdlings-the hands and muscle of agreat and powerful
lady. Of themselves, they are nothing, except that one does not make the mistake of cutting off thislady's
hands."

Corbinyetipped her head. ™Y ou are feuding with this other Captain, Anjemalti? If so, then you
have need of my service-for you have no hirelings, do you, that you might send to her placein order to
exact payment in kind?"

"I'm not acaptain, girl-I'm athief! And Saxony Belaconto isa chieftain of the Vornet. An unequal
contest, | assureyou.” He saw the puzzlement in her face and answered it. "The lady desresmeto Stedl
something for her. Urgently.”

"And she sends people to break your tools and destroy your homeplace to persuade you?' She
shook her head in clear dishdlief. "It's amadwoman, Anjemalti; disregard her.”

For the first time she heard him laugh, though it was a sharp and bitter thing.

"Shetried kinder persuasionsfirst and | denied her. Now, she seeksto remind me of her
strength.” His shoulders sagged suddenly and his fingers closed tightly around the broken spider. "I had
thought | had aday..."

"A day?" Corbinye glanced up at the sky, ran the equation to transfer sun position into Shiptime
and shook her head again. Do you dice with comets, too?"

Thistimethe laugh was sweeter. "Grant me grace: My master isbarely two yearsdead, and | do
not wish to sdl mysdf to another.”

"Inthat case, cousin, you must put yourself out of this madwoman'sway. My ship awaits-we can
lift withinthe hour.”

Too large awager, and aclumsy cast, besides. Corbinye silently cursed hersdlf, as his easiness
fled and hiseyes grew colder.

"l have my own resources, thank you." He hesitated; thawed afraction. "I owe you much, for the
rescue of my house, and for the warning you bring. Payment is returned in kind: Go down to your ship
and leave here. Lift within the hour.”

"Anjemdti-"

"Corbinye." He cameforward, laid his hand upon her arm and looked directly into her eyes.
"Corbinye, the Vornet istoo massive an opponent-even for you-and there is scant honor in fighting them.
The captain you cameto find died twenty Standards ago. Y ou have done a service for Gem ser Edreth,
who isathief, but honorable enough, in hisway. Take thanksfor the service and get yoursdf gone from
the danger." The grip on her arm tightened; vanished. " Do it."

She hesitated; touched hisdeeve. "At least your kiss."

The blue eyes were frozen; the controlled voice nearly ashout. I am not your captain!™

"Wearekin!" sheinssted and dared to lean allittle closer. "Besides, | find you pleasing. What
harm akiss?'

But he had backed away with a headshake, so that play wasill-made, too. Though she
wondered, as she watched him leave, whether it had been aplay at al.

CHAPTERTEN

DETAINED, the 'gram read; DINNER AND DANCING NEXT WEEK?LS.

And so much for the purpose that had brought him to the beam office. He crumpled the ‘gram
and tossed it into the waste chute. If Linzer and Dart were 'detained’ until next week, there was no
power that Gem ser Edreth knew of that would fetch them one heartbeat sooner.

A glance at the shipboard told him what he dready knew: Lady Ro had lifted that morning; no
other ship with which he had influence wasiin port. Idly, he wondered which was Corbinye's; and put



speculaion firmly aside.

He stepped out into the cool dusk of Third Noon and filled hislungswith damp air. "Damn.”

Wéll, Linzer had been late once before-with very good cause, asit had turned out, and not to his
blame that Edreth had died of the delay. It was now up to Edreth's apprentice to seethat he did not die
of thisnew delay.

Obvioudy, it was not prudent to return to his house, though he grieved for the spiders abandoned
there. A pair rodein his pockets, aways, and new tools were easily acquired. It would also be foolish to
try to draw money from his account, though his purse was distressingly flat.

So then, firgt order of business-money. Second, aplace to stay for afew days. Third, to while
thetime before Dart gained port, another try at Mordra El Theman'svase. Y es, and perhapsaword in
Shilban's ear, aswell, that he might take what precautions he would againgt the Vornet.

* % %

"A what!" Saxony Belaconto stared at Chel, who quailed before the disbelief and anger in her
eyes. From his station at the door, Vylar grinned and admired Saxony's ass. Quite anice one it was, too,
and very energeticin bed.

But-"A woman, Ms. Belaconto,” Remeewasingsting. "Looked like the thief, alittle-blond hair
sticking out all over her head, and eyeslike-like-" she fumbled and Chel took it up.

"Glowed," he said, succinctly. "Her eyesglowed inthe dark. Likeacat.”

"Youtwo-idiots" Saxony grated, with, Vylar thought, astonishing restraint, "want meto believe
that Gem ser Edreth, who has never brought so much as asongbird to his house, is keeping a
knife-widding floozy-"

"Cousn," Chd corrected.

Saxony's eyes narrowed dangeroudy. "What did you say?"

"Said shewas hiscousin,” Chel elaborated and turned to his partner. "Y ou remember,
Rem-called us roaches, and wanted to know who the hell we thought we were, coming into her cousin's
house and busting up his stuff.”

"That'sright." Remee nodded. "Thought shelooked like him."

"The lady," murmured Vylar, "seemsto be an accurate judge of character, at least.”

Saxony's eyes scraped over him once before returning to the bullteam. ™Y ou'll know her again,
thiscousn?"'

"Yes, Ms. Belaconto," Remee said, with an uncharacterigtic lack of enthusiasm. Vylar frowned:
Rem was dways ready for ascrap; apparently the knife-wielding floozy had made an impression.

"I'd know her," Chel said, Chel-like, and likely thinking no more about it than that. Saxony
nodded, walked over to the window and stared out, no doubt considering this sudden cousin. No doubt
thinking that at last here was the handle on the thief, when they'd all been convinced he was smooth as
blastglass.

"Vyla."

He straightened, with just the hint of ahedl-click. "Ms. Belaconto."

"Bring her." She turned from the window; waved ahand & the bullteam. "Take them and as many
others as you need. Use whatever force you must. But | want that woman and | want her now." She
gmiled, and Vylar fdlt cold feet run down his spine. "Imagine, Gem ser Edreth hasacousn.”

* % %

Shelogt him in UpTown among the thronging Grounders, and took herself over to apark, to it
inthe sun and think it out.

Corbinyewasfond of parks: This one, with the fountain splashing and glittering and surrounded
by weedy flowers, reminded her of the Conservatory from which Gardenspot took its name. She
perched on the back of abench, put her feet on the seat and sighed.



"A fine, foolish botch you've made of it," she grumbled to herself, pitching abit of quartz into the
fountain. Though, injustice to hersdlf, there was nothing different she could have done. Honor did not
alow her to stand by and watch while Grounder criminalsripped apart the homeplace of any of the
Crew. That they dared use their destructive arts against the Captain's own home-

She sighed again and threw a second pebble angrily into the spray. "Not that he acts as much like
aCaptainasthat ..." Yet ill, he was of the Ship, blood and bone, and the very stubbornness and
independence that currently frustrated her proved hislineage more surely than any gene map.

A bregth of wind dashed fountain-spray into her face and she reached up to push the hair out of
her face. Overlong, the stuff was: nearly the length of four of her fingers, held together. Anjemdlti wore his
hair Grounder-style, down to the shoulder and caught back with aribbon, which she found oddly
pleasing. Her own she was used to having cropped close to her head in the way of the Crew.

She stood abruptly, casting the rest of the quartz-bitsin ascintillant handful. Alwaysit came back
to that! The Crew and Anjemalti. Anjemalti and the Crew. Consstently he had denied his heritage;
sought to drive her away-even now, he sent her from his enemies, whom they should meet
shoulder-to-shoul der.

He had damned the Ship.

And yet-the Tomorrow Log. She hersdf had read the entry, written on rea paper, ancient
ink-marks faded, but till legible. She had borne witness to the execution of Indemion Krigtefyon, though
the death of a Captain was not for everyone to see. She had tracked a name and a prophecy through
years and numberless deceits to her god.

Only to find her god an atractive young man with nothing of the god about him, and hisown
businessto attend to.

If only the Log had been more specific! But she only knew that the offspring of the Captain Who
Died Beforetime would bring the Ship from some terrible danger, to safety and a greater future.

Little enough to offer, even to one not raised as a Grounder, and bitter, besides.

Corbinye flung off acrossthe park. She paused at the edge of a carpet of grasswith the sun
besting down upon her head, watching agroup of children playing agameinvolving abal and agrest
ded of rushing about and shouting.

Abruptly, she shivered, remembering the misshapen little body; the grave gentleness of the Medic
as he explained it to her, while the birth-drug still lent some cushion to the pain-"Too deformed tolive. It's
amercy; and hewill be sent on hisway with due honor, as amember of the Crew should be."

The ball escaped its gaggle of playmates, came bouncing raggedly acrossthe grass, one small
person in pursuit. Corbinye scooped the sphere up and held it out, smiling. The girl hesitated, smdl eyes
dretched to their limit. Then her face cleared; she smiled and dove forward to snatch the ball away.
"Thank you, lady!" she called, dready on her way back to her mates.

"Y ou are welcome, child," Corbinye said softly and shook her head. "If only Anjemalti were so
eadly won."

* % %

He moved within the crowded Third Evening, groomed to afault, pale hair tied smoothly back
with aribbon that matched both the blue of his eyes and that of hiswide-deeved shirt. Jewelswinked
between his hands, at wrist and throat-enough to proclaim him a person of means; too few to draw the
eyesand interest of the curious.

He spiraed through the crowd, occasionally leaving it to place awager or take abit of wineat a
casino or bar. If anyone noted his partiaity for very crowded spaces, that person would no doubt also
note his youth, and subscribe the choice of crowdsto the youthful lust for experience.

Intime, his spirding path took him near the less-favored, less-crowded emporiums of plessure,
and he dipped down a side-way, keeping pace with the shadowed shadow of himsdlf. He came at length
to adim doorway and paused for amoment to look about and to listen.

Silence. Emptinessin al directions. He laid his hand upon the door and was admitted amost at



once.

An hour later, aclerk in the last hotel between UpTown and Old looked up from her desk and
frowned. "Wdl?'

The young man smiled apologeticaly and smoothed dim, ringless hands down hisfaded and
carefully-patched brown tunic. "1 need aroom for tonight-for as many astwo nights," he said meekly.
"If-?"

The clerk's frown darkened, though, redly, there was nothing to frown at-merely a shabby and
no doubt respectable boy, hisfair hair tied neatly back with afraying blue ribbon and his bootsin need of
polish.

"Werequire cash in advance," shesad. "If you want two nights, you pay for two nights. If you
pay for two nights and only want one, you don't get any money back. Understand?'

"l understand,” he answered and took atentative step forward. "Do you have aroom?' She gave
him asharp look. "Just you?"'

"Just me, mistress,” he said gravely and she snorted.

"All right, then. One qua covers both nights.”

He produced the coin from aflat and much-scuffed leather purse, and laid it on the counter,
though his hand showed atendency to linger in away that the clerk knew al too well. She sghed, frown
fading.

"What's your name?"

"Md Boryonda."

She tapped in the information. " Address?'

Helooked confused and alittle abashed and she sighed again, typed in "Vistor", brought up the
grid and handed him the card.

"Third floor, room sixteen. Thelift's broken, but theres stairsright besideit. Put the card in the
doordot red sdeup to let you in, yellow side up to lock you in. No visitors, no food in the room, no
pets. All understood?'

"Yes, misress." He dipped the card from her fingers and bowed, dightly and iffly, asif such
courtesy was new to him. The clerk amiled, alittle. "We'reright on the edge of OldTown here," shetold
him, though she usually didn't bother, "and that's not such a great neighborhood. Best thing might be for
you to put off any errands you've got until First Morning.”

He bowed again, il stiffly, and subjected the keycard to serious scrutiny. "Red to open, yellow
tosed.”

"Right."

"Good night, then, mistress.” And he was gone, boot hedls clicking on the concrete floor.

* % %

Hewas not at Kayj€e's Concourse; he was not at Milbrun's Tavern; he was not at
Three-of-a-Kind.

The Curiogity Shop wasfull to the doors; the registrar an older man with hungry eyes. Five qua
bought alook at hislog-Anjemalti was not inside.

One by one, she went to the places he frequented and came at last to the edge of UpTown and
stood staring at the scant lights below. A man and awoman lurched past, linked by arms about each
other'swaist. Corbinye tensed as the man brushed her arm, smelled the liquor on his breath and et them
go without comment.

It was possible that he had returned to his house. He was of Captain's lineage, after dl, and
common wisdom only onein the congtellation of factors he must consider. How if he sought to decoy this
other Captain into atrap? How if he chose to demonstrate that her show of strength was beneath his



notice? To force her to reevauate her position? Wasit not true, should Anjemdti behave asif he had the
entire Crew at his back, that this other Captain might wonder, and reconsider-and possibly withdraw?

Such things were not unknown. Corbinye had read the Logs as part of her schooling; and it
seemed to her that many of the struggles between the great Captains of the past were merely games of
fabrication and nerve, with the Captain whose nerve falled first yielding to the terms of the other.

Very possible, these things recalled, that Anjemalti had returned to his homeplace, Corbinye
conceded. It only remained for her to determine how best to serve himin this play.

Were | the other Captain, she thought, leaning elbows on therail and frowning at the city below;
and thought | knew my enemy to be done, | might risk the trap; the dender chance of a hundred armed
crewmen awaiting their Captain'sword. Y es, she thought, remembering the tenor of theriva Captain's
crew members, yes, | might well take that chance. And moveto crush him.

It wasif ahand closed round her chest, then, squeezing heart and lungs, so that one pounded and
the other labored. Corbinye straightened, licking her lips, remembering Indemion Kristefyon'sface as he
took The Knife from the First Mate's hand; the proud, unrepentant eyes as he reversed it for the stroke,
sofull of lifeit seemed he could never die.

But he had, bare moments later, by hisown hand and The Knife, as even arogue Captain might
die, re-joining the Crew by the act, and buried, with honor, as one of their own.

Of acertainty, Anjemdti had gone home, too proud to take his cousin'said, to try some mad
ploy against a Captain who kept rogues and wanton destroyers among her crew.

Ddliberately, she started down the '‘Ramp, swearing under her breath, and did not hear the
footsteps pacing her until she was hafway to the street.

She dowed, and the steps behind dowed, aswell; she increased her pace, and they increased.
Corbinye swore again; and abruptly grinned. If it was footpads, intent on overtaking her at street-leve,
they were about to partake of anew experience. Theill-lit Street was dl to her advantage, and her skill
with the sorl-knife was legend, even among the deadly fighters of the Crew. The delay chafed, of course,
but it need not be so long adelay asthat.

So thinking, she leapt forward, running the last metersto theflat; charged into the deeper
shadows and spun, knife out, to face the two clattering to catch her.

The woman was familiar-one of the destroyers she had routed from Anjemalti's house-and only
moderately dangerous. But her mate in this endeavor was another matter entirely. Lean, supple, and
canny, he dropped into a crouch, ready to take a charge, but offering no immediate threat. Corbinye
dipped back a step, keeping him in her eye: No sudden rush at this one, who looked to know the
business aswell as she did. She damned the delay once more, then brought al of her attention to the
current circumstance.

"We don't want to hurt you," the man said unexpectedly, and Corbinye grinned, moving the knife
ininvitation.

He moved his head in an abbreviated shake. " Saxony Belaconto wants to see you. Nothing to-"

"Saxony Belaconto may seemein hel,” Corbinyetold him, "whether you choseto fight or tuck
your tail under and crawl hometo lick her boots."

Thewoman grunted at that and made a move-quickly controlled as Corbinye glanced her way.
The man grinned, but neither moved closer nor stepped back.

"Jugt alittle chat, miss, that'sdl," he said, persuasvey, though she ill did not credit him a
coward. "Therés no need for any of usto bleed over it. Put the knife away and walk with us and-"

She heard it then, the reason for histalkativeness: Two sets of footsteps were moving softly
toward them from her right; another set from her left. Corbinye jumped, scored aglancing kick off the
woman's heed; snapped into aroll and came up, knifeleading, lunging for histhroat.

He danced away, though her blade drew blood from an unwary forearm, and kicked,
knife-gleam in his hand as he spun back. There was no time for finesse; no time for the subtleties of an
honorable fight, with his compatriots bearing down upon them. Corbinye feinted, twisted, dipped-and
threw as he leaned in to take the advantage, lodging her knifein histhroat.

From the woman she had stunned, a keen of sheer hatred. Corbinye ripped her blade free,



snatched the other out of dack fingers, reversed it and threw, setting the blade in the woman's chest as
sheran for the'Ramp.

Behind her, shouts and thundering footsteps; the whine and clatter of something thrown and falen
short. Corbinye followed the 'Ramp's twist, glanced up and saw her doom standing at the entrance,
holding apipein hishand.

She checked minutely; cried out with sudden pain as something bit deep into her thigh; yanked it
free and whirled, so that she faced them with two weapons ready, and her eyes gleaming murder.

Thefirst never hesitated, but engaged at once, the second playing backup and dicing apath for
the third to get behind as the one with the pipe came downtojoinin.

But even at that, it took longer and was more expensive than they expected. Just before theend
Che went with adagger in hiseye and Kris screamed and swung the pipe harder than he might, again
and even again, though it was over by then, and Corbinye lay in adick red puddle on the 'Ramp.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

It wasraining in OldTown.

The shabby young man in the brown tunic lifted hisface and let the rain run into his ears and soak
hishair. AlImost, he laughed, remembering the first time he had been out in rain, screaming at Edreth to
turn the sprinkler off and his master laughing. And, later, giving him books and his very own reader, so he
learned about clouds and condensation rates and atmospheric conditions and weether.

TheLibrary waslit bright againgt the gloom; the large, cracked window in front still shuttered.
Gem frowned, then shrugged. No reason for Shilban to open the shuttersto overcast sky and rain, after
all. Better to stay ingde, cocooned in the butter-yellow light of many lamps, and the warmth of wood
burning on the crumbling hearth.

Gem went lightly up the chancy gairs, twisted the ancient knob and pushed the door wide.

Stared for-a heartbeat? an eternity?-as the young man struck the old man and screamed into his
face, "Whereishe?'

Shilban shook his head, raised it and said, quite clearly, "I don't know."

The man holding him shook him cruelly, but the one who had put the question only shrugged and
sighed. He went to an overflowing shelf, pulled abook free a random and walked over to the fireplace.
He showed the book to Shilban, then casudly tossed it into the fire. The old man screamed, writhed, and
suddenly dumped in his captor's arms. At the door, Gem screamed and hurled forward, knife out.

The questioner fell, and the man who held Shilban, before Carmen brought the daft-gun up and
shot himin the throat.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Pain, disorientation and asmell of blood, far up in the nose.

Eyes quivered, resisted, finaly came open-to darkness, horrifying and utter.

Throat cramped, but would not let the words through; asthe body lay, stone-like, apart, and
would not move.

"Easy, easy, there." The voice was kind; the hand upon one's forehead gentle. "I'm going to give
you ashot to make you deep,” the voice said, and there were other small sounds, and a prick of pain.

"There, now," thevoice said; "everything'sgoing to befine.”

Tight muscles at last dlowed aword. "Where?"

The kind hand smoothed one's forehead as the drug began its work, distancing the distant body.
"The Blue House," the voice whispered. "Everything's going to befine...."



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Bortho-Lorania Unit for Egotranslation offers a wide range of service to both
individual and municipal clients.

For theindividual, there is the transplant service, which makes suffering in an old,
diseased or wounded body unnecessary. Healthy bodies are available from a diverse pool of age
and ethnic groups; aswell as a wide range of type. Persons considering a change of corporal
residency are encouraged to take the tour and view prospective bodies. A Resurrective Therapist
isalso in residence to answer your questions and assist you in coming to closure with any anxiety
you may have in undertaking such a change.

There are also a select group of bodies available for temporary use. Inquiries should be
directed to the Office of Resurrective Therapy, which will coordinate details with the Department
of Justice.

If you have any questions regarding the operation or system of the Bortho-Lorania Unit,
please do not hesitate to contact our Public Relations Department.

The Bortho-Lorania Unit for Egotranglation is accredited jointly by the Hospital of Life
Sciences, Bannger, and the Renfrew System Department of Justice, and is a publicly-held
cor poration.

-Excerpted from Pamphlet BLUEPR-66

"IsTrandation for You?'

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

"Well?'" asked Edreth sharply, looking up from his book with afrown.

Wordlesdy, he hed the ancient firearm out, light gleaming off copper insets and mahogany grip.
Barely, hewas able to control the shaking of his hands, the expression of hisface, so that no sign of
exultation was gpparent. A master thief, Edreth had taught him, was one who went about things
pragmaticdly, and, afterwards, might fed satisfaction for ajob executed according to hisown high
gtandards. Only afool, or anovice, alowed celebration to mar the pure business of stedling.

And yet-he had doneit! Taken the precious thing out of its case under the guard's very eyes, ina
roomful of milling people, circumventing the central darm-dl, dl, dl himsdf. Edreth glanced at the gun,
raised his brows and repeated. "Well?'

"I've brought it, master," he said, fighting to keep his cracking voice even. "'l took it asyou said
to, during peak hours, and |€ft the central system intact.”

"| see. Edreth deigned to take the thing then, and study it, and rub his hand aong the worn satin
wood. "Very wel." He held the gun out, grip first.

"Now, put it back."

"Put it back!" He gasped, voice cracking twice.

Edreth raised his brows and Gem reluctantly took the beautiful old thing and dipped it out of
Sght.

"Yes, magter,”" he said, and sllently sighed.

Back a the museum, he twisted the knob in adoor cracked and drizzling paint chips; pushed it
open and stepped gingerly over the rotting threshold-to stop in mingled shock and terror asthe young
man struck the older and shouted, "Whereis he?"

"l don't know," the old man said, and was shaken brutally by the one who held him, arms pinned
behind, while the questioner merely shrugged and went to a shelf, extracted abook, displayed it and
tossed it into the flames.,

"No!" He leapt across the room, knife out, but Shilban was hanging limp and dack-faced and a
thrust killed the questioner and a dash across the throat accounted for the other and-

"Shilban?' More a hiss than aword-the best that swollen tongue and cracked lips could do.



The dream receded, leaving him aredity shot with various aches, of which pounding head and
ringing earswere theworst. Thirst was amisery that accelerated toward agony as he came more fully
aware.

Where? he wondered.

Hewas lying on his stomach on a soft surface; and his mistreated ears could detect no sound,
beyond the hum of the filtering system. He pried his eyes open; ran dry tongue over sticky lips and tasted
it

Bare inches from his nose was amug, painted with adesign of white flowerson afield of
blue-handmade, his automatic appraisal went, but not intringcally vauable. He concentrated, moved an
arm that was dead weight aone, without muscle or sensation; forced it to placeitsfingers around the mug
and liftit.

Raised his head-and drank.

There was ahitter tang to the water, but he drained the mug and alowed his head to thump onto
the mattress. Sack fingers still bracel eting the cup, he closed his eyes and listened to the chime of his
ears, and the best of his heart.

"Weke up!"

The command was emphasi zed by awhack across his rump and Gem gasped, twisted, hand with
cup rising for the throw-and froze, as the man with the bitter eyesleveled agun at him.

"Try it," he said softly, finger taut on thetrigger. "Just give me an excuse, okay?'

"No," Gem rasped. The man grunted, disappointment showing, and motioned with the gun.

"Up you go-nice and easy-hands where | can see them, okay?

Hedid to hisfeet, nice and easy, and stood with his hands a chest level, open and pam-out,
facing his captor.

"Turn around,” the man said; "out the door and |&ft. Try to run and you're mest, got it? Just like
Birl and Julen.”

Wordlesdy, with exquisite gentleness, Gem turned and walked toward the door, which opened
at his approach, and turned left down the halway. Behind him, the gunman'’s boots squeaked.

"Holdit!"

Gem obeyed, glancing quickly around. To theleft ablank whitewal. To the right, adoor
inditinguishable from the last six they had passed. The gunman stepped forward, wegpon trained on the
center of Gem's chest, and laid his hand against the plate.

The door did asde and he gestured with the gun. "Insde.”

Inside was red wooden flooring, and a handwoven rug in rusts and browns and cream centered
before a teak-wood desk aslarge as a Sngle-man spacecraft. The walls were white, here hanging an
abstract painting, there arope-braided tapestry. Bookshelves held pottery totems, bits of unfinished gem
and carvings. Gem's handsiitched, histhief's judgment estimating and evauating.

"Hereheis, Ms. Belaconto.”

Estimation crashed to a hdt. He turned gently toward the window and bowed. "L ady."

"Gem ser Edreth.” She gtrolled toward him across yet another handmade rug, aguamarine eyes
widein afacethat betrayed somewhat of tension. "I hope your accommodeations were not overly
unpleasant.”

"I had very little opportunity to study them," he said as she stopped before him.

"Then dl'swell." She glanced beyond his shoulder. "Y ou may go, Carmen.”

"Ms. Belaconto-"

"| said that you may go, Carmen,” Stedl glinted in the perfect voice before she smiled and inclined
her heed. "Thank you."

"Yes, Ms. Beaconto." A whisper of sound, which may have been his bow, and a bit of
boot-squeak before the door whispered open-snicked shuit.



"Well." She amiled, dightly and unconvincingly, and gestured toward the chairs set near the
window. "I beg you, Sir, seat yourself and be comfortable.”

He cleared histhroat softly. "Lady, | ask why you have brought me here."

"Why, to continue our conversation,” she said; "but thereis no reason for usto be uncomfortable
while we spesk. Please, gr-sit down.”

There was command in that and his body almost betrayed him by obeying. He shook his head
sharply. "The conversation we parted on was finished; though | might ask you how it happensthat your
gun-sworn were harrying agrandfather in OldTown?"

There was adight pause before she turned and walked afew paces awvay from him, toward the
rug and facing chairs. "They were there a my order," she said flatly; "to discover what had become of
Gem ser Edreth.” Another pause, which he did nothing to fill; then, softly, baiting him:

"Y ou do not ask what became of the old man.”

He bowed. "I had hoped that the hospitality you had shown me you had also extended to him."

"Then youreafool," she snapped, eyes glittering; "he's dead.”

Grief, sudden and crushing-and as quickly, outrage, that she should order it; that she should gloat
of it and useit like aknife, to cut and weaken him.

She amiled. "Youwill do as| say, Gem ser Edreth, and you will do it with courtesy and care.”

"Because you murder my friend and savage my house?' He snapped forward two paces; saw her
hand dip into her pocket and stopped, grinning. "A gun, lady? Shoot me and al'sfor nothing-asit is now!
Shall | obey amadwoman, who killsfor no cause? Y ou destroy before you threaten; and-"

"Y our cousn."

Hefroze, staring; saw the outline of hand in pocket tense, asif she gripped the gun in earnest.

"Your cousin," sherepeated. "Corbinye Faztherot.”

Hetook adeep breath. "Sheisnot inthis."

She amiled, and gently shook her head. ™Y our cousinisin the Blue House."

Fury jerked him forward; the gun in her hand stopped him, and histhoughts were for Corbinye,
who was stirong and full of lifeand in it because she had threastened a madwoman's minions. Corbinye,
with her own mad obsession, and her youth and her off-handed courage. The Blue House-ship and stars!
What afine price Corbinye's body would bring! "Thereis nothing left for you to destroy, then, Saxony
Bdaconto," he heard himsdlf say from worlds away, "saving only myself.”

"Thebitchisaivel" she snapped, finger tight on the trigger of her gun. " She should be dead-1 lost
two top fightersto her and-a captain. All beyond recal! But your cousin we brought to the Blue House,
though she was two breaths away from her death. We paid the price-and shelives."

He stood utterly ill, looking at her and thinking how many tricks were yet possible; and how
unlikely it was that Corbinye's new body in any way approached the perfection of her origind.

"Because we have shown this mercy-gone to this expense-for your cousin,” Saxony Belaconto
was saying, very softly, "you will do precisaly asyou aretold. Fal in any way and she gainsyet athird
body-as old and decrepit and ugly and painful as can be acquired." Shelowered the gun, dowly, but did
not yet dip it away. "Do you understand me, Gem ser Edreth?”

"l will seeher.”

She laughed, sweet and horrifying asagirl. "But, of course! Take the evening-assure yourself that
the Vornet is generous, even to its enemies. And return to me at Second Noon tomorrow, so that | may
giveyou the details of your task." Shewaved ahand. "Y ou may go."

He did so, omitting the bow.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The wals were covered with red-and-gold flowers, printed on areflective foil background.
There were tubs of flowers flanking the receptionist, flooding the waiting room with their odor, and an
empty bud vase on his desk. He nodded as he scanned the patient list and looked up at Gem with a



amile

"Corbinye Faztherot. Yes, gr. Room 14-86. Our Ms. Jancy will escort you. Just amoment while
| let her know you're here." He touched akey on his console. Gem wandered across the room, wincing
away from the gaudy wallpaper and the sharp-edged light, and stared out the window.

The Blue House was on amezzanine level-MidTown, according to the loca government-equdly
handy to Up and DownTown; within sight of the Port. Gem stared at the familiar constellation of
DownTown. No reason, now, to bide away from his house-mere ingtinct had sent him to an UpTown
hotedl to shower and change into clothes more expected of afamily affluent enough to pay the body-fee.

"Master ser Edreth?' The woman who asked it was petite and sprightly and smiling. He bowed
and lightly brushed her outstretched hand with the tips of hisfingers.

"I'm Cora Jancy," she said, smile never dimming. "Y ou're here to see your cousin, I'm told. Right
thisway."

Hefollowed her past the receptionist and the tubs of flowers; through adoor and into ablessedly
dim hdlway.

"Have you been here before?' his guide asked him, smiling up into hisface. "Visted afriend,
perhaps, or another member of your family who had undergone trandation?”

He shook his head. "No."

"Widll, then," she said cheerily, "don't be disgppointed if your cousin ssemsalittle disoriented, or
takes alittle while to recognize you. It's perfectly natura. The procedureis perfectly safe, but it is radica
and thereisa progression of natural and necessary adjustments that the patient must go through on her
way to complete synergy.”

"Yes," said Gem, trying to breathe evenly, though the smdll of flowerswas overpowering.

"Now, in your cousin's case," Ms. Jancy continued, "we were quite, quite fortunate. Of course,
we awaystry to match body-type as closely as possblein emergency cases, to minimize any further
shock to the patient, you know."

"Of course," Gem echoed, asthey turned into awider hallway and paused before a bank of lifts.

Ms. Jancy pressed a button; stepped into the lift, Gem at her hedls. "Fourteen,” she said into the
speaker, and the doors did shut.

"I'm sure you know that young bodiesin good hedlth are difficult to come by," she said, smiling
back at Gem, "but in this case, it happensthat we had just finished preparing a host-afemale quite near
your cousin's age, 1'd say; approximately the same height and coloring. Facid featureswell, that's alittle
harder for meto say, consdering the shape she wasin-but your cousin was ahandsome girl, I'd imagine.”

She paused, apparently awaiting some response. Gem cleared histhroat. "Quite handsome, yes."

Ms. Jancy nodded happily. "I'm sure shelll be quite pleased with the new host. A suicide, of
course." Shetouched his deeve soothingly. "Nothing violent! And no residua drugs-the procedure
mandates a complete flush of the host body before trandation.”

Thelift door opened then, and he followed her out into acheery ydlow hall. Thereek of flowers
nearly choked him.

"Herewearel" Ms. Jancy laid her hand on a door bearing the legend "86" and it did open.
"Therésasmall antechamber, and refreshmentsin the refrigerator. Beyond is your cousin's bedroom.”
Again, shetouched his deeve. "Remember, she's newly trandated, and might be a bit disoriented yet;
give her timeto recdl you. If shefallsadeep, please don't wake her. Seep isvery important at this stage
of the process. All right?"

"All right," said Gem numbly and her amile became even brighter.

"Have anicevist, now. Cdl the desk when you're ready to go-there's a phone in the anteroom.”
Shetouched his deeve once more and went lightly down the hall.

Gem gtepped into Suite 86, his stomach full of stone, and the door did shut behind him, closing
away the stink of flowers.

* % %



The wallswere pae blue; the thick carpet sapphire. There was arecliner, arefrigerator/bar
combo, awalldesk and chair. The walldesk held a computer screen and a voice-phone.

Therewas avelvet curtain across the door into the next room. Gem lifted it asde with icy fingers
and stepped into sapphire dimness,

The body shrouded by the silky blue blanket was|ong, though not aslong asit might have been,
nor nearly so angular. The hair was atorrent of deep yellow, swirling over ashoa of jewe-colored
pillows

The face-the face was addlight of smooth honey skin molding high, sweet cheekbones and
rounded chin. A face to haunt dreams, to break hearts, to inspire poetry. But never, never, never her
own.

Honor buckled hisknees and he kndlt, staring at her, fingerstwisting in the blue blanket ashe
breethed her name.

"Corbinye?'

Sim brows contracted over velvet-lashed eyes. "Who isthat?' Soft, resonant, flexible-asinger's
voice.

He cleared histhroat. "Gem."

"Anjemalti!" Exultation and tenor in that expressive voice. Thethick lashesflickered, snapped
open to revedl black eyes, overlarge, by Grounder standards, moist and half-crazed. She struggled, got a
hand free of the blanket and groped toward him. "Anjemalti."

Almogt, hefailed of raising his hand to take hers; was astonished at the warmth and softness of
her flesh. "Gently," he said, remembering the cautions he had been given. "Gently, Corbinye. Do not tire
yoursdlf."

She did not seem to hear him; her fingers dug into his hand; her eyes wide and unfocused.
"Anjemdti, where am 1?7 What has happened? They come-they say things-they drug me to deep-I cannot
walk; | can barely raise ahand! And my eyes-my eyes..."

Madness, of the kind that came when one knew onesdlf to be desperatdly ill. So had Edreth
been, in thelast few days. Gem squeezed the warm hand in his and madeto lie it back upon the coverlet.

"Beeasy, Corbinye; dl-"

"Donot tell methat dl iswell!" she cried, fingerstightening. "Tell me what has happened!”

He hesitated, and suddenly her fingers went dack; the lashes drooped over her eyes.
"Anjemdlti-" and even her voice had lot its vigor-"By any god you own to-l beg you to tell methe truth.”

Hefdt the shape of the hand he held; looked at the lovely, dien face and cleared histhroat.

"Youwerein afight,” he began and felt her shudder.

"I recdl it."

"Yes" Hetouched tongueto dry lips. ™Y ou were badly hurt, Corbinye, and your eyes-you were
given new eyes.”

They opened, staring toward his voice in what must seem to her to be utter darkness.

"New eyes," she repeated, dread softening toward understanding. "A transplant?*

"New eyes," Gem repeated and found the courage to raise his other hand and touch her honey
cheek. "And a'so an entirely new body."

She neither cried out, nor recoiled, nor even wept, but was merely silent for atime, staring hard
into her darkness,

"Anjemadlti," she sad findly; "one does not go drunk to comfort kin."

"No," he agreed.

She drew adeep breath. "A new body?'

"Youweredying," hetold her, struggling to keep hisvoice free of horror. ™Y ou had been so
badly beaten there was no chance of healing your hurts." He hesitated, but she made no sound. "Thereis
technology-they transferred you-your personality, your memories, your self-into ahedlthy, whole
body..." He ssumbled to ahalt and knelt there staring at her until she sighed and asked, with asort of
drained cam:

"Can you sseme?'



"Yes," hesad, hiting off the "of course.”

"And | cannot seeyou," she mused. "Y ou tell me you seethis new body."

"Yes" hesad again and felt her fingerstighten on his.

"Anjemdti, turn onthelight.”

"Corbinye-" his voice choked out and he felt himself trembling, knowing what she would demand
next; knowing what he would demand, in her place.

"They cannot hide me from mysdlf forever!" she cried, haf coming up off the pillows. Shefdl
back asif her srength failed then and her hand went limpin his. "Anjemalti-"

"Yes." Helad her hand down and lurched to hisfeet, found the switch and brought the lights up
until he saw the distended pupils begin to shrink and, unasked, went over to the dresser.

Shewas staring at her own hand when he came back to kned at the bedside and terror was
beginning to show in her face.

"Corbinye?'

Shelooked at him; lifted her hand with grinding effort and lightly touched his cheek, ashe had
just touched hers.

"Hold the mirror for me, cousin."

Wordless, he brought it up; watched her trace the winging brows, touch the rounded chin and
dareinto her own eyes. Thetears, when they came, came silently, diding unabated beneath her lashes,
when at last she closed her eyes.

Gem st the glass aside, took her hand between both of hisand tried to rub warmth into fingers
gone damp and chill.

"Corbinye-"

"Do not cdl methat!" Sheturned her face away, breast heaving.

"Itisyour name!" he snapped, holding to her hand in new terror, lest she deny the body she
found hersdlf in and will her death upon her.

"I am dead!" she cried, echoing histhought, and he cried out, "Livel" so that she turned her face
to him again, eyes pulled wide in wonder.

He held her eyeswith his; repeated it with every nuance of command possible: " Live, Corbinye!”
And, then, because it smacked of magic, said that way: "Please.

Almost, she smiled. And then the door in the room beyond whisked open and a brisk voice was
saying, "Here, here, herel What'sthis, lightson! Y ou, sir, whatever can you be thinking of! Thisyoung
lady needs her rest and you-What!" The nurse bent and straightened, holding the mirror out in accusation.

"Redly, sr."

"She asked to see,”" said Gem. "She had to see, sometime.”

"And would have seen, in duetime,”" the nurse snapped, touching astud on her bdt. "I'll haveto
ask you to leave; it'stimefor Corbinyeto have anap.”

The hand he held had stiffened; from the other room came the sound of the door opening once
more.

"Comedong, sr," the nurse said sharply. "Y ou've done enough damage for one day."

"Anjemdlti," Corbinye's voice was athready whisper. "Anjemdti, do not leave me here.”

"I must." Helaid her hand down. ™Y ou require aid-assstance in learning. | will come again to see
you." He hestated. "May | have your kiss?'

It was atrap, of course, enclosing them both. He saw her understand that, through the layers of
terror and grief; saw il theindecision.

"Cousn," hesad; and, "please.”

"My kiss," she agreed, weekly. "Come back for me, cousin.”

"Of course.” He bent and laid hislips againgt hers, very lightly; touched her cheek and rose.
Sidestepping the nurse, he found Cord Jancy waiting for him in the anteroom, frowning and tapping her
foot.

Her displeasure was S0 great that she said nothing to him during the long trip to the front door;
and never gmiled a al.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

"The object is called the Bindalche Trident." Saxony Belaconto sat behind the teak-wood desk,
hands folded on the satiny surface, aguamarine eyeswary and arrogant.

Gem, gtting on awooden chair more aesthetically than physicaly pleasing, said nothing, though
he alowed hisface to express politeinterest.

"The Trident," she continued after amoment, "is currently in the possession of Jarge Menlin,
whereit has been for the past elghteen months. It isagaingt the Vornet'sinterest that he remain any longer
as caretaker."

Gem shrugged. "It gppears you need a sharpshooter, lady; not athief.”

She frowned; the light from the window showed linesin her face which had not been there two
days before.

"Jarge Menlinisaninfluentid man," she said; "and an occasiondly useful one. The Vornet prefers
todlow himtolive"

"Lacking only the Bindache Trident.”

Her frown degpened. "Do not bait me, Master ser Edreth. Did you visit your cousin?'

"l did."

"Then you know the stakes.”

He sad nothing, and after amoment she continued her tale.

"The Trident will bein my hands no later than First Dawn, Obret eighteenth.” Seven days! Hedid
not allow dismay to show in either face or voice.

"I will need certain information,” he said to her, coolly, hearing Edreth behind every word. "1
require a description of the object-length, mass, configuration-a sketch, holograph or photo would aid
the task considerably. | require details regarding the layout of the house, most especialy the room where
the Trident iskept. | require atimetable, describing Jarge Menlin'sroutine, if he hasone; and dso a
detailed description of dl darms, guards and house residents.”

She nodded. "The Vornet can provide these things. But | will mention to you, Master ser Edreth,
that thereis no certainty that Menlin keepsthe Trident in hishouse.™

Of course not. "A compilation, aso, of places he frequents, offices or residences away from his
main house." He considered. " Ships, if he owns or part-owns any; warehouse space; mechanic's shed.”

Again, her nod. "These will be provided, aswell. Isthere more?’

"Yes" he heard himsdf say, with vast astonishment. "1 will have your agreement that you will
release my kin to me at the same moment | put the Trident in your hand. Y ou will cease to remember that
ether of usexigsand you will cdl upon mefor no further service."

Shelooked amused. "Of course, your cousin is yoursto take, as soon as our agreement is
fulfilled. She'sof no usetome.”

Gem leaned forward. "And the rest?'

"Therest?' Her amusement grew. "The VVornet claims service from whomever will servethem
best, Master ser Edreth. It may happen wewill need athief again.”

He gtared at her for along moment, until some of the laughter Ieft her eyes and the lines settled
aganin her face,

"Do not bait me, Saxony Belaconto,” he said softly, wondering how he dared it. Y ou may find
the stakes not to your liking."

Unease now in the handsome eyes. She put her hands flat upon the desktop and stood. He rose
a the same ingtant.

"You aredismissed,” she said, sharply. "The information you have requested will be brought to
your homethisevening.”

"Thank you," he said gently, recalling Corbinye, lying donein the dark; and turned and walked

avay.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Shelay for along time, eyes straining againgt the blackness, ears stretched for any sound.

Satisfied at last that the room was empty, she pushed the blanket away, curled round on her side,
did her legs over the edge of the bed and lay for amoment, panting.

Sternly, she squirmed into a gitting position, got her feet solidly under her and pushed hersdlf
upright.

Thefirst attempt was hopel ess-and the second-her knees buckled before they ever sraightened,
and she bounced on the edge of the bed, teeth drawing blood from her lower lip.

On thefifth try, she was standing, trembling in every limb, gasping asif she had just completed a
Class Ten sequence. She waited until the trembling eased somewhat before diding her right foot forward
and cautioudy drawing the |eft after; and then again; and then athird time, which bought her disagter.

In her mind, Corbinye flung her arms out to bresk the fall; in actuality, she dapped face-firg into
the carpet, and lay swearing into the ngp until the sound of thelilting stranger's voice wrapped around the
familiar phrases slenced her.

Grimly, she got to her knees; tried from there to gain her feet and, when shefell again, began to
crawl.

Shefound thewadl by running her head into it, and clawed her way upright, feding about for the
light switch. By luck, shelocated the knob immediately, and twisted it until it would go no further,
flooding the room with light.

Then, she stood, quaking, braced againgt thewall, staring at the room and dl therewasiniit,
while the tears ran her face and splashed on her breasts.

Startled, she looked down at herself; raised soft stranger-hands to cup golden breasts fuller than
hers had been, even in pregnancy. Cautioudy, for by her reckoning the nurse was due soon, and she
dared not risk another fall; Corbinye craned to see the rest of this stupid lump of abody, with its
milk-toast muscles and lack of reection.

Breasts-hopelesdy huge-adim torso flaring to rounded hips; long dender legs; shapdly feet. She
moved a hand, cross-body; felt of her upper arm-and was agreeably surprised to find muscle there, after
al; firm under the velvet skin. Wishing for thelost mirror, she ran her hand acrossthe flat belly; down the
tight waist; over the firm backside-and fdlt aflicker of hope. Not the body of afighter, no. Certainly not
the body she had worked and trained so hard. But one that had known some sort of work; so Corbinye
was left alegacy of basic fitness upon which to build.

Abruptly, she wondered about the woman who had been here before her-what sort of work she
had done; why she had died. And then the door to the outer room whisked open and wonder fled.

Corbinye straightened away from the wall; holding knees and back straight by force of will aone.

The nurseflicked the curtain aside, hand continuing acrossthe wall toward the switch before she
redized that the room was aready lit.

"What-" she began and then froze, eyes on the empty bed.

"Good-day to you," Corbinye said politely, and the nurse jumped afoot, hand lifting to her
throat.

"How did you get over here?' she demanded.

Corbinye stared at her. "How do adult persons normaly crossthe room?" Carefully, sheinclined
her head toward the needle the other woman held. "I do not want that.”

The nurse had recovered her countenance, if not her courage. "It'stime for your nap.”

"I am not in the least tired," Corbinyelied; "and | require no drugsto induce deep. What | do

requireis clothing; and afull-length mirror; and apitcher of water." She paused. "And some cheese.”
The nurse eyed her in fascination. ™Y ou're hungry?"
"Y ou have my requirements," Corbinye said coldly. " Seeto them."
The nurse glanced away, did forward haf-a-step, thumbing the trip on the needle.



"If you try to put that into me," Corbinye said conversationdly, "1 will bresk your arm.”

The nurselicked her lips; gpparently thought better of her act of vaor and stepped carefully
backward, keeping her eyes on Corbinye. Reaching behind, she clawed the curtain out of her way and
ducked into the other room.

After amoment, Corbinye heard the door open, and then shut.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Gem stood in the wreckage of hisworkroom, straddling the voltmeter, one hip braced against the
tool bench, fingerstapping the tiny buttons on the wrist telltale.

There had been fourteen. He had two dive in his pocket, and the mangled corpse Corbinye had
brought him. Eleven were yet unaccounted for.

At hisfeet-arustle, ashift of small debris-and two spiders struggled into the open; gained his
boots, and then histrouser-leg; began thelong climb to safety.

Therewasadtir from the far ceiling-corner. Then, dowly riding the payline down to thefloor,
cameaspider, dightly larger than thefirst two; chip eyes glowing dark purple. Gem grinned. Number
Eleven, genius among hiskind, was working hisway home.

From behind him, a sudden scrabbling, and he glanced at the table top to see Numbers Six and
Twelve marching purposefully forward as Number Four-Eleven'stwin brother-emerged from the
protection of asmashed lamp and scurried to join them.

Gem waited while his companions gained his person by their various routes; touched thetdlltale
again, and waited.

No moretiny robots came to answer that summons. Gem sighed deeply, and shook his head.
Eight remaining. And only by the grace of sheerest luck were Numbers Four and Eleven among them.

He devoted three minutes to curang the Vornet and Saxony Belaconto in terms Edreth would
have deplored and Corbinye gpplauded. Then, spiders sitting on his shoulder and clutching hishair, he
rolled up his deeves and began to put order back into his place.

Wil into the night, order restored, with Number Fifteen half-assembled on the worktable, there
came the chime of the outside annunciator.

Gem looked up from hiswork, blinking.

The chime sounded again, and he sighed, pushed away from the table and made hisway to the
door, surefooted in the dark.

The street was empty when he opened the door. On the threshold was a package wrapped in
thick buff paper and tied with asilver cord.

Gem bent to pick the thing up-and checked as a spider launched itsdlf, trailing asilken parachute,
and landed on the slver cord, eyes glittering amethyt.

Quickly, Number Eleven circumnavigated the package and returned to the cord, asthetelltale on
the man'swrist beeped three times.

"All safe," murmured Gem and extended his hand to the robot, which climbed aboard and
scurried up hisarm, shoulderward. "Thank you," Gem added, picking up the package and shutting the
door.

* % %

Jarge Menlin had been acourier, carrying messages, currency and other necessitiesfor various
Vornet chieftains and even afew "respectable’ businesses. Sometimes, his contractstook him
off-planet-therewas alist of the pilots and ships he most often employed on these trips-and sometimes
an off-planet customer would specify Jarge for a certain job. He was known for being discreet,
competent and-unusud for onein hisline of work-painstakingly honest with his customer.

The picture, Gem thought, scanning quickly through the dossier provided by the Vornet, was of a



man successful at histrade, and perhaps even rising toward a sort of chieftainhood of his own. Forty was
old for acourier, yet Jarge Menlin had achieved that age and showed no sign of faltering in the disfavor
of the powerful.

Eighteen months ago, Jarge Menlin vanished.

It wasthought at firdt, of course, that he was merdly traveling on behaf of some client or another.
But time passed, and people began remarking that Jarge had never been gone so long before. The
Vornet used other couriers, some of whom fdll by the wayside, to be replaced by till others.

A year gone, Jarge Menlin returned, bought a house in the fashionable part of UpTown, bought a
warehouse at the port and leased a hotpad in the portion of the Y ards reserved for deep-space vessals.
Herefused dl commissionsfor courier work (And how, wondered Gem, had he made that stick?),
renewed his acquaintances among Henron's freel ance drug-lords and severa months later astonished
them dl by offering hesernym in bulk from a seemingly unending supply.

Therefollowed here adetailed layout of Menlin's house, with alarm-schemes and severa
time-studies, and a brief notation about a bodyguard. Gem put those aside for later study and picked up
the next page.

The Bindache, he quickly learned, were aloose affiliation of barbarians occupying three worlds
in the Spangiln System. The queen-world was Bindd, and it was here-and only here-that the tremillan
flowers from which hesernym is extracted grew.

Previous attempts to dedl with the Bindalche had resulted in ambassadoriad massacre; attemptsto
duplicate the hesernym affect artificialy smply failed. For thefifty years sinceits discovery, hesernym had
remained the emperor of drugs-virtudly unobtainable; staggeringly expensve when available at dl.

Until Jarge Menlin, thought Gem, flipping through severa sheetsfor adescription of the
Binda che Trident.

There was better-clipped to the last page was a flat-photo. Gem frowned. The Bindal che Trident
was roughly six feet long; seemingly hewn from wood, set al around with pebbles and shellsand, and-he
groped aong the table top, found the loupe and screwed it into place.

Circuitry. Bitsand blasted fragments of circuit-wireswere st into the irregular surface, whorling
artigticaly around the shells, nuts, transstors, capacitors and jewels. Gem took the glass out of hiseye
and flipped the pages back.

The Bindalche Trident, according to the Vornet'sinformation, was an artifact of power. It had
not been observed functioning in any manner; it did not seem to generate or gather energy. However, dl
Bindalche revered Trident and Trident-Bearer, for reasons the Vornet had either been unable to discover
or was disinclined to share. Most important, from the point of view of the reporter, was the fact thet, as
an act of reverence, the Bearer was tithed in hesernym. In as much hesernym, it appeared, as he wanted.

Gem laid the last sheet down, tamped the edges and tied the pages together with the silver cord.
Absently, he picked up the whisker-tool and bent over the emerging Number Fifteen, face blank in
concentration.

Two hours|ater, with Second Dawn lighting every corner of the kitchen, Gem fixed himself acup
of teaand watched the new spider cavort and spin and findly climb dizzily up adeeve and into ashirt
pocket.

Gem spped histea, consdering the information he had-and the information he did not have.
Saxony Belaconto wanted the Bindache Trident, thusit followed that she had provided the most
completeinformation at her disposa. And, whereit dedlt with Jarge Menlin and his effects, thiswas
subgtantid.

Where he sensed alack was within the body of information regarding the Trident itsdlf. It had
the feel of an object powerful in itsown right. Many of the so-called "magicd"” items cataloged in
Shilban'slibrary had the samefedling of presence; of the most powerful, the auramost often described
wasthat dmogt of sentience.

Gem shivered and drank histeadowly, whileintuition spun itsweb of what-if, and thief's
necessity uneasily sorted the data, over and over. And, in the end, found it insufficient.

Grimly, knowing it had to be done, for the debt he owed Corbinye, if not for hisown lifeand



body; Gem |eft his houseto travel crosstown and Up; and up onelevel more, to OldTown and Shilban's
Library.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

The intercom buzzed and Saxony Belaconto |ooked up with afrown.

"Wel?" she demanded.

"I'm sorry to disturb you, Ms. Belaconto,” her secretary said hurriedly, "but | have Dr. Waney
ontheline He saysit'surgent.”

Thedirector of the Blue House. Her frown degpened. "Put him through.”

"Yes, maam,” her secretary murmured; and Fel Walney's deep voice rumbled nervoudy through
the speaker.

"Ms. Bdaconto?'

"Dr. Waney," shereturned camly. "What can | do for you today?'

"Morning, maam! Morning! Terribly sorry to bother you and dl that-know how busy you must
be. Thing is, my recordsindicate that you are the person responsible for Corbinye Faztherot." Hisvoice
trailed off on an unmistakable query-note.

"That'sright." She hestated. "Has something happened to her?!

"Oh, nonono-nothing like that, malam! It's just that she seems to be doing-aah-much better than
anticipated, and-aah+-is putting alittle strain on the staff. Regulations, you understand, maam, and, after
all, we do have a planned procedure-and, well, it just seems best to us that you come and-aah-perhaps
bring her home. WEell be happy to detach anurse, of course-"

"Dr. Wdney."

Silence, then acreak, which may have been him shifting in hischair. "Madam?"

"I have a contract with your Center, ar. It specificaly includes domiciliary care and physica
therapy for my-ward-until sheisfit to re-enter the world. Am | to understand that Ms. Faztherot is, at
thisearly day, fit to re-enter the world?"

"No, maam." He cleared histhroat. "That is, not exactly.”

"I would be delighted,” she said dangeroudly, "to learn what it is| am to understand.”

"Certainly." Morethroat clearing. "Ms. Faztherot is an astonishing young woman. She-not only is
she severd days ahead of the average progress expected of a newly-trandated person, but she appears
to be making significant progressin areas we have no expertise to measure.”

"Indeed." She sghed, fingers tapping on the highly unsatisfactory profit report she had been
reviewing. "Could you be more specific?

"Yes, yes, certanly. I-she..." A sgh and another chair-creak. "Normally, a new-trandation
would drink alittle water on the third day; work on eye-hand coordination, Stting up in bed-perhaps
even gtting with the legs dangling-between the third and fifth days. Somewhere during those few days,
the client will complain of hunger and be given smal amounts of gdlatin and soup, working toward solid
foods. A few cases have been reported where, on thefifth day, the client was able to walk acrossthe
room and into the antechamber, it in the chair and then walk back to bed. That is, | submit, remarkably
quick progressand very, very rare."

"And | am to understand that Ms. Faztherot is progressing more rapidly than this?'

"Sheis eating cheese, bread and also vegetables." Dr. Walney's voice suddenly did not sound
nervousat dl. "She not only walks, but she exercises. We had thought at first that she was doing dance
exercises, and there was some speculation among the staff. The body's previous resident had been
something of an artist of the dance.... At any rate, Dr. Mowker tells me that these exercises are not
dance movesat al, but something he recognizes from his service in the Marines." He fdtered and Saxony
Bedaconto found she was sitting very ill, staring at the intercom.

"Wdl?' she snapped.

"Dr. Mowker," the man said diffidently, "seemsto fed that Ms. Faztherot is practicing-well,



Nn's moves. She seems-quite dedicated, and thereisa clear progress being made. She pursues
shifts of two hours-exercise and rest. During her rest periods, she works on eye-hand coordination and
fineprecison." He cleared histhroat yet again.

"She'sthreatened severa of my staff members, Ms. Belaconto, and refuses both drugs and the
assistance of the physicd thergpists. The Resurrection Thergpist won't go near her at al.”

"l will come and spesk with her," she heard her own voice say.

"Mdam?'

"l said," she snapped, "that | will come and give Ms. Faztherot alesson in manners, snce she
seemsto require one. In the meantime, you and your center will fulfill your contract with me, Dr. Walney.
Do | make mysdf clear?'

There was clear reluctancein hisvoice. "Y es, Ms. Beaconto. I-thank you. When can we expect
to seeyou?'

She tapped her fingers once upon the report, recalled the shine of murder in Gem ser Edreth's
eyes, and pushed her chair away from the desk.

"I'll comeat once," she said, and cut the connection.

* * %

The antechamber wasit with the light of many lamps, set dl around the wall, so there were no
shadows anywhere. Strewn about were pieces of clothing, some buttoned and zipped and sealed, others
gaping open, aswell as bits of knotted and braided string, twists of wire, and severd different keyboards.

Inthe midst of al the clutter and glare, Sitting facing the vanity'slarge ova mirror, wasagirl of
exquisite loveiness, dressed in loose tunic and pants, bare feet crossed neatly under the upholstered
bench. As Saxony stepped into the room, the girl's ebony eyes found and tracked her in the mirror.

Three daystrandated, by the gods! Saxony stared at her, unwillingly recalling the painfully dow
relearning that had characterized her own trandation, eight years ago.

"l am Saxony Belaconto,” she said, dl the hauteur and assurance of aVornet leader ringing in her
voice.

The delicate browsrose asadim hand fumbled for amoment among the oddments atop the
vanity and closed upon acomb. She raised the comb and brought it deliberately down the length of hair
shimmering over her shoulder.

"Areyou," she said, and used the comb again.

"l am." Saxony moved forward abit, just to the edge of the minor's range. "Has your cousin told
you about me?'

Corbinye carefully divided her hair into three portions, laid the comb down and began to weave a
brad.

"Y ou are a Grounder captain,” she said, off-handedly. "Y ou dedl destruction and demand service
of freemen.” Sheraised her eyesto the mirror and Saxony found her gaze caught and held. "They say that
you are my patron here."

"They say correctly,” she said, breaking that oddly compelling gaze and moving out of the
mirror'sinfluence,

"Then," said Corbinye, minding her braid, "itisyou | must thank for thisbody | find mysdf within,
for it was your henchmen beat my own so badly it could not be healed.”

"Youare" Saxony suggested, "grateful.”

Corbinye turned her head; stared at her out of depthless black eyesfor the space of three
heartbests.

"Beatings ingpire no gratitude, Saxony Belaconto.”

"And yet you should be grateful " Saxony persisted. "For lifeis sweet, and the body you seem to
scornisseemly.”

Corbinye snorted. "Am | a courtesan? And while life may be sweet, you hold mine hostage,
which | find bitter indeed." Shefinished the braid and found a bit of ribbon on the vanity top. It took her



two triesto pick it up. ™Y ou use me to compel Anjemdlti to do what you wish. Better | had died than |
ever shame Ship and Crew by placing the Captain in danger.”

"Touching," Saxony said, coming forward; "and enlightening, aswell. Who would have thought a
barbarian had such ahigh notion of honor?"

Corbinyetied the ribbon around the braid-tail and looked up, black eyes fearless, no expression
at dl onthe smooth, lovely face.

"Listen to me, barbarian," Saxony said, low and vicious. "Y ou will stop threatening the staff of
thisplace. Y ou will do asyou are told. When the time has come, you will be brought to my house, where
you will continue to do precisely what you aretold. If you do not do these things,” shefinished, "1 will kill
your cousin.”

The big eyes widened. "Has he aready done what you demanded of him?"

Saxony graightened. "Did | say when | would kill him?*

"l see" said Corbinye, and tossed her braid behind her back. "Enlightening. Who would have
thought that even a Grounder captain would hold no notion of honor at al?!

Saxony's hand rose even as Corbinye turned her face away and began to tidy the objects on the
vanity. Saxony clenched her hand and put it into her pocket.

"l will ceaseto terrify the Grounders charged with my care," Corbinye said softly. "And when |
cometo you | shal behave asbefitsaguest." Sheraised her head. "'l will continue to exercise and work
and refine thisbody. It is| who must live here, and | have certain requirements. Also, it isnecessary thet |
have the proper measure of my limitations and strengths.”

"Very well." Saxony stepped back; turned to go.

"Saxony Bdaconto!™

Sheturned back. "What isit?

"Theman you call Gem ser Edreth is not without resources, Saxony Belaconto-do not think that
you feud with some crewless rogue captain.” She stood, easily, gracefully. "A word in your ear.” She
gmiled. "From gratitude.”

"See that you mind your manners,” Saxony snapped, and Corbinye inclined her head.

"Y ou have my word."

"Keepit." Shewhirled on her hed, went out the door and with asnarl collected the bodyguard
she had left just outside. Three days trand ated-and gods knew how dangerous! And it wasimperative
she be kept dive, or Gem ser Edreth would have no leash at all.

It was becoming increasingly more important that Gem ser Edreth be tightly leashed, indeed.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Hewokewith sun glaring in hisface; cheek resting on amildewed page, ams flung haphazardly
across avast drift of books. He inhaled sharply-choked and began to sneeze on the ambient dust-and
jerked upright, wincing at his back's protest.

The sneezing abated and he rubbed at his streaming eyeswith grimy fingers, blinking at the
glowing desk lamp and the row of respectful spidersSitting aong itsrim.

Sowly, careful of cramped legs and spine, he eased out of the rickety chair and stretched;
checked hiswrist and bit off acurse.

Nearly six hourswasted in deep while he was no wiser regarding the Trident than he had been
when he had dipped into the Library twelve hours ago and had been relieved both to find the place
standing unmolested and that someone had disposed of Shilban's body.

"No Blue House for you, lucky old man,” Gem whispered, and shook himsdlf sharply, lest he
indulge in another bout of swearing directed at Saxony Belaconto and her tribe of murderers.

No Blue House for the scholar-and no help for Gem, who had some skill as aresearcher, but
none to match Shilban's genius, and who was armed with a puzzle that was like to be hisdownfdl. And
Corbinye's, aswell.



Wearily, he sat back in the chair, ignoring his ssomach's growling, and pulled the crumbling
volume held falen adegp over into the poal of light benegth the patient spiders.

"And in the beginning was the Father and the Sister and the Brother and each held amighty
instrument of power." The passage was faded, cracking, splotched with mildew. Gem squinted and
reached up to adjust the lamp.

"Timewore wearily on. The Brother and the Sister copulated and their union produced children,
who became the Five Telios of the Bindalche.

"Moretime passed, and the Father and the Brother and the Sister decided to test the might of
their weapons, each against the other, to see who was the greatest of the three. The contest raged for
years, asthe Telios measure time, and laced the sky with lightnings, broke mountains, sundered valeys,
boiled and loosed the sess.

"The Brother fdl first, his Spear of Light shattered by the Father's Sword, and in giving up its
magic, destroyed the Brother, though he was agod.

"Then the Father joined battle with the Sister-Sword against Trident-and the skies opened and
rained rock down upon the wondering Telios, while strange winds blew from dl directions at once, and
snow fell, blinding, while the sun burned the land to dust.”

Gem frowned, rubbed at hisforehead and carefully lifted the fraying pageto turnit.

" After season upon season of gtriving againgt each other, the Father at last cornered the Siter in
acul-de-sac of heaven and raised his sword to sever the Trident and prove himsalf most powerful.

"But the Sister brought the Trident up and stared at the Father, remembering that the Father had
dain her Brother and her Lover and, in an anger so great the seas roared and the ground buckled, she
thrust hard and true and impaled the Father upon the Trident's prongs.

"The Father screamed and flamed and died, Sword rupturing as he went. Likewise, the Sister
screamed, and threw the Trident from her in loathing before she turned her thought upon hersalf and
followed Brother and Father into unlife”

"Nicefamily," Gem mumbled and knuckled his eyes before turning the page again.

"The Trident fell among the Telios, who gathered 'round, but did not dare lay hands upon it. The
great chiefs of the Binda che came and fasted and dreamed beside it and in their dreamsiit wastold that
the Trident was the guardian and the master of the Bindalche, children of the Brother and the Sigter,
grandchildren of the Father; and that the deeds of the Trident are inextricably bound up in the deeds of
the Bindalche and in the deeds of those the Trident chooses.

"For, lo, the Trident does chose its own pathway, for the glory of its Children, and one shdl be
appointed by the Teliosto walk three steps behind and mark well the Trident's choices.”

What? Gem read that bit again, trying to ignore the cramping of his bdly-in fear?in hunger?

"And the Trident shall go where the Trident shall go, according to its own need and desire and
the duty of he who walks behind shall be to watch and remember rightly until such time as his memory
becomes the memory of the Tdios and another is called to follow the Trident's choice.”

"Bodyguard,” Gem whispered, leaning back in the chair and staring, unseeing &t the motionless
row of spiders. "Jarge Menlin comes home with the Trident and a bodyguard-who is no bodyguard at dl,
but the Trident's memory." He snorted. "The Trident's operator, more likely!" He recdled the bits of
technology fused to the Trident's skin-and the ugly little myth hinted that the Trident was technology of
somedien sort....

"Gods of foolsand children." He closed hiseyes.

After atime, he opened them again, gathered his spiders up, straightened the desk and turned out
the light. On hisway down the Sairs, he caught aglimpse of himself in the mirrored ceiling-rumpled,
grimy, hair dusty and straggling out of the ribbon, a smear of gray book dust on his cheek, another across
hisforeheed.

On the verandah, he paused to order histhoughts. First, a shower, clean clothes. Breakfast.
Then, astop at the Blue House, to check on Corbinye's progress before he spoke with Saxony
Belaconto.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

She sat behind the desk and stared at him as he came down the room; atalish and dender young
man dressed in quiet e egance, from the glittering hand-rings to the cunning, spider-shaped brooch pinned
over his heart, the very picture of civilized sophitication. Which appearance, she had learned from his
cousin just recently, could be very mideading.

"Wdl, Master ser Edreth.”

"No," he said coldly, stopping and fixing her in those large and remarkabl e eyes; "not well, lady.”

"I'm distressed to hear you say it," she drawled. "In what humble way may the Vornet assst
you?"

He glanced at hiswrigt, then back up to her face. "By alowing meto visit my cousin.” Hewaited,
and when she did nothing more than lift her eyebrows, added: "The Blue House turned me away, saying
that my name had been struck from the Vistor's Roster-and that it was at your instruction.”

"Surdly, Magter ser Edreth, | am not such afool asto grant you unlimited timeto visit your
so-lovely cousin while you have ajob to do for me." She paused. "Quite achadlenging job, | do believe,
and onethat should, in dl fairness, command your entire attention. Time enough for lust and familia
remembrances when the job isthrough."”

Impossibly, the large eyes widened; he glanced at hiswrist again and bowed, dightly and
ironicaly. "Indeed, asyou point out, avery chalenging job. And one that grows more chdlenging by the
hour. | had origindly thought to come here, not on behaf of my cousin, but to discover whether there
was anything e se that the Vornet was hiding from me?"

She diffened. "And what doesthat mean?'

"Why, only that the VVornet |eft it to me to discover that the artifact it desiresin fact iscontained in
two packages, rather than one.” Another quick glance at hiswrist.

"A minor problem,” she drawled, relaxing dightly, "for an artist such asyoursdf, sr.”

"Hardly." The eyeswere sgpphire cold. "I am not akidnapper, lady."

Ddliberately, she pushed the chair back and stood, making no effort to mask her displeasure.

"Y ou will explain yoursdlf and then you will be gone about your business, Master ser Edreth. | do
not exist for your amusement or your convenience. | remind you a second time that you have a
commissionto fulfill and that timeis aprecious commodity.”

He shrugged, markedly uncowed by her display. "It ismerely that it astounds me," he said, and
theirony in hisvoice crackled aong her nerves, so that shelonged to dap hisface, or to cal in abullteam
and have him hurt more fully, "that the researchers of the Vornet, who must be among the best in the
business of garnering information, should have missed the fact of the Trident's operator.”

"Operator.” She blinked at him. "Jarge Menlin controlsthe Trident.”

"Not s0," he corrected sharply. "The Trident currently resdes with Jarge Menlin and the
Bindalche tithe him because of it. But the important person-the Trident's operator-is the one your report
dismisses as amere bodyguard. Without this man, the Trident is merely an interesting pre-tech art
object." He glanced at hiswrist; back to her face. "'l repeat: | am not akidnapper.”

She thought, and he glanced at hiswrist yet again, so that she snapped a him to have done. "Y ou
were the onewho forced thisinterview, Master ser Edreth! Leave over looking at your watch!"

He started; bowed. "Certainly, lady."

She frowned. "Shdl | detach one of my own to go with you and ded with the operator's
persuason?'

He laughed, and the spider on his tunic seemed to blink its purple eyes.

"Those you employ seem clumsy in the extreme, lady. If an equa may say it to you. | merely wish
you to be apprised of the case; to inquire whether there is anything else the Vornet knows that it has not
told me; and to inform you that the deadline runsafair possibility of not being met, in light of this
complication.”

She went cold; drew hersdf tiffly up. "The deadline is not negotiable, Master ser Edreth. Do not



gpeak to me of complications. Y ou refuse the Vornet's assistance. The Trident and whatever must attend
it to make it whole will be herein thisroom no later than First Dawn, Obret eighteenth.” She stared at
him intently. "Understand me: If these things are not in this room by one minute after Dawn's chime, your
cousnisforfet.”

"| understand you, lady." He bowed, with ashow at least of respect. "I leave you now, with
permisson.”

"Go," shesaid curtly, and watched him walk, dl graceful, across the room and out the door.
When the door closed, she sat down, hard; and covered her face with her hands.

* % %

Gem went down the hall and was let out into the dimming Second Noon by an armed guard. He
went down the stepsinto the street, well pleased with himsalf and with Number Eleven, riding so bravely
on histunic.

Mapped, analyzed and recorded by spider senses were each bug, telltale and darm node in
Saxony Belaconto's private office. Gem grinned as he turned his steps toward MidTown. Such
information was very, very vauable.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

"What are you doing here?'

The one who demanded it was thin and smdll and sharp: adiver-knife of awoman, with an
ill-natured, sdllow face. Thetag on her shirt read "Aide’.

Corbinye looked down on her-necessary, even from this body's diminished height-and lifted a
shoulder.

"l amwalking to the observation port,” she said mildly. "The nurse had said it wasin this
direction.”

"Y ou're not allowed to walk the halls by yoursdf!" the little woman snapped. "Patients must be
accompanied by anurse or atherapist, and you must go at your assigned time. Y ou can't just go to the
sun room whenever you fed likeit!" Suspicion sharpened her face further. "How did you get out of your
room?"'

"The door was open,” said Corbinye. And 0 it had been, though briefly, asthe nurse, he of the
happily unobservant nature, had quit the room. The hals had been quite empty, due to the lateness of the
hour; and she had begun to believe in escape.

All for naught, now; hopes broken on this grudging blade of awoman. Corbinye inclined her
head, feding the weariness etched into her bones and the beginning of deegp muscle tremor, aswill
happen, when one has pushed onesalf past sense and strength.

"I'll go back to my room," she murmured; "and ask my nurse to bring me, tomorrow."

"I'll take you back to your suite," the aide snarled, and Corbinye silently cursed her and the gene
pool from which she'd been spawned. "What's your room number?"

Corbinye sghed. "Fourteen eighty-9x."

The ruin of her hopes was nearly worth the opportunity to behold the expresson on thelittle
woman'sface. "Fourteen?' she squesked.

"Indeed, yes," Corbinye said solemnly; "fourteen.”

"Thisisthe ninth floor." Confusion blurred the sharp-featured face for an instant, and was
replaced by determination. "What's your name?"' she demanded.

"Corbinye Faztherot."

The aide thumbed a stud on her belt-comm, rapped out arequest for room number verification
on Corbinye Faztherot, and frowned quite blackly when atinny voice told her, "Fourteen eighty-six."

"Patient found wandering on Floor Nine," she snarled. "Send achair and ateam.”



"Indeed,” Corbinye protested untruthfully, "I can walk back to my rooms. It'sthe merest step.”
"Shut up!™ the aide shouted, goaded past the limits of her patience.
Corbinye shut up and they waited, glaring slently at each other, for the arrival of the chair.

* % %

When they had gone, she got out of bed and went out into the antechamber in her
deeping-gown. The door would, of course, belocked. Shetried it anyway, then went around the room,
turning on the lamps.

This done, she sat down before the mirror and began to unbraid her hair, danting Ssdelong
glances at her reflection as she did. The face of the woman in the mirror held a certain fascination, though
she had long since stopped looking for clues of Corbinye Faztherot in the high cheeks and smooth skin;
or in the black, black eyes.

Tonight, aglimmer caught her haf-glance, so that she looked up fully at the mirror-and saw the
spider hanging there.

No ordinary spider, such as might be found in even the most pristine of Grounder homes. This
was rather alarge spider-perhaps the size of her new fist-and its eyes gleamed afriendly and interested
ydlow.

Corbinye drew a short bresth-barely more than a dry sob against the tightness of her throat. The
next went better, and she said, very softly, "Anjemdti?'

There was no answer, save that the spider shifted abit and did down-mirror, traling aline of fine
black silk.

Corbinye sighed and picked up her comb, sternly forcing trembling fingersto yield to her will and
perform their function, weary or no. She glanced up again as she pulled comb through extravagant
Grounder-length hair, and saw the spider cutting capers across smooth glass, describing spirdsand
lunges and-

GEM SENDS GREETING the black silk spelled. AND ASKSIF YOU ARE WELL She
stared, comb frozen; recaled herself and completed the stroke.

CORBINY E the spider spun. COUSIN

"I anwdl," she whispered, wondering how he could hear her; wondering if he could see her. "l
exercise, Anjemdlti; and grow strong.”

THE VORNET REVOKESMY RIGHT TO VISIT the silken letters spelled. EXERCISE
GROW STRONG BE BIDDABLE | WILL COME FOR YOU

"'Saxony Belaconto saysthat shewill kill you, cousn.”

The spider described an arc, dropped down and wrote SHE MAY TRY

Corbinye grinned, and the woman in the mirror for amoment gleamed wolfish, before she
sobered and asked the spider, "When will you come?’

TWO DAY Sthe spider spun out; and then, much more dowly TRUST ME

"I trust you," she murmured and suddenly closed her eyes, asfear and londliness held him up
before her mind's eye: young and comely and graceful, with his Grounder hair and hisface that wasthe
face of the Crew. She swallowed hard and hoped that he could not see her, and be ashamed for the
weakness of her tears.

"| trust you," she whispered again and opened her eyes.

The spider had dropped even lower on the minor. THISISNUMBER FIFTEEN WHO WILL
STAY WITH YOU BE WISE GROW STRONG

"y es"

COURAGE CORBINYE The silken letters conveyed not reprimand, but compassion and she
felt her heart ease somewhat, that he was not, after all, ashamed of her.

| GO NOW

"Take good care, Anjemdlti,” she said softly.

The spider spun at the end of itslifeine; then danced back aong the word-webs, swallowing its



own silk until the mirror was empty except for the reflection of the exotic Grounder woman, patiently
combing her hair.

Number Fifteen swung down to the vanity and picked its dainty way acrossthelittered top.
Corbinye lowered her comb to watch, and shivered as spider-claws minced across her hand, to her
deeve, and thence downward, until Number Fifteen dipped into the pocket of her gown.

Sternly, she raised the comb and finished dressing her hair for the night. Then she rose and went
methodically around the room, turning off al the lights except for one. Shetried the door again and went
into the bedroom to lie down.

She closed her eyes and tried to will the body into relaxation, though tension sang through her,
and longing, and a bone-degp weariness that pitched the mind past exhaustion and into hyperawareness.
Asghelay there struggling to impose a seemly discipline, she heard a scrabbling nearby and opened her
eyes.

There, bravein thewash of thelight from the room beyond, golden eyes glowing vaiantly,
Number Fifteen stood upon her pillow, guarding her rest.

Smiling, Corbinye closed her eyes. And, very shortly, dept.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

It was not in his house; nor wasit in the warehouse a the port; nor at the fashionable UpTown
office.

It was not in hismistress lavish river-view gpartment; it was not on the premises of any of the
eight businesses of which he was part owner.

Gem ordered acup of strong teaand stared out the window of the cafe, wondering for the nine
hundredth timein six days wherein the name of al demons Jarge Menlin kept the Binda che Trident.

Six days gone. He had until First Dawn tomorrow to discover thething, stedl it and bring it safely
to Saxony Belaconto. That she would then alow Corbinye and himsdlf to depart peacefully he did not
expect; yet it wasimpossible to form further plans until he had the Trident in hand.

And if the Trident did not come to hand? He shook his head and sipped the hot beverage. He
had no doubt he could stedl Corbinye from the Blue Housg; little doubt that Linzer Skot would hold Dart
in readiness, once he claimed the message waiting for him &t the port.

But he felt utterly certain that Saxony Belaconto would hunt them with her last breath and hold
them up as an example of what became of those who dared to thwart the Vornet.

Out of the office building across the street came afleshy, haf-bald man in clothestoo fashionable
for him. Gem put aside his cup and dipped out of the cafe to follow Jarge Menlin, wherever he might go.

Hewent al over UpTown; visited each of the eight businesses of which he was a partner;
stopped briefly at [liam's, rather longer at Korson's Jewelers; and no time at dl, redlly, at the Flower
Basket. Gem fidgeted and thought about the mistress legendary temper and her passion for acertain
exotic blossom; and cursed Jarge Menlin, the Five Telios of the Bindache and the Vornet, in no
particular order.

Jarge Menlin came out of the Flower Basket, turned right through the thickening crowds of
Second Noon, and went with uncharacteristic vigor toward the River DownRamp.

At River Plaza, he hailed acab and Gem swore and broke into arun. His elbow caught Menlinin
the middle of hisback as he began to bend to the cab, nearly overbalancing him. Gem grabbed the older
man's arm, spouting apologies, brushing at the expensve clothing

"Enough!™ Menlin roared, one large hand flashing out toward Gem'sthroat. "Try to pick my
pockets, will you?'

Gem danced back a pace, empty hands out and up, an expression of well-meaning vacuity on his
face.

"No, then, gr, | was only meaning to help, snce my clumsiness dmost tumbled your honor
straight onto your head! Asto picking your pockets, sir-1'm not haf clever enough to be athief. Check



and seeif it'snot so!™

Frowning, Menlin patted his pockets; pulled out awadlet and did it back away; did the same with
aflat velvet jewder'sbox and afolder of keycards.

"All right, then," he said irritably; "but watch yoursdlf. There's some not as easy-going asl am,
who'd shoot you and then count their change.

"Y our honor, | know it," Gem assured him fervently. "My sincerest thanks for your good humor
and your advice." He bowed, backing away dightly as he did. "Fortune keep your honor and may
blessed circumstances surround you.”

Menlin had turned his back before this pleasantry was haf-done and climbed into the cab,
snarling directionsinto the driver's spegker. Gem stood on the walkway, watching the little blue-and-gray
vehicle zip down the road and 'round thefirst bend. Then he ran out into the road and commandeered a
cab for himsdif.

Theblip was strong and steady. Gem directed the cab in an unhurried murmur, eyeson thewrist
readout. Number Six, certainly the humblest and least complex of spiders, clung to histarget and
broadcast his smple message over and over with atenacity that commanded his master'slove.

Thedgna Hilled; began to move again, much more dowly.

"Stop here," Gem murmured to the cab and did a coin into the meterbox as the door cycled
open.

Onthewalk, he spun dowly around to get his bearings. Just so. Three blocks from the Port; very
near the warehouse digtrict, yet not quite among them. A neighborhood of sullen shops and shabby
offices, street and sdewalk bare of traffic at barely past Second Noon.

A glance at the readout told him that, two blocks southwest, Jarge Menlin waswalking at a
hurried pace. Gem smiled to himsalf and ambled dong, looking into dusty shop windows and trusting to
Number Six.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

"Corbinye Faztherot?'

She deliberately speared the last morsel of breskfast, chewed and swallowed before looking up
a him, and frowning.

"y es"

He was scowling; thick brows pulled together and down, cheeks furrowed and fleshy mouth
turned down. Hisfingers quivered, ever so dightly, no doubt yearning for the grips of the wegponsriding
on hiships.

"Saxony Belaconto sendsfor you," he snarled. Y ou will comewith me."

Corbinyeinclined her head. "Very wdl. Await meinthe hall."

The brows lowered further, and the fingers of hisright hand, at least, found solace 'round a
gun-grip. "1 can pump you full of tranquilizer and carry you out, or you can wak out on your own two
feet,” he growled. "But you're going and you're going now!"

Corbinye cameto her feet with perhaps a quarter of her old speed, hands dapping the breakfast
table, pitiable musclestensing for action.

"I will go when | am prepared to go and not an instant sooner,” she said coldly. "Try me at your
peril, Grounder."

The brows were somewhat |ess definite. Corbinye pushed her advantage.

"Does your mistress go from council room to council room al mussed from deep, like awhore?"

Thisargument held someforce, she saw from hisface. She called up the Command voice and
pointed at the door. "Await mein the hd|!™



He started, even beginning a salute before he caught himself; stiffened and marched out the door.
Shoulders abruptly sagging, Corbinye looked around at the prison room that suddenly seemed
like sanctuary. After amoment, she went to take a shower.

* % %

Some whilelater, dressed in dark trousers and boots and a scarlet shirt with blousing deeves,
hair braided with alength of ribbon exactly matching the shirt, Corbinye looked at Number Fifteen,
watching patiently from his perch on the minor's edge.

"Anjemdti?' shesad, very softly. "Cousin?'

Number Fifteen blinked golden eyes and rel gpsed into stillness.

Sighing, Corbinye stood and held out ahand. The spider came readily into her pam, claws
mincing; she brought it nearer, peering, asif she could see through the golden eyes and down dong the
invisblelinesthat kept it tied to Anjemdlti....

She shook her head at her own folly, and gently put the spider in her pocket. Of the other
objectsin theroom, shetook only theflat folder containing her 1Ds, credit chitsand cash. Slipping it into
her other pocket, she went to the door and laid her hand against the plate.

Asnever before, it did open, and she stepped out into a hallway crowded with armed guards.

Corbinye stopped, sought and found he of the scowling brows and pointed. "Y ou. What isthe
meaning of this?"

He started, stared around him asif only now seeing the mob of his mates, and looked back at
her, brows twitching.

"Ms. Belaconto sent usto get you." He grinned, gap-toothed. "Maybe she wanted to be sure you
didn't get any ideas about going solo, huh?!

Corbinye stared at him coldly. " Saxony Belaconto has my word that | will behave as befitsa
guest. She might as easily have sent her grandmother to show me the way, and let you free for-other
endeavors." She shrugged, eoquent of resigned outrage. "Why do wetarry? | had thought | wasto come
to your cgptain immediately.”

Thus recalled to asense of hisduty, he barked orders and the rest of the crew formed
themselvesinto asquare around her, guns very apparent, and marched her out of the Blue House and
into awaiting car.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The fat man came, as he dways did, red-faced and breathing hard, shoving open the door asif it
were man's place done, and not aso the abode of that which was not man.

Witnessfor the Telios Sighed and wondered in his private heart what it was that Shlorbas Smiter
wished of thefat man. Certainly, it was not reverence; though Witness-memory taught him that athirst for
reverence had not in the past been characteristic of the Smiter. Y et, those Chosen of the past had had a
certain-boldness-in common; a certainty of purpose, no matter that each purpose had been as different
from the other as each grain of sand was different from its brothers. Witnessfor the Telios, in his private
heart, believed that Shlorba's Smiter found this boldness-exhilarating.

The fat man was not bold. He came asif compelled to the Smiter's Center, smelling of liquor and
women and flowers; laid his hand upon the grip and muttered his name asif any moment his boneswould
give up their duty and there would be nothing left of the fat man at dl, excepting asmear of pudding on
thefloor.

Aspart of hisduties as Witness, he had studied the fat man's society and culture and as much of
the fat man himsdf asit was possible to do, to thus give context and perspective to the Memory. It
annoyed him, in his private heart, that an Epoch that had so much potentid-the Smiter setsforth from the
Bindache, forsooth! and risesinto the starsto clutch who knows what new and terrible magicsto



itself-should wither into boredom in the fat man's soft, scented hands.

Thefat man had turned from the Smiter and was standing now before him, hand clenched, the
gtink of liquor on his breath. Witnessfor the Telios Sghed and stood, awaiting the inevitable. At firgt, he
had not understood the fat man'sins stence on asking these questions, on seeking assurance, asif he
were aboy untried rather than an adult, Tried and Named and Tested. Study had provided him with
certain answers. Within the fat man's culture, there was neither Testing nor Trying, and one might go from
womb to pyre bearing only the milk-name given at birth. In a sense then wasthe fat man aboy untried,
laboring under the milky influence of an infant-name. Witnessfor the Tdlios endeavored to keep thistruth
before hisheart'seyein dl their dealings.

"Isdl well with you?" inquired the fat man, wrinkles around hismoist brown eyes.

"All iswell," replied Witness, with the gentleness one reserved for children, reminding his heart
that the question was meant kindly and not as the deadly insult it must have been, asked between men.

The fat man nodded. "And-that?' He gestured toward the Smiter. "Doesit require anything? s
it-content?"

"I am Witnessfor the Telios,” Witness said, as he dways did; "you are the one Chosen."

"Yes, of course" muttered the fat man, as he dways did, with his eyes dropping and darting tiny
sharp glances around the room. He pulled himsdf upright, with aboy's brittle bravado, and nodded his
head sharply.

"Until next time, then. Y ou know how to get in touch with me, if anything should happen.”

Thiswas merely anonsense phrase, apleasantry, or so Witness thought. For what could it mean,
"if anything should happen?' when everything within the Thought of the gods-fat men, the Bindalche,
Shlorba's Snifter, and every Witness the Telios had brought to the Smiter-was caught forever in a state of
event? How could it be that something not happen? But, there, it was merdly the milky thinking of achild.
And who could expect more, from one denied the Trial and the Naming?

Witness for the Telios bowed, since the fat man had in the past understood thisto signal
agreement, and then had gone away.

Today, however, he hesitated.

"No one e se has been here, have they? Asking questions? Trying to buy the Trident? Have
they?'

Therewasfear in the moist eyes. Witness brought his hand up in the gesture of Truthtelling. "No
one”

The fat man stared, long and hard, finally nodded his head and moved to the door. "All right then.
But you keep an eye out, dl right? 1t'1l go bad with you, if somebody steals that thing from under your
nose."

Mere sound, signifying nothing. Witness bowed and the fat man dipped out the door, looking
both ways with a stealth clumsy enough to make afond father laugh.

Sighing, Witness turned back to the larger room, eyes straying to the magnificence of the Smiter,
reposing in its Center. He checked for amoment, and his private heart rose, singing, in hisbreast.

Crouched upon Shlorbas Smiter, Mighty Weapon of the Mightiest Warrior, Destroyer of God;
and undisturbed by any of the magicsthat warded lesser creatures and left their small husksin alitter on
the floor beneath the Center, was a spider.

Witnessfor the Telioswalked dowly backward across the room, eyes on the Smiter and on the
Spider sitting there, so bold. So bold.

He walked backward until his knees touched the study-chair, and then he sat, prepared to
Witnessal.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SX

The room was below ground level, windowless and large. Whether it wasin UpTown,
DownTown, near the Port or by the river Corbinye prayed Number Fifteen knew, for the only certainty



she held was that they remained upon Henron.

The car windows had been opaqued; and the driver had exerted some ingenuity to confuse her
sense of direction, so that they drove for more than an hour, east and west, north and south. When they
findly cameto rest, he of the scowling brows made asign to another of the troop, who snapped forward
in the crowded passenger bay and pinned Corbinye'sarmsto her sde. She gritted her teeth and made no
struggle againgt thisindignity, though she nearly cried out when the blindfold came down over her eyes.

Sightless, she was dragged along by both arms, led stumbling up three short steps and
quick-marched down along expanse of carpeting. Therewas abrief, downward ride in alift, another
march, thistime over afloor that rang with their footsteps-tile or stone, Corbinye thought-and the hiss of
adoor mechanism.

Her guards pushed her then, and the body failed her, so she crashed to her knees upon plush and
cried out even as her hand came up and tore the blinders away.

Uninterrupted white walls, carpeting like afield of snow, stretching away in dl directions. Pde
blue chair; white lacquer desk; silver reading lamp on awhite wood table. A slver tray holding four blue
mugs painted with dainty white flowers, and acrysta decanter.

Pillows-pale blue, rose, dark white-heaped like barrows above the snow.

Corbinye came dowly to her feet, caught aglimmer of movement from the corner of the eye and
spun.

The other woman spun, aswell, dropping cleanly enough into the crouch; flipping thelong braid
behind her back with a head-jerk as her hand dropped toward right boot-top and the knife she no doubt
worethere. A competent opponent, but dow, and handicapped doubly-once, by heavy Grounder bones;
twice, by the very voluptuousness of her figure.

The black eyes were opened wide, betraying concern; yet the face showed cool determination.
Wl enough.

It was only then that she recognized the clothes, the braid, the face-and snapped erect, went a
dozen steps forward, reached out and touched her own mirrored hand, cool and very smooth.

"Aliee..." she breathed and let her hand drop away. Number Fifteen stirred in her pocket, spider
claws pricking skin comfortingly through fabric. She made asif to bring him out; checked at the dight
sound and spun once more, thistime toward the door.

Saxony Belaconto came with noneto guard her, aplain silver band held in one hand. At the
room's center, she stopped and bowed, very dightly.

"Corbinye Faztherot. | trugt | find you well?"

"Well," she said uncompromisingly.

Amusement showed in the aquamarine eyes. "'l hear from my captain that the escort | sent you
was deemed insulting. Accept my apologies, for | did not intend it so."

"No," said Corbinye; "you merely did not believe that a barbarian could keep her word.” She
shifted. "Whereismy cousin?"

Exquisite eyebrows rose. "About the business for which hewas hired, | do most sincerely hope.”
She amiled, coldly. "And you must hope so, aswell, for if he does not cometo mewith theitem | have
commissioned by tomorrow, First Dawn, your lifeisforfeit.”

Corbinye frowned. "Y ou tie us both with the same cord, Saxony Belaconto-I to dieif he does
not do asyou wish; heto dieif | do not."

"Are the knots undone?' The other shook her head, and held out the hand with the silver circlet.
"Enough pleasantries. | have brought you this, which you are required to place upon your wrist. Do so
now, and do not removeit.”

She hesitated and Saxony Belaconto laughed and threw, lightly, but with enough accuracy so
Corbinye was forced to fling ahand up and catch the thing to prevent it striking her face.

"Look." Saxony Belaconto had pulled one of her deeves up, displaying the dull sheen of a
bracelet very like the one Corbinye held.

"The main computer tracks al members of my household viatheselinks. Any organic lifeinthe
house which is unlinked, the computer believes to be an enemy. And disposes of accordingly.” She



shoved her deeve down. "It also registers pulse, blood chemistry, respiration-so we may be assured of
your continued good hedlth. Put the bracelet on and removeit for nothing while you are aguest here. Do
you understand?’

"l understand.” She dipped it over her hand, pushed-and the circlet sealed firmly around her
wrig.

"Good." Saxony Belaconto turned to go. "The bedroom isthrough that door. Y ou will find
clothing in the dressing room; ashower and other facilities just beyond. Medswill be served here when
the rest of the house dines." Her hand on the doorplate, she turned back, her smilelike the thrust of an
ice-knife. "'l hope your stay hereis extremely comfortable. Forgive me, that | cannot visit longer, but
timesare very busy, just now." Then shewas gone.

Corbinye went over to the door and laid her hand against the plating, hissng in surprise é the
dight electric shock. She went back through the white room and into the bedroom, which was al shades
of gray and black, with ablood-red cover for the bed. Cautioudy, she dipped Number Fifteen from her
pocket and sat on the edge of the bed for along time with the spider cupped in her hand, looking deep
into its golden eyes.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The door opened, gently asa prayer. The spider on the Smiter and Witnessin the chair turned
their eyestoward the dowly-widening porta. Witness, at least, held his bregth.

Bardly had he chided himself for this breach of duty and regained the proper distance from his
heart than the door stopped its movement and a person dipped into the room.

Stedthy he was, and silent as a shadow's shadow; yet he moved with surety, with no trembling
fingers or fumbled movementsin the heartbeat he required to close the door and sedl it.

He turned, with purpose though without haste, and looked about him-studying the place, so it
seemed to Witness, and perhaps tasting of the power. His eyes-enormous and blue in aface as austere
as a chief's-touched Witness, stayed for amoment; moved on. Only when he had surveyed the room
entire did he go forward-quietly, calmly-to stand before the Smiter.

One dim hand beckoned the bold little spider, which jumped, scurried up the arm and vanished
beneeth the collar of the plain white shirt. The Seeker then stood, head bent, studying the bracelet on his
right wrist. After ashort time of this, he reached into a pocket, pulled out a stubby black rod, took it
between both hands and stretched it until it was adender black stick. This he passed back and forth over
the Smiter, coming closer and ever closer-s0 close that Witnessfdt his private heart begin to fail-and
then pulled back, nodding as he squashed the stick back into rod and returned it to his pocket.

From the left deeve came yet another spider, larger than the first, eyesvividly purple. It soun
itself adlken lifeline down and, still spinning, commenced to cover the Snifter's area-over, under; over,
under-in fine black silk.

The Seeker divided his attention between hiswristlet and the spider's progress; nodded once
more and glanced over his shoulder.

"The evening is cool and rather damp,” he said neutraly, as aman may speak to aman. Witness
for the Teliosinclined his head.

"I hear you, O Seeker, and give thanks for the newsyou share.”

Thin golden brows arched above those luminous, large eyes. "Just s0." He returned his atention
to the Smiter and the changes being wrought there.

The spider completed itslast circuit and jumped to its master's hand, trailing thread behind. It
paused for amoment on the man's pam, cut the silken strand and vanished beneath a deeve-cuff.

The Seeker took the strand and carefully attached it to one of the many studs upon his bracel et;
touched three othersin rapid sequence-

Witnessfor the Tdlios hurled to hisfeet, so far forgetting duty that his heart's cry escaped hislips,
and the Seeker turned, mild surprise on hisgrave, cool face.
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Witnesstook breath-and another-sternly chastising his private heart even as he stepped away
from events, turning knowledge of the moment over to eyes and memory.

The Seeker frowned dightly; glanced over a his handiwork and then back.

"You are disturbed,” he said gently, though in atone that acknowledged such things occurred,
even to those Tested and Tried. "1 mean no-disrespect-to the Goddess or to her Instrument. Y ou may
tell meif | have offended.”

A direct request for information could be answered-must be answered! Witnessfelt his private
heart ease as heraised hisarmsin the sign of Answering Truly.

"Offensein the past has been shown by lightnings, by earth-tremor, by loss of breath and the
stopping of the heart of the offender.”

The Seeker glanced down at his dender self; glanced over at the blurred space of air where
Shlorbas Smiter had, until amoment ago, lain; and looked back at Witnessfor the Telios.

"| assume offense has not been taken,” he said dryly, glancing at hiswrigt. "It istimeto be gone.”

So saying, he turned and bent; the rectangle of blurred air rosein hishand and, as he stopped by
the door to undo the sedls, leaned againgt hisside.

Witness for the Telios went softly to the Place where the Smiter had been; satisfied his eyesand
his hands and his private heart that the place was now merely a place, and turned to follow Shlorbas
Smiter, wherever and however it might go.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The Seeker moved through the darkness like alyr-cat, passing silently down the court and up a
set of shallow steps. At the top, he paused to do certain things, and the door did open before him.

He stepped within, Witness coming after.

It was less dark inside, though nowhere near light. The Seeker walked on, past the scant
furnishings, through ashort hal and down along flight of stairs, bearing Shlorbas Smiter invisibly in his
right hand.

As hisfeet touched the carpet of the room below, he caled out "Light!" and light there was,
illuminating every corner of aplace full to overflowing with devices, ingruments, keyboards and others of
the diverse tools used by those who were not Bindalche.

Witnessfor the Teliosfelt hisfeet dow as his private heart took in this treasure-house of
knowledge, near quivering in itsdesire; then he sternly picked up the pace, following the Seeker and the
Smiter across the room to the far wall.

Thiswas uniformly gray and set with amaosaic of tiny lights, dids, and key-studs. The Seeker
stopped before the wall, rested the blurred air that was the Smiter againgt his hip and worked carefully at
hiswridlet.

The blurring writhed abruptly-and there dl a once was the Smiter itsdlf, al wrapped in spider
g1k, leaning nonchalant against the Secker'sside.

"Ah ..." the Seeker murmured, and reached to touch certain keysin that mosaic before him.
Carefully, then, helaid the Smiter before the wall and took the single strand of silk that had recently been
attached to his bracelet and knotted it about agray metal protrusion.

Shlorbas Smiter blurred out of existence once more.

The Seeker turned from the wall and Witnessfor the Telios was before him, fingers touching
eye-corners, then temples, in the ages-old request.

Large eyesregarded him camly with no flicker of understanding in their cool blue depths.
Witness composed himsdlf for speech.

"It is necessary that | understand what | have Witnessed," he said, crossing hisarmsover his
chest; "for the Memory to rightly serve the ones who Witness after.”

Understanding dawned, and a certain thoughtful ness crossed the chiefly face. He turned and



gestured toward the Place that hid the Smiter.

"The computer is scrambling the light wavesin the Trident'simmediate area, making it difficult for
human eyesto see. A limited ruse, but effective enough in the dark. If we had passed through a
scanner-beam, the Trident would have been-noticed-immediately.”

Witness consdered. "'l understand that machines have eyes which see more deeply in some
instances than the eyes of men," he acknowledged, recaling his study of the fat man's culture. "In what
manner doesthe spider silk serve?!

"Asaconductor for the computer's energy.”

So. The slk wasthe road by which the machine's thought travel ed, to the confounding of the
Seeker'senemies. It waswell. Witnesslowered hisarms.

"| thank you, O Seeker. The Witnessing is made morefull by your words.”

Humor glimmered through the blue eyes, though the face did not warm. He bowed dightly. "I am
ddlighted to asss." He Straightened and gestured about him. " These things are not to be touched-here ...
here ... here. Y ou may st on the carpet, on yon stool, or on the edge of that table. Later, if your duty
permits, | will show you where food isto befound.”

Witnessfdt his private heart Sing hosanna as he copied the other's bow. Better, O twelves
better! than the fat man was thisyoung dim Seeker, with his cool face and knowing eyes! Almost,
Witness dlowed words of well-wishing to cross hislips, and was unaccountably dismayed that his duty
did not permit him to speak so to thisone.

"If you have no further questions...?" The Seeker waited a courteous moment, then nodded and
turned away, moving smooth and sure through the wilderness of devicesto a certain keyboard and
screen. He hitched a hip onto the stool set before these, one foot hooked behind a rung, the other braced
stoutly against the floor, reached forward and flipped switches.

The screen glowed cream, blue lines multiplying therelike crystalsin a sdt-storm. Witness saw
the Seeker frown, touch keys, nod.

"So, then ..."

More keystouched by clever fingers-the blue lines shifted, reformed into arcane patterns of
words and numerals. The Seeker snapped atoggle from left to right and the screen shimmered then
steadied into agridwork of absolutely equal squares, stretching to infinity. Deliberately, the Seeker's
fingers played the keys, drawing letters within the grid. Paused. Played again, briefly.

"Anjemalti?' The woman'svoice was bright, fevered; gladness sheathing fear like gold over lead.
"They have brought meto her house."

The keysclicked. | KNOW, Witness read in the screen.

"Yes," thewoman said, dowly; "I supposethat you do." Therewas apause. Then, rapidly, as
fear overtook al: "Anjemalti-do not come here. She meansto kill you, whether you fulfill her task or no.
My ship ison Hotpad Sixteen-Hyacinth. She's asweet ship, cousin, | swear to you-equa and better to
any! PAm-seded to my ID, but certainly you can contrive-"

CORBINYE, the Seeker wrote across the screen. COUSIN DO NOT

"Anjemadlti, it isto throw your life away! Surely honor cannot compel you to dedl as an equd with
arogue Grounder! Thereisnothing for you to gain by completing-"

Y OUR LIFE the letters danced into the gridwork ISMORE PRECIOUS THAN THIEF S
HONOR

"l am half-dead in any case!" the woman's voice cried and the Seeker shouted, "No!" as his
fingersflew over the keys.

NO NONO LIVE CORBINYE TRUST ME IT WILL BEWELL YOU MUST LIVE
CORBINYE SWEARIT

Slence

CORBINYE SWEAR TO ME THAT YOU WILL LIVE

"Corbinye?" the Seeker murmured and leaned forward, eyes piercing, asif he would make of the
grid-covered screen awindow into whatever place the woman was kept prisoner. "'l swear that | will try
to live, Anjemalti." Infinite shades of sadness echoed in her voice. "1 beg you will do the same.”



| AM NOT A SUICIDE he assured her. ONE MORE NIGHT CORBINY E HAVE
COURAGE

"Take care, cousin. Remember Hyacinth, should madness pass.”

The Seeker smiled dightly, handsflickering over the keys. THE CREW WERE EVER SINGLE
MINDED

The pause thistime was charged with something undefined and powerful. "So we are," the
woman agreed. " Ship and stars guide you, Anjemalti."

SHIP AND STARS CORBINYE

The grid went dark.

The young Seeker sat amoment, shoulders sagging. Then he straightened and rose, bustling here
and there among hisinstruments and devices.

Witnessfor the Telios sat carefully on the edge of the table, dividing his attention between the
Smiter, invisibly adeep, the restless Seeker, and the wonder of his private heart.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The spider ceased spinning, blinked its golden eyes twice and began to backtrack over the white
rug, swallowing black silk words.

Corbinye whirled, going from kneesto feet in avicious snap. The woman in the mirror performed
the move with grace, body eloquent of snarling, efficient energy. Corbinye glowered at her, strode
forward three heavy, Grounder strides-and spat.

"Dirt-grubber!" she shouted, watching pink, and then red, mantle the fair cheeks, asthe black
eyeswidened in aparody of true, Crew eyes. "Worthless, heavy, bundle of megat! No muscle, no speed,
no finesse-you make me sick!" She caught her rage, grappled with it asif with alivething, no little
dismayed at its strength.

Thewoman in the mirror was crying, soundless and steady; the jutting cheekbones gleamed with
the tearsthat ran over them, to drip, unheeded, from the soft chin.

Abruptly, Corbiny€esrage died away, leaving only an ache of pity. That, and the chill,
many-toothed terror that gnawed, day and night, at her belly. She sighed and reached up to rub the tears
away.

"Very wdl," shetold the woman in the mirror, with utmost gentleness, "the Third Sequence, from
the top; treble speed.”

Obediently, the woman in the mirror adopted the stance and began the moves, Corbinye echoing
her in every muscle.

CHAPTER THIRTY

With stedlth and in utter silence, he dipped down the darkened hallway to the door he sought.
Gently, he brought the specialy-etched glove from histunic and laid it, pam-flat, against the lock-plate.

The door sighed gustily asit opened, and Gem crouched, ears straining to catch the dightest hint
of unrest from the household dumbering about him.

Silencein dl parts of the house. Thetelltale on hiswrist showed no surge of energy, asfrom the
triggering of aremote darm. The room itsdlf was dark, dightly cool, smdling less musty than on his
previousvist. Gem did the infraglasses over his eyes and stepped across the threshold.

Number Four made acircuit of the case, tranamitted the all-clear and jumped to Gem's deeve as
heleaned to raise thelid.

Mordra El Theman's greatest treasure shone, grail-like, before him. Gem bent forward and
picked it up.

Revulsion erupted as his heartbeat spiked in terror.



Carefully, he up-ended the urn and spilled Sarialdan into hispam.

Honor filled histhroat with bile; fed imagined cries of discovery to hisears.

Hands determinedly steady, he set the urn precisely back inits place, brought the case-lid down
and stared at what he held in hispam: an ugly, irregular lump of brown stone, its surface broken here and
there with sullen green crystals. Gem dipped it into his hip pocket; felt it lodge next to hisbody like an
enemy'sknife.

Hetook amoment to close his eyes and recite the charm he had found in Shilban'slibrary,
wishing he could bdlieve that the fear had |lessened, then grimly reviewed the next steps of the operation
in paingtaking detail.

Satisfied, he went slently and swiftly across the room and dipped into the hallway, sedling the
door behind him.

Four steps only had he taken, back the way he had come, when the alarm screamed to life.

No subtlety here; merely awish to terrify the intruder, confuse him with sound and with strobing
light, so that he bolted, mindless, easy prey for the police.

Gem whirled, took in the octagond grid of an olfactory sensor set just above his head and
flattened againgt thewadll, terror alive thing, clawing hismind to shreds; felt the shudder in thewood at his
back that was feet, running in the upstairs hall; heard the shriek of other Srens under the darm'sdin and
knew the police had arrived.

They would expect him to run for the nearest exit. A map of El Theman's house unfolded before
his mind's eye, showing the nearest escape behind him-end of the hal and | eft, through the kitchen and
out. Straight into the arms of the police.

Gem jumped forward, running silent on histoes, skidded into aside hall just as he heard two of
the wakened household reach the main foyer; dodged into the butler's closet and dammed, panting, into
the servicelift. Shaking, he punched buttons and the lift went-up.

Up. Past the second floor deeping rooms; past the third floor exercise rooms and studies; up.

To the balroom.

He nearly fdl out of thelift; sent it back down, with ingtructionsto park at the second floor, and
ran across the imported wooden floor, the Fearstone burning againgt hisleg. Through the glass dome the
early morning stars blazed like afever-dream of diamonds.

Heedless of darms, he burst through the archway into the rooftop pleasure-garden, charged
through aswatch of gold-and-blue flowers planted in the shape of El Theman's badge to the perimeter
wadl.

He located the door after amoment's search, artfully hidden behind alamonchi shrub, leaned
over thelock and pulled out a power pick.

There was no question of stedlth; he made only the most minimal attempt to shield histampering
from the main household computer and stepped through when the door popped open a heartbest | ater,
not even bothering to closeit behind him.

Therewaswind, prowling the ledge like a hunter-cat, damp and smdling of the River, eight
stories below. Gem huddled close to thewall, moving carefully to the left, concentrating on the count,
letting his body dedl with the niceties of balance. There was no room, presently, for feer.

Forty-two. Hefinished his count and went to his knees with exquisite care, reaching over the
sde, fingers scrabbling againgt stone siding-and found the lattice-work.

He hesitated, fingers twined around that dender escape, and looked out and down. Directly
below, between the fifth and sixth floors, athick utility wire joined the lattice-work. The utility wire
connected with an insulated glass pole, two blocks distant and barely discerniblein the mist. With luck,
he would be able to descend the pole to the street and make hisway home unmolested. First Dawn and
his appointment with Saxony Belaconto was il four hours away. Luck...

She meansto kill you, Anjemalti, Corbinye'svoicewas startlingly clear in hismemory. My ship
ison Hotpad Sixteen, should madness pass...

He closed his eyes; opened them and swung out, fear reduced to amere leaden achein hisgut.
Luck or no luck, it wasinconceivablethat hefail.



* % %

Hedid thelast few feet to the ground, muscles quivering in exhaustion, mouth dry, even fear
drained away, at last. Three hoursto First Dawn.

He stepped away from the pole, thinking only that he must hurry; that he must on no account
chance missing that meeting with the VVornet. He didn't see the cop at dl until she burst out of the bushes
to theright of the utility pole, gun out as she shouted her location into her belt-comm.

Gem spun around and ran.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The Seeker had been gone for sometime.

Witnessfor the Tdios climbed the sairs from the Center, turned left down the hall and went into
the kitchen to refill his mug with cold tea. Thetiny window over the sink glowed with the clear gray light
of pre-dawn. The Seeker had been away the whole night through.

Sipping histea, Witness went back down to the Center and the dazzling clutter of the Seeker's
devices.

Anjemalti, the woman had called him. Witness tasted the sound, liking theweight of itin his
mouth. Anjemdlti, she had called him, and begged him, for hislife, to stay away.

Witness sat on the edge of the table, eyes straying from the shimmering Place where the Smiler
rested, to the base of the stairs down which the Seeker must come, did hereturn at dl.

To thewoman's pleahad Anjemalti the Seeker responded with both cool determination and
blazing passion. Witness found himself well-pleased by this, for the greatest chiefs-and the greatest of the
Smiter's Chosen-had each held fire and ice in their natures, Side-by-side and equd.

Abovestairs-a cresk, astep. Witness composed himself to See and to Recal, shutting his private
heart and dll itslikes and desires away from the instant of the event.

In the next ingtant the Seeker waswith him, skittering haphazard down the gairs, hair flying, grim
lines etching aface gone from young to old in asingle night. Heran to adesk adong the sdewall, jerked
open adrawer and scrabbled out an enameled box. Feverishly, he upended it, spilling out severd rings,
glittering stones and other smal items of power; and rummaged ruthlesdy again through the drawer,
removing & last agtrip of embroidered linen, and apillow of white velvet.

Less hasty now, the Seeker placed the pillow into the totem-box, then fished in his pocket and
withdrew athing.

Witness drew closer, the better to See and Recall; noted as well the glamour that clung to the
Seeker now, achill reaching into the private heart and to the marrow of the bones, not unlike that doom
pervading the Tria, when the soul was separated from the heart, to be read and judged.

The Seeker's fingers withdrew from the totem-box and Witness peered over his shoulder. Flat
green crystas glared balefully from their prison of rock, brown as mud againgt the salt-white purity of the
pillow, emanating a cold that teared the eyes and called forth the faces of one's dead. Witnessfor the
Teliosfelt his private heart shrink in awe; knew that he hovered on the brink of an Action as had not been
Witnessed in twelvetwelves of lifetimes.

Reverently, he stepped back, that the Seeker might tuck the 'broidred cloth about the stone, and
gently close the box.

Feverish again, Anjemalti the Seeker moved among his devices, flipping this switch, turning that
knob, caling thisand that instrument to life. At last, he went to the computer-wal and with exquisite care
detached the spider silk from the machine stud and attached the strand once more to hiswristlet. With a
look of sadnessin the large, fey eyes, he stared around the room, then reached again to the master
machine, did back a pand and flipped five toggles, sharply.

Standing away, he looked at Witness. "Do you pray?'



An ingppropriate question, asked asit must be of the private heart. Y et the magic surrounding
this Chief of Seekerswas not to be denied. Witness met eyeswith eyes. "l pray, Anjemdti. Men might."

"S0," asoft exhalation. Thefey eyes sharpened. "And do you fight?'

Witness did not lower hisgaze. "A man may fight. A Witnessfirgt strivesto See and Recal.”

The eyesleft him asthe Seeker pointed. "Thereisaknifein that drawer. It isyours, if you wish
it

So saying, he went across the room, his stride smooth and quick, asif the weight of Shlorba's
Smiter were nothing. He paused but briefly at the desk, to take up the totem-box and dip it into his
pocket. Then hewas gone like awraith up the sairs.

Witnessfor the Telios hesitated one beat of his private heart before crossing to a certain drawer
and pulling it open. The knifedid easly into his boot-top, and the prayer he murmured on hisway up the
gtairs was the one that hunters pray, just asthey begin the hunt.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

She was waiting for them, straight-backed and haughty, the scarlet shirt aflamein the cold white
room, Number Fifteen crouched hidden in her pocket.

The spider shifted as shefell in between her guards, claws pricking her thigh through the thin
lining. Resolutely, Corbinye kept the pace, hoping that the stranger's face she wore was as blank as she
willed it. Was Anjemdlti the source of his creature's restiveness? Was he trying to send her one last
message of hope? Or did he wish her to do some specidl, vital thing-now too late to be described?

Or had madness passed, after al, and Number Fifteen been called home?

Fear dried her mouth and the ever-present terror in her belly growled and stretched and bared its
fangs. Corbinye marched on with the dignity befitting one both Worldwalker and Seeker for the Crew,
between the two murderers come to escort her to her degth.

* % %

Saxony Belaconto sat behind a desk of real wood, hands folded on its gleaming surface,
aquamarine eyes glitteringly bright. Corbinye stood between her guards and met that feverish sare
unflinchingly, determined not to show awe in the face of such arrogant display of wealth. The desk done
was worth a ship's ransom; the carpet she stood on barely less. It occurred to her for thefirst timeto
wonder precisaly how expensive this new body she wore was.

Therewas aflicker of movement on the edge of Corbiny€e'svision, and avoice.

" S0, thisisthe barbarian I've heard so much about, en?* He came to stand beside Belaconto's
chair, abull-shouldered, powerfully built Grounder: dark hair, dark mustache; dark, old eyesin aboyish,
unlined face.

"The very same." Saxony Belaconto's voice was wary, respectful. Corbinye studied the man with
new interest; saw hissmile and very nearly shivered.

"How long?" The man demanded, reaching among the few pieces of bric-a-brac on the desk top
and sdecting aknife. Corbinye could not contain the gasp; the tensing of desirous muscles-and the man
smiled again.

"Seven daystrandated,” Bdaconto told him, till inthat chillingly courteous voice. "And she
moves asif it were her birth-body."

"Does sheindeed.” The man toyed idly with her blade; tested its edge; held it balanced; flipped it
up and caught it, showily, by the worn grip. Corbinye's palm itched for the fed of it and she schooled her
face to blankness. " So, barbarian, you want this, do you?"

"Itisming" shesadflatly.

"But you didn't have the strength to keep it, did you? Eh? That'swhy it's here-the Vornet took it
fromyou."



Corbinye smiled, wolfish, nodding toward the other woman. "Ask Saxony Belaconto the price of
thet taking."

The young, crud face went white; the knife rose, flipped, and fdll toward his hand as her guards
dropped hurriedly back and he shouted, "If you want it, catch it, bitch!”

It came, abarely seen blur, thrown for ashoulder wound, not for the kill. Corbinye s destepped,
twisted-and watched amazed as the soft, stranger's hand plucked the blade out of the air asit went by,
fingers curving lovingly around the hilt.

She sdluted him, mockingly, touching finger guard to heart before thrusting the blade through her
belt and dropping her arms once moreto her side.

"My thanks."

Saxony Belaconto gave one short, harsh shout of laughter and raised her hand. "Y ou are my
guest until your cousin dlamsyou, Corbinye Faztherot.”

"I know it," she answered quietly, despite the desperate pounding of her heart; "and a courteous
guest in a courteous house keeps her weapon in her belt, bonded by her word.”

"Exactly," Belaconto agreed, danting malicious aguamarine eyes a the man.

He was glowering, arms crossed over his chest. " Seven days trandated!”

"Y ou may check the records from the Blue House." Saxony Belaconto still spoke softly, but yet
not aswarily as she had. Corbinye glanced at her-and looked sharply away, ssomach churning, certain
that it would ease Saxony Belaconto'slife enormoudy, should Corbinye Faztherot kill this man.

Across the room, aclock whirred, clicked and sang three notes.

The door behind her opened and she whirled in time to see awoman step within and bow
nervoudly, eyes darting from Corbinye to the guards to the desk. She cleared her throat, pushing her
deeves back so that the house bracel et gleamed for an ingtant before she folded her hands firmly
together.

"Gem ser Edreth is here, Ms. Belaconto.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

"Bid Master Ser Edreth rest himsdlf in the antechamber,” Saxony Belaconto said camly. "I will
be ready for him soon."

The woman by the door hesitated. "He has another man with him, Ms. Belaconto. The ID net
could not supply aname.”

"Then bid both rest,” she snapped and the woman bowed hastily and ducked out the door.

"Our guests should be arriving shortly.” A dender forefinger singled out the guards. "Bring the
table. Place it against my desk. Four chairs." She stood. "Corbinye Faztherot."

"Saxony Beaconto.”

"Y ou are standing in an awkward place. Come with me, so that you may be placed more
itably."

Corbinye wavered momentarily, caught the glitter of black eyes, watching her inmalice, and
walked around the desk, shoulders defiantly squared.

They stopped seven paces behind the desk, where the room widened into asmall foyer. There
was adoor inthefar wall, hidden from the larger room before the desk. The wallswere white,
unadorned; there were no pricel ess carpets on the wooden floor.

Saxony Belaconto paused, glanced back at the desk and nodded. "Y our cousin will be ableto
see you and hear you, but you will not bein theway." The jewe-bright eyes sharpened. "Be wise,
Corbinye Faztherot."

"Aswiseasmay be," Corbinye agreed, and the other laughed sharply.

"Chimi!" shecdled.

"Ms. Belaconto?'

"Guard Ms. Faztherot, please. Carmen will assist you in amoment-ah! Our guestd™ Saxony



Belaconto walked to the hidden door and laid her hand against the plate just as the chime sounded a
second time.

An old woman stumped into the room, hair white and thinning, shirt hanging loose from bony
shoulders. At her back came atal, dark-haired girl, face smooth with first youth, eyeswary and
cdculating, gun holstered efficiently on her hip.

"Jenfir Chung. Thank you for coming so promptly.”

The old woman sniffed and peered up into Belaconto's face. ™Y ou knew I'd come." The sharp
old eyesran over the younger woman's figure, came back to the flawlessface. "Not bad, for awoman
pushing ninety.” She sscumped on past, bodyguard at her shoulder. Corbinye earned one glance from
each; adismissa from both-and the door chimed again.

A short, dender man of undetermined age, conservatively dressed, mild-faced and vague-eyed.
He bowed to Saxony Belaconto.

"Nar Vedonis," she murmured, unexpectedly respectful . "Thank you for honoring my house."

"Quite," he murmured absently, and waved a hand toward the hulking bald man at hisback. "Y ou
won't mind Michadl, will you? He's no trouble." He moved on without waiting for an answer.

Carmen hurried around the desk and took his place to theright and just behind Corbinye, hissing
for her earsaone, "Try anything at dl, bitch, and you're meat, understand?' She pretended not to hear,
eyes on Saxony Belaconto, who was checking her watch and glancing nervoudly down-room.

"Where's Janis?' the old woman demanded from thetable. "I don't have much timeleft, and |
don't relish squandering the balance waiting for that rattlepate.”

"Another moment and I'm certain helll be here," Beaconto said calmly.

"Man hasthe least distanceto travel and can't beontime....” The old eyeslit onthe
bull-shouldered man lounging on the corner of Belaconto's desk. "Well, Harcourt, what the hell are you
doing here? | understood thiswas aZ-level mesting.”

"Keldren aspires,” Belaconto said softly and the old woman cackled.

"I think-" began Keldren Harcourt, hotly, but Nar Veldonisraised ahand. "No, | beg that you
don't."

The door chimed once more.

Thisman was big, red-faced, hard-bodied. He came alone, with agun holstered under hisleft
arm. "Damn’ city's crawling with cops,” he snarled. "News on the scanner that therésa'crime wave'.
Some damn’ amateur.” He snorted disgust and brushed past Belaconto's greeting, striding around the
desk and dropping into the single vacant chair.

"Jenfir, Nar." He glared at Keldren Harcourt. " Shit."

"Thank you dl for coming," Saxony Belaconto said, moving leisurdly back to her desk. She
folded her hands on the polished wood. "My man will be bringing the item in just amoment, if you will
indulge mewith just abit more patience.”

Corbinye pricked her ears. What man wasthis? Wasiit not arranged-she barely contained the
outraged gasp. Thisupstart Grounder claimed Anjemdlti as her crewman? Dishonor even to hear it said!
How-

"Easy, bitch," Carmen breathed from behind her. Y ou don't want to get wasted before your
boyfriend's hereto seeit...."

She swallowed, willing the body to relax; at the desk, Saxony Belaconto touched astud and sat
back.

The receptionist was afraid.

He was not afraid. No one could say that he was afraid. He was calm-see? Hands folded just so
upon the knee; heartbeat steady and unhurried, pounding in his ears. He breathed-in ... out. There was
nothing to fear. And hewas not afraid.

He had aplan. Edreth had drilled him, over and over: Make a plan. Review the plan until you



know it like you know your own heartbesat, pounding clear and unhurried in your ears. Gem reviewed his
plan. Take the Trident and the stone into the office, where Saxony Belaconto and perhaps aguard or
two awaited him. Corbinye would be there. A watcher-no doubt awatcher, but he had prepared for
that. Even now was Number Twelve crouching by the proper set of circuits, awaiting the pulse that
would destroy spider and sensor, together. Gem recdled that he was grieved over such ause of the
Spider, but that its desth was called for. In the plan.

The plan: Into the office, the Trident laid on the desk-sweetly and gently, he must address her.
She must seethat he was not afraid. He would explain that Witness was essentia to the Trident. Would
pull out the box holding Sarialdan and placeit in her hand, explaining that this object enhanced the
power of the Trident. And while she was overcome with terror-in the diversion of her fear-Corbinye and
hewould flee. Straight to Dart and Linzer Skot and safety and blessed-peace.

The receptionist spilled a cup of tea over her keyboard and scrambled to mop up, towe and
fingerstrembling. Shewas afrad.

He was not afraid.

"Ms. Belaconto will see you now." The receptionist's voice shook with her terror. Gem inclined
his head and came unhurriedly to hisfeet. He gragped theinvisible Trident firmly in hands thet did not
shake and went leisurely to the door, across the threshol d-

And nearly cried aloud in mingled frustration and confusion. He stood just insde the door,
clenching the Trident against his Sde, plan shattered to countless shards of usdless planning, Witness
breath cold on the back of his neck.

A seaof faces, awilderness of eyes-He took a deep bregth, denying hysteria; summoning those
cool powers of observation that were amagter thief's greatest asset.

Faces, indeed. Ninein dl. Of them, he found and named Saxony Belaconto, Carmen,
and-yes-Corbinye, brave in her scarlet shirt. Between them, six persons, and she standing with aguard
on either sde.

Saxony Belaconto's eyes were jewe -bright daggers, her face hovering on the edge of
displeasure.

He bowed.

"Master ser Edreth.” The voice suggested mallification. "Please come forward. Y ou have brought
theitem?'

People. Who were these people? Gem straightened.

"I had not expected so large an audience, lady."

The old woman wheezed alaugh. "Wants introductions, does he? Cocky bastard.” She tapped
hersdf on the chest. "Jenfir Chung." A scrawny finger jabbed at the man next to her. "Nar Veldonis."
Another jab, in the direction of the balding man. "Filbar Janns." She grinned, showing perfect teeth.
"Sdidied?"

Gem took another bregth, mind racing heartbeat. Four Vornet chieftains ruled Henron between
them. And all four were gathered in thisroom. Now. To see Gem ser Edreth ddliver the Bindalche
Trident-into Saxony Belaconto's hands? Was she to become chiefest of the chiefs? Or was this gathering
to ensure that none gained ascendancy over the others?

"| thank you, lady," he said to the old woman. "Buit it gppears the introduction dighted one.”

She laughed again, like metal acrossglass. "Don't let Harcourt worry you, boy. I'd judge you his
match any day-as long asyou're careful not to turn your back on him."

"I-" began the squat, black-eyed man, and was cut off by the bald one.

"Play with the courier later," he growled. "I want to seethisthing.”" He snorted. "Hesernym, right?
And al we got to do is st back and collect it." He snapped thick fingers. "Come on, ganef, show usthe
lally."

Theinault bit sharp. Gem stiffened, caught himsalf and looked to Saxony Belaconto, awaiting her



word.

She smiled tightly and waved him near, though there was abit of awaver to her usudly graceful
gesture. "Display thetrident for us, Master ser Edreth. On the table, please.”

He approached, stopped and let hisinvisible burden dide down until it rested, butt-end against
the carpet, and leaning athwart hiship. "Corbinye!"

She dtirred in her scarlet shirt, flipped the braid behind her back with ajerk of the head. Braid?
Hetried to recall if she had had abraid, before, then let the puzzlement go.

"Anjemdt!"

He strained to see her clearly, but there were shifting mists before his eyes. Hewondered if he
were going blind and shook that thought away, too.

"Areyou wdl, Corbinye?"

"Anjemdlti, | am." Her voice resonated with countless levels of meaning. He strained to decipher
none of them, but looked instead at Saxony Belaconto.

"l suggest that my cousin might await me outside,” he said mildly, careful of her dignity, here
among her peers.

She laughed. "For shame, Master ser Edreth! Do you not want her to see the apex of dl this
sriving? She's as much involved asyou or | or any other here! She hasaright to be see!™ Sheturned her
head dightly. "Don't you, Corbinye Faztherot?'

"In my judgment, yes™"

Saxony Belaconto laughed again, though the face she turned back to Gem was paer than usud.
"So very careful, your family." The laughter faded. "The Trident, Master ser Edreth. Quickly.”

The Trident. Yes, certainly, that was part of the plan-to give her the Trident and then the
Fearstone and be rid of the gods-blasted things-He bent his head and worked at the wristlet, carefully
unwinding the dippery silk from the power stud. Herecalled, asif from another life, that he had once
thought the Trident to have been technology, and he dmost laughed, though amad aien stood at his back
and his cousin stared black-eyed from across a sea of enemies.

Technology! And dl thiswhileit had the current running through it and showed no signs of life at
all. Perhaps he should have asked the Witness-the silk came loose at last and the Trident shimmered into
being.

"What's it wrapped in?' demanded Jenfir Chung.

"Thethief strying to pull something," snapped Harcourt.

Nar Veldoniswaved alanguid hand as Gem glanced at Saxony Belaconto.

"Conductivewire," he said to her wild eyes. "It isonly amoment to unwrap it, lady, so that you
and the-honored-may see the thing complete.”

"Unwrapit," she ordered, arasping edge on the expensive voice. Behind her, Corbinye shifted;
dilled.

Gem obeyed, patiently unscralling the line until it was dl coiled in hishand and the Trident stood
free. Helifted it then and placed it gently upon the table, frowning at the whinein hisearsand the
continued migtiness of hissight, which inssted that, here and there among the blasted and hopeless
ancient circuitry, the Trident was beginning to ... glow.

"That's ahesernym mine?' The bald man lolled back in his chair, unimpressed. Jenfir Chung
laughed.

"Y ou young ones aways judge competence by beauty,” she said. "Get you in deep trouble,
someday." Shetipped her head, like an evil, yellow-eyed old bird. "Me, | think it looksjust asit ought.”

Gem dirred, pulled his eyesfrom the intermittent glow of the Trident and raised them to look at
Saxony Belaconto.

"Thereissomething more," he said, in avoice that rang fasein hisown ears.

She frowned, the aquamarine eyes showing some white around the edges. "More? You are
overzealous, Magter ser Edreth; | commissioned only the Trident." The eyesflicked beyond him for an
ingtant, and Gem fdt the Witness stiffen. " And the operator, of course.”

" Another-component,” Gem inssted; "a connection discovered-by accident.” Helaid his hand



againg his pocket, careful that the gesture showed no threet. "By your leave, lady ..."

"By my leave, isit?' She moved her eyes again, captured the bull-necked man.

"Keldren, Master ser Edreth has something in his pocket that he wishes meto have. Do methe
kindness of fetching it here.”

The man sneered, and Gem wondered how he dared it, came up from his perch on the table
edge and walked down the room, promising mayhem with every swaggering step.

The padm he held out wasridged with cdlus, the fingersthick and strong. "All right, thief, let's
haveit."

Gem looked into the cold face, deep into the eyes, to the strain and the cruelty and the rabid
sdf-interest within. He tasted the man'stension like lemoned sdt, smelled the copper-stink of
desperation, and smiled.

Sowly, he reached into his pocket, keeping each finger-move smooth and unassuming. Sowly,
he fished the jewd box from its nesting-place and brought it, reverently, forth. Tenderly, he worked the
catch, and laid the cover-cloth back.

With fingers that betrayed nothing more than thief's competence, he took the Fearstone up and
placed it, all gentleness, in Keldren Harcourt's palm.

He screamed, did Harcourt, fingers convulsing into afist. He spun back to the gather-table and
screamed once more, shrill and despairing, before lunging straight & Nar Veldonis.

It was then that the Bindal che Trident exploded into light.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Harcourt took what Anjemdti gave him, shrieked like aman in mortal pain, and dove clumslly for
Nar Vedonis.

He had covered barely half the necessary distance before the bodyguard pulled his weapon and
fired. Corbinye saw the blood-flower bloom on Harcourt's shirt front, but the impetus of histerror
carried him forward two more steps before death kissed his soul and he fell, thejewd spilling from his
hand.

Chimi the guard cried out and legpt to his mistress side, Carmen hdf-a-stride behind. Saxony
Bedaconto herself was standing, ordering Ve donisto control his man, while Jenfir Chung's gun-sworn
came to her feet, weapon out, eyes beyond wary in aface gone gray with terror.

Down the room, Anjemalti staggered, hand before his eyes, asif shidding them. The stranger at
his back reached out a steadying hand, al the while staring at the object that lay, forgotten, in the center
of thetable.

The guards had unlimbered their weagpons, al attention down-room, Corbinye Faztherot mist and
ash to memories apparently addled by the prevailing fear. At the table, Filbar Janns lurched suddenly
upward, gun swinging out

Corbinye did three stepsto theright, saw Anjemalti waver again and heard the one with him cry
aoud in atongue strange and exultant.

Thelightsflared, flickered. The house bracelet dropped from Corbinye'swrist and the door to
the outer halway sagged suddenly open. Someone screamed and Filbar Jannsfired his gun as Anjemdti
leapt forward.

Anjemadlti fell. Thelightsflared onetime more, then failed atogether.

Almost, Corbinye screamed. Training, or pride, kept her voice still; honor goaded her into arun
through the blackness. She dammed into a body, snarled and pushed forward, heading for Anjemalti's
last pogition, refusing to think that she might overrun him in the darkness, or that he was dead.

There were more screams from the blinded Grounders and Belaconto's voice, etched in hysteria,
crying out for light.

Light of asort miraculoudy cameforth, grayish and weskly asit was, not quite enough to show
her Jenfir Chung's body before shefell acrossit, and dammed painfully to her knees.



"Anjemdlti!" she cried-and then she saw him, golden hair glowing in the wesk light, an ominous
splash of darkness across the whiteness of hisdeeve.

She crawled to him, touched hisface, pulled that lush grounder-length hair. "Anjemalti!”

His eyes opened.

Relief blurred what meager sight she had. She dashed a hand across her eyes and tugged at his
undamaged ann. "Cousin, let usgo. Quickly.”

Helicked hislips, struggled to get hiskneesunder him. "The Trident.”

"What?' She tared into hisface as best she could, renewed her grip upon hisarm. "Anjemdlti, let
it be! Give Saxony Belaconto joy of it! Come-"

"The Trident," he repeated, and she heard, with sinking heart, the note of command in hisvoice.
She dropped hisann.

"Stay you here," shetold him. "I'll fetch it."

It was grueling, though not overly dangerous. The remaining Grounders were deployed about the
room, huddled in safe places from which now and then a shot would wing. Corbinye snatched the Trident
from the table and crawled back, finding him not quite where she had left him, haf risen to his knees,
hand hovering over something on thefloor.

"Anjemdlti, | haveit," she hissed. "Wl you come?"

"Yes." His hand swooped, captured, and dipped the captive something into his pocket, then he
shambled to hisfeet, heedless, it seemed, of the possibility of bullets, and ran for the door.

Cursing, Corbinye followed.

The empty hdlswerelit by emergency dims, and the pace Anjemdti set through them tried her
pitiful new body to the strain-point, and then beyond. Her world shrank to these necessities-to stay
moving, to keep him in sight, to hold to the accursed Trident, to not, to never, fall.

The door onto the street gaped open, spilling the gray light of First Dawn into the foyer.
Anjemalti stepped through to the street and waved his hand at a cab.

It wasn't until the machine had pulled over and opened its door to admit them that Corbinye
realized that the stranger who had accompanied Anjemadlti to the conference room was standing at her
shoulder.

"Leaveus" she snarled a him. "Take your freedom as gift and run!"

He gave her back no answer, eyes and face so unremittingly bland that she thought for an instant
he was blind. Then reddish lashes quivered in afaint blink and the face atered somewhat.

"I am Witnessfor the Telios," he said, voice asbland aseyes. "l travel on the whim of the
Smiter."

"He comeswith us," gasped Anjemdti, haf-faling into the open cab. "Corbinye ..."

"Yes" Very plain where duty lay, with the Captain injured and half-swooning within sght of his
enemy's stronghold. She did beside him, cramming the damned Trident in crosswise and ungainly, barely
leaving room for Witnessto fit his broad shoulders.

The cab's door descended and there was an inquiring thweep from the autopilot, then ascratchy
"Dedtination sir or madam. Thisunit requiresingruction.”

"Anjemdlti, where do you take us?' But the swoon had overtaken him and in the dome-light she
saw the deeve dyed crimson to the writ.

"The spaceport,” shetold the robot, sternly overriding the body's ingtinct to cry. "Hotpad Sixteen.
With al speed, if you please.”

"Thisunit is programmed to obey dl loca limits. Thisunit'skey isknown to appropriate loca
municipdities." Therewasawhir of catching tape; then: " Spaceport processed as destination.
Sub-address Hotpad Sixteen. Verification sought.”

"Verified," Corbinye snapped, and very nearly the body had itsway with its stupid tears asthe
cab gently pulled out and merged with the light dawn traffic.

She reached ingtead to try and work with the sodden deeve, thinking to see how bad the wound
was, for surely it had not been bleeding as heavily asthat before

Anjemdlti stirred, coming half out of hisfaint. "Let be" he muitered.



"It bleeds, cousin. | thought to bind it at least until-"

"Linzer will have akit," he mumbled, words durring badly. He stirred yet further, eyes ditting
open, though she doubted they focused on any one of them there. " The spaceport,” he said, with painful
diginctness.

"The cab takes us there even now."

Restlessness|eft him at that, aswell as strength. He had barely croaked out a"Good" than his
body went limp againgt the cushions and he waslost to dl sense.

Corbinye shifted, abrading the back of her hand on one or another of the bits of broken garbage
littering the hilt of the Trident. She bit back a curse and pointed at Witness. "Y ou! Areyou keeper of this

Therewas adight pause, asif her words had to travel somelittle distance to reach that place
where he was himsdif.

"I an'Witnessfor the Tdios" he said eventudly, in hiscolorlessvoice.

"So you had said. | ask if that means you are guardian of this object.”

The response came more quickly thistime, asif she had somewhat engaged hisinterest.
"Shlorbas Smiter guardsitsdf best,” he said.

Corbinye curbed her temper with an effort. "Then to whom does it belong?”

"Toitsdf," replied Witness. He paused, then gave fuller answer, since these were worthy
guestions, and some that the Telios asked among themselves. " Some say aso, to events, or to the Sigter,
even to the Chief who currently it favors. Others say that indeed the Smiter is holy because it may dter
the event inwhich adl therest of what isfindsitself enmeshed.”

Anjemdlti's cousin turned her face to the Trident for amoment's study out of quick, fierce eyes.
Witness found his secret heart approved her-awarrior of purity, who would carry what the Chief
commanded without desiring it for her own. Such things were written, and some few Remembered, but
to have found such a one here, where he had so lately despaired of the fat man, sang of the potentia for
vast changein the state of what is.

"How isit," began Corbinye-and the cab shuddered once, violently enough to throw Anjemdlti
againg her and Witness againgt the door, and dammed to a hdlt.

A glance out the window showed a narrow street lined with shabby houses, severa with broken
windows, sedled with battered doors.

"Thisis not the spaceport!” Corbinye cried. "Taxi! Proceed upon your coordinates!”

"Thisunit isforbidden to continue," the mechanica voice announced. "This unit'skey isknown to
appropriate locd municipdities. Thisunit-"

"Law force." She spun, gripped her unconscious cousin by hisgood arm and shook. "Anjemalti,
be aware! The cab is stopped and the police approach!™

He made no reply and she gasped, shifting around again in the cramped confines of the cab
without realizing how close that gasp had sounded to asob.

Therobot's central system was easily identified by the leaden shield protecting it. Corbinye
grunted and pitched haf over the low divider, finding the shielded wires by touch, laborioudy following
them toward the main console, willing the stupid Grounder hands to taste each nuance of shape and size
and smoothness and-the break in smoothness.

"Yes..." shehissed. Sheworked her knife around, ignoring the growing sounds of sirens,
patiently got the blade where it would do the most good and, one hand on the hilt and the other palm
cradling thetip, pulled with al the body'sforce.

The stupid wire stretched, withstood-and snapped with a suddenness that sent her toppling back
as sparks crackled and the console flared-and all the doors flew open.

"Out!" she shouted at Witness, and thrust the Trident into his startled hands, turning to get agrip
on Anjemalti and haul him free.

Haul him she did, but hisweight overbore her, who had once been ableto lift double her mass
and hold it for acount of five. She toppled to the gritty walkway, he sorawling atop her, and the Srens
sounded periloudy close.



Out of nowhere came hands, square and hard and competent, lifting Anjemdti asif hewerethe
veriest babe. Corbinye scrambled to her feet as Witness settled Anjemdti across his shoulder with
matter-of-fact ease. He glanced up and used his chin to indicate the thing leaning againgt the cab's fender.

"It isforbidden that one set to Witness should touch the Smiter.”

"Y our pardon, I'm certain." Almost the impulse to leave the damned thing overmastered her, then
reason returned: How, after dl, could she convey Anjemalti to safety, if the one who was ableto carry
him stayed to watch the Trident?

She snatched the thing up, took amoment to decide that the sirens bore in from the north, and
st off to the south, Witnessfollowing after.

An odorous dley crossed the main way and shetook it, though it jogged off paralld to the port.
It might, she thought half-wildly, be defensible, should it cometo that. She gasped alaugh and leaned
suddenly againgt astretch of splintering fence.

"Defensible, certainly!™ she cried doud, dismayed by the edge of hysteriain her own voice. "With
abladed knife and a half-rotted relic for wegpons!™

"I have aknife, O Warrior," the Witness said from beside her; "and some knowledge of the lore.”

Sheturned to study him. "Do you? And is one set to witness permitted to fight?*

"A man may fight," he said solemnly, and agrin abruptly split his sober face. "But adead man
may not Witness"

Shelaughed, still hearing the hysteria there and feding her heart battering againgt her ribs.
"Spoken like a Crewman! We may yet make the spaceport, with such awill! Let us”

A srenwailed distressingly near a hand. At the further aley-end apolice car pulled up, and
stopped.

Corbinye swore and legpt forward, running as fast as the weak body would alow toward the top
of the alley and perhaps a chance at another strike for the port and Hyacinth. Behind her, she heard
Witness, moving not so quickly as she thought he might, having acare, no doubt, for Anjemalti, draped
UNCONSCi ous across one broad shoulder.

At thetop of thedley, acar did into view, annihilating the hope of the street beyond. Corbinye
dammed to ahdt, awordlesswail escaping her. Defensible ...

"Morda Quickly, Morda, comein!”

Sheturned, saw the fevered eyes, the thin hand holding wide a gate in the scabrous fence and
plunged within, Witness on her heds.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Beyond the gate was garden. Corbinye caught a blurring glance of bright blooms againgt lavish
green before her deeve was caught in awire-thin hand and she was bustled through another archway and
into dimness.

"Closethe door," directed the stranger and Corbinye heard the catch work, saw Witness
ganding just within thetiny foyer, Anjemalti dangling from his shoulder like adead man.

"Ship'smercy!" Corbinye spun toward their host. "Grace ..." she hesitated; deciphered the
nuance half-shielded by dark hair, thinness and a certain fevered, burning energy-"madam. My cousinis
wounded and requiresaid....”

The dark eyes widened, shifted to take in the hale man and the wounded. "Thisway.” Thetug on
Corbinyye's deeve was renewed and she followed its command, waving her hand at Witnessto come.

The tunnel-like entranceway gave to spacious brightness. Corbinye glanced up to the skylights,
looked at the wall which had been replaced entirely with glass, saw the easd st to catch the light-so-and
here and there a screen, cutting what might be an acove or another room off from the main studio.

"Behind the red screen isa couch, antiseptic and gauze in the chest besideit,” said the stranger.
"I'll opaque the windows, disconnect the bell ..." She hurried away and Corbinye turned with Witness
toward the red screen.



Anjemdti groaned when they laid him down, but made no sound when Corbinye cut the deeve
and bared the wound.

Witness brought medicines and lint from the chest and the stranger came bustling back, bearing a
pan of water. She st it next to where Corbinye knelt beside the couch and stepped back.

"The cops are going down the aley, ringing bells™" she saidin her harsh, high-tensonway. "l
pulled the plug on mine and shut down the windows. They know the signs of vacancy.”

Corbinye spared one glance at the flushed face. "Will they enter regardless, knowing you are not
home?'

Teeth flashed briefly. "One of the few advantages of being related to the Board of Directors. The
copswill leave me gtrictly done, never fear."

Thewound daubed clean, Corbinye spread antiseptic lavishly, then wrapped the whole tightly
with gauze. It would do, she reckoned, and knew a sudden, aching desire for Hyacinth and the medica
unit there.

Carefully, she got to her feet and made shift to settle Anjemalti more comfortably againgt the
cushions. Witness reached to help and she let him take over that task while she pulled the coverlet from
the couch-back and shook it wide.

She had bent to cover him when a certain gleam caught her eye, nestled between his hip and the
worn upholstery.

"Here, what's this?' She reached, found her wrist captured by Witness big hand.

"It isthe gem that drove the Harcourt mad,”" he said. "The gem Anjemadlti had intended for the
bandit chief." Heloosed her hand and leaned over, patting the unconscious man's pockets. "The totem
box isgone." He straightened.

"Anjemdti had taken care to enclose this tone with dl proper respect, which isthe wisest course
with magica things. It might perhaps be given aplacetolive, but | do not believeit should beleft out in
thear whereit might freely partake of events.”

"Enclose?" Corbinye frowned, recdling adl too clearly Harcourt's scream and sudden madness.
Shetucked her fingersinto her belt, having no wish to touch such athing.

Unexpectedly, their host came forward, leaned close to study the stone before shrugging bony
shoulders. "Just amoment,” she said brusquely and bustled away.

Shereturned in something less than amoment by Corbinye's reckoning, holding asmall metal urn
with astopper attached to it by a copper cord and apair of wooden tongs. Briskly, she bent, captured
the stone with the tongs and deposited it in the urn. She pushed the stopper firmly into place with the hed
of her hand and handed the sealed bottle to Corbinye.

"There. Thet'll keep it out of mischief." Another show of teeth, in what was possibly the best of
her smiles. "A genuine djinn's bottle, the merchant who sold it to me swore. If it was powerful enough to
hold adjinn, it'l certainly do for an ugly rock."

Corbinye blinked. "My thanksto you. For al your kindness."

The face shadowed, asif the words blighted, rather than eased, and the too-bright eyes sought
thefloor. ™Y ou know I'd do anything for you, Morda." The eyesflashed back, searing Corbinye with
their passon. "Anything."

Corbinye hesitated, drew breath and looked directly into that gaze.

"Y ou believe you know me."

"Believel” The voice conveyed astonishment. "Asif you could ever be mistaken!”

"And yet," Corbinye perssted, with unCrewlike gentleness, "you have mistaken, if not the body,
then the person who now resdeswithiniit."

The other woman's eyes took on atinge of distress; the face betrayed confusion.

"Y ou have heard, perhaps," Corbinye said softly, "of a place called The Blue House?"

Digtress conquered confusion; and half amoment later had erupted into fury. "He dared! To
punish her for one of his made-up dights, I'll swear! To make her hed, asif she ever would. To make
her-it'sinsupportable, horrible! Hewon't win thisone...." The eyes had turned calculating, hard. She
looked back at Corbinye. "What isyour deadline?’



"l beg your pardon?'

"Y our deadline! How long atime did you buy in her body? A month? Two?... Sx?'

Corbinye's head reeled. Had the Grounder gone mad in her grief, or-?

"Y ou mistake the case yet again,” she said, and thistime the coolness the Crew reserved for
Grounders was evident in therich, stranger's voice. "1 am Corbinye Faztherot, who should be dead,
except that-someone-bought a newly-dead body and had me placed within it, to become, asyou see ..."

"NO! | don't believeit! Morela-dead? Even he wouldn't dare-" Shejammed her fist into her
mouth, stared wildly from Corbinye to Witness to Anjemalti, unconscious upon the couch, turned and
quit the alcove at something very near arun.

Corbinyefdt hersdf flick forward, controlled the hasty reaction and deliberately closed her eyes,
taking breath after deep breath: The Eelvinc Maneuver, designed to impose calmness, reestablish tempo
and inner baance.

"Died and reborn," the chant came softly from behind. " She who was not is become She Who Is.
Death's Warrior steps into event, and takes oath to serve the Snifter's Chosen.”

She spun, taring for one long minute at Witness, standing there with his arms outstretched,
bedtitudein hiseyes.

"Blessed be," he sang. " Shlorbas Smiter stirs and the stars and the plants and the mountainsides
arefull with expectation.”

"Oh, Ship'sgrace, man, have sense!™ Sheflashed aglance at Anjemdlti, still caught in the depths
of hisswoon. "The only expectation we can haveisthat girl will immediately have the police or the
Vornet upon us-or both! Much good to your Smiter then!™

"The Smiter shakes event, and event of necessity responds,” Witness stated, eyes haf-glazed, as
if he had drunk overdeeply of one of the Head Engineer's more potent didtillations. "What shall gainsay
the Smiter, the Chosen and the Champion of Desath?’

"What, indeed?" Corbinye returned, with calculated insouciance. " Saving only the Vornet, the
copsor Anjemdti dying of hiswound.”

The Witness smiled a whatever glassy vision he gazed at, and dowly lowered hisarms.
"Anjemdti shdl not die" he announced.

"You set my mind at rest,” Corbinyetold him, but apparently hiswas not a nature receptive of
sarcasm. He chose a corner of the alcove for himself and settled cross-legged to the carpet, eyes
dreaming upon the Trident, lying where she had | eft it before the medicine trunk.

"l goto find our host and beg her not to be precipitate,” Corbinye said, without much hope that
he was attending her. "Do methe favor of minding my cousin, and of caling meif he wakes."

A long moment passed before he raised his eyes, clear and sane-seeming, to her face. "Warrior,"
hesad camly, "l shdl.”

"Seethat you do," she snapped, al out of patience with hisways, and ssomped off to find the
owner of the house.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

But their host was not so easy to find asthat.

Corbinye warily checked behind the three remaining screens and found no more sign of the
woman than was evident in the open studio-room. Baffled, she took up a stance in the middle of the
room and began to dowly revolve on the bals of her fedt.

The door was st flush to the westermost wall, painted an identical off-white. Only the shine of
the pdm-plate betrayed it.

"S0." Shewaked slently across the smooth stone floor. Standing dightly askance, so that any
mischance waiting behind the door might miss her with itsfirst shot, shelaid her palm againgt the plate.

The door swung open, slent on gray-pins. If mischance waited beyond, it waswily and
well-used to the game.



Hating to trust so important amoveto theill-trained and ungainly Grounder body, Corbinye
swung into the room, poised to legp, should mischance at last show itsdlf.

Theroom wasvery smdl. Spotlightsilluminated each of the paintings hanging on the four white
walls. A carpet of slvered blue covered the floorstones.

In the center of the carpet sat the owner of the house, sdlt tracks glistening on her cheeks, eyes
hot with something beyond even madness.

Corbinye shifted weight with utmost care, sinking flat-footed into the soft pile, hands ddiberately
limp, dangling from strengthlesswrigts.

The woman on the carpet laughed. "No," she said, "you're nothing like her at all, are you? She
moved—she moved asif every step were an—experience: apoem. You move asif every step hasa
purpose..." She shuddered and hid her face.

Corbinye considered her. "And how ese should it be, when oneis Worldwaker and an unwary
step might bring the Ship to grief?"

The other woman only shuddered again, and waved an agitated hand about her, indicating,
perhaps, the paintings. Her face she till held hidden.

Corbinye glanced at the painting directly across; arrested, she stared, and took three unnoticed
sepsaong therug.

Thewoman in the portrait gazed back serenely, her great black eyes soft and distant as she
executed some weirdly sensud dance step, breaststhrust againgt the filmy stuff barely covering them,
long yellow hair hanging unbound and shining down her back.

The painting to the right showed her seated, clad in costly brocades, bent forward with
outstretched hand and bestific face to the children clustered at her feet. The next painting showed her
nude, yet in someway inviolate, asif her skin were dl the garment she ever needed. The next had her
dancing again, fully clad and as wanton as any spacebar hussy.

"Shewas adancer a Jatlin's Playhouse—a storyteler. A singer,” the voice of the other woman
wavered, cracked. "Everyoneloved her. She could have had the protection of any of adozen of the most
influentid ... She could have—but there was Qaffir and what claim he held over her she would never tell
me! He abused her, made her crawl, stole from her—and she never..."

All a once she moved, springing awkwardly to her feet, and threw her aaimswide, asif to
embrace dl the painted women at once. "Y ou seewhy | cannot believe sheisdead!" she cried, and
without awaiting an answer, spun to face Corbinyefully.

"Tdl me!" she demanded. "Did hekill her?I'll hurt him, if he dared it—hurt him like he hurt
her...."

"Forgivemeif | say that ssemsunlikely," Corbinye said, meaning no crudty, but with her eye full
of the other's awkward, passion-driven movements. The woman recoiled.

"Y ou doubt my love," she said bitterly.

"Indeed | do not," returned Corbinye. "But love has very little to do with the matter, the beloved
now being dead. And whilerevengeis certainly yoursto claim, if you find the one who deprived you of
your friend, revenge is most efficiently carried out in acooler state of mind, without temper, or
hatred—or fear."

The glance that went across her face very nearly scathed. Y ou sound very sure of yoursdlf!”

"I have had some experience of revenge—and related matters. A Worldwaker must know
defense, offense—must judge the utility of either—to dedl successfully for the Ship among Grounders.™
Shetipped her head, making no effort to trick the other's eye. "What is your name?"

Consternation showed, followed by an ironic bow. "Theo." It seemed she was on the verge of
saying more—and was cut off untimely by the pounding.

Corbinye spun, willing the body into a crouch. She was two steps nearer the door when Theo
cried "Wait!" and lunged forward to grab her deeve.

It waswdll that the body she wore was not her own. Asit was the dap the Grounder woman
received sent her crashing to one knee, hand covering her cheek—but the other hand yet amazingly
gripping Corbinye's deeve, while the undamaged eye glared, undaunted.



"Wait!" she repeated, with less volume, but more urgency because of it.

The pounding ceased abruptly, and voices could be heard, indistinct asto words, but clearly
arguing. They rose and fell for very nearly aminute, then athird voice joined in, and shortly thereafter
came the sound of footsteps, marching away.

"There must be anew cop on the beat—one who doesn't know the Signs,” said Theo. "That
happens sometimes, but the older ones dways put them straight.” She fingered her cheek, wincing. "You
didn't haveto hit me so hard!"

"But | hardly hit you at al," said Corbinye, with amildness shewasfar from feding. Y ou would
do well to learn not to snatch at me, mistress!™

The clear eye widened, the lips parting while some sort of notion atered the grief riding in her
face. She might indeed have said something, but a shadow came then across the open door and Witness
put his head carefully within.

"I find you, O Warrior," hesad in hisflat, colorlessway. "Anjemdti the Seeker awakes." He
closed his eyes, opened them, and went away.

"Praise the Ship!" breathed Corbinye. Abruptly, she remembered the woman beside her, and
turned to offer aid in standing.

This Theo disdained, snapping to her feet in al her fevered clumsiness. "Go see your cousin,” she
said, without much grace. "I've got work to do.”

Something even there gave Corbinye pause, but the searching glance she sent at the other'sface
uncovered nothing more than unease, and that same bare-controlled passion.

"I thank you," she said softly and made the bow, graceful, as a guest should, and went out of the
room and across the studio, to the place where Anjemadlti lay.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

There was a scent of apricots, and there was pain, burning the length of the right arm, down to
thefingers tips.

Otherwise, there was sound—the pounding that had wakened him; various small cresksand
nearby rustlings that doubtless came from the nurse employed to watch over him. In amoment—or
two—he would open his eyes and show himself cogent.

Damn' foal thing to do, hetold himsdf, muzzily. Edreth will likely bresk the other arm for
you—and none ever more deserving.

The rustling became proximate, jarring him loose of memory. The sweet scent intensified just as
he recalled that Edreth had never scolded him for that particular piece of mischief at al. Gem opened his
eyes and stared in new befuddiement at the lovely face so near his own. Brilliant ebon eyes clouded and
the face removed somewhat, asif she sat back upon her hedls.

"Anjemdti?" Thevoicethrilled, igniting fires Edreth had been very careful to bank. "Itis
Corbinye, cousin. The Witness had said that you were avake."

"Corbinye..." Hisvoice cracked and he passed adry tongue painfully over fevered lips.

"There, you do wake! A moment ..." She stretched along scarlet-clad arm and brought back to
him aswestly steaming teabowl. "Drink ... there. Y our wits are with you, are they? For | don't scrupleto
tell you, cousin, we are in the damnedest coil!"

"Arewe?' He struggled and she put the bowl aside, reaching to help him sit. Between them, they
got hisfeet on the floor, and he took a moment to close his eyes and review severd potent curseswhile
thefireflared in hisarm and his senses spun.

Opening his eyes, he discovered Witness cross-legged in acorner and bent his head in respectful
greeting. "How faresthe Trident?'

"Very wdl, Anjemalti. Events shake and the Witnessing hovers on the edge of astonishment.”

Corbinye laughed. "His notion of arevel," she said, and Witnessturned hiseyesto her.

"That whichis, isall there may be, O Warrior. To dter event is holy work."



She moved her shoulders and glanced back at her cousin. "It's madder even than most
Grounders, cousin, but it appears to be disposed toward uskindly."

"So | should hope." Near memory had returned and he stared about him, taking in the couch, the
chest, the red screen and stone floor. "What placeisthis? | had thought the spaceport, Dart ..."

"We were making for the spaceport when the lawgivers overrode the taxicab'simperative.
Nothing to do but leave the curst thing and run, with you bleeding and limp as a corpse! Witness carried
you and | bore the Trident—but we should have gtill falen, cousin, except that we were rescued by one
who is—was—a.... friend of the person—she who had first worn this body."

Gem frowned and looked at her sharply. "Who?"

"Who?' Corbinye blinked. "Why, she cdlls hersdf Theo, cousin. And thereisaroom inthis
house hung with nothing but paintings of—of Morela, her name had been, who was dancer and
sorytdler at Jatlin's theater and possessed of alover named Qaffir, whom the Theo suspects of
murdering her."

He shook hishead. "The Blue House had her asuicide.”

"That will doubtless ease the Theo's heart,” Corbinye returned tartly and saw his brows quirk
together before he lifted a shoulder in dismissal.

"Whether it does or not is no concern of ours. Our tasks areto gain, first, the spaceport, and
then Dart. After Linzer has us out of here—"

"Why depend upon atrading ship and an aien pilot when thereis Hyacinth set to welcome
you—aye, and apilot of the Crew to lift her!" She hesitated as a near-blasphemous thought struck, and
looked at him cautioudy. "Do you pilot, cousin?’

Humor glinted far back in the blue eyes. "I thought you supposed me the Captain?' He shifted,
perhaps to ease the arm, and the humor faded away. "I can pilot, don't fear it. And asfor why | at least
intend to make for Dart—I hold haf-sharein the ship and Linzer Skot ismy partner, my-co-captain ...
My friend."

He dtirred again and sighed. "Y ou might do as you choose, of course. We are quit of any debts
between us. Take Hyacinth and return to your Ship. Tell them that the Tomorrow Log lied and that the
hero-Captain does not exis."

"Yes, catanly,” she sad, feding the bite of sarcasm on her tongue. "1 shdl misnform my elders,
givethelieto the First Captain, and aso doom the Ship." She sighed, abruptly very tired, and glanced
down at the dender hands folded upon her knee. Dread struck her all at once and she looked back up at
him.

"Truth told, cousin, | amin need of you." She held up the e egant stranger's hand, noting that it
quivered, just alittle. "Hyacinth is pam-seded, but thisis not the palm that seded her."

He stared at the hand, flicked his gaze to her face.

"So, thereremains debt,” he said, flatly. "Very wedll. | require adescription of the locking
mechanism, aswell asthe ship-interface program. | will unsed your ship for you, but then, by dl the gods
alive and dead, Corbinye, we are quit!"

The words surprised, cut deep, so that the tears welled and spilled over—she, who was
Worldwalker! She raised ahand, spread-fingered before her face, and any of the Crew would have read
inthat arequest to avert their eyes.

Anjemdti instead moved forward, asif to touch her, and froze of a sudden, breath hissing
between histeeth. "Corbinye...."

"Itisnothing,”" she said rapidly, struggling to impose her will over the foolish, shameful tears. "The
body isyet weak, Anjemalti—pay no heed." She gulped and lowered her head, since till he did not look
away. "Asfor this other—we are kin. There is no debt-counting between us. If you chooseto aid me, |
welcomeit, for it istruethat | see no way to enter my ship save by such aid. If you ... If you do not care
todoso..."

A hand had closed most gently around her wrist, and she glanced up in startlement, to meet his
serious eyes.

"Forgive me, Corbinye," he said, softly. "1 spoke with neither grace nor understanding. Honor me



and say you will forget it."

Gladness flooded, as shockingly sudden asthe tears, and she smiled a him. "It is dready forgot!
It wasill of me not to have considered your wound...."

"Or my long sojourn among rag-mannered Grounders,”" he said, with atwist of bitternessin his
voice as he sat carefully back. "L et us have done making excuses for me and consder—" A shadow
passed over hisface. "Where isthe Fearstone?!

Shefrowned. "The—?"

"Fearstone." He held out his hand, first finger and thumb marking size. " About thus, brown, with
green crydas.”

"Oh." Shereached again, rummaging among the objects littering the chest-top, and eventudly put
asmall meta urnin hishands. "Theo said the pot had once held a djinn and so was up to the mischief of a
mererock.” She dghed. "What isadjinn, cousn?'

"A spirit composed of equal parts malice and magic,”" he said, though absently. "Asarace, they
seem to spend afair timelocked away in bottles.” One-handed, he fretted at the stopper and Corbinye
bit her lip on protest.

"Let be, Anjemalti,” Witness said surprisingly, causing them both to sart. "The oneiswithin the
jar. Both the Warrior and | saw it placed there.” He glanced up, eyes gleaming. "Unless you sense cusp,
and we are called to work once more?'

Almog, it seemed Anjemdti smiled. Certainly, he had done with worrying the stopper and
inclined his head with utmost gravity.

"Not just yet, | think," he said, ascamly asif the mad dien made perfect sense; "though perhaps
soon.”

"Soon?' Corbinye stared a him. "How isthearm, Anjemadlti? For if it iswell enough and you fedl
your senses rooted, we should make al haste to Hyacinth and a proper medical unit. The lawgiversare
doubtless gone by now...."

"The cops |left sometime ago,” Theo announced from the entrance, her eyes hot and the energy
shimmering around her. "But you can't leave yet." She smiled and Gem fdt hisblood chill, for shewas
certainly far from sane.

"I'm afraid you may mistake matters," hetold her gently. "My friendsand | have urgent business.
| understand that you have aided us remarkably, and | am prepared to compensate you for your
trouble....”

"My trouble,” she repeated and smiled again, shaking her head. "Thereésno trouble,”" she said.
"Or therewon't be, soon. Qaffir iscoming to see me. And when he does, Mordawill kill him."

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

"No, that | will not!" Corbinye cried, and came al at onceto her feet. "Do your own murders,
mistress—you have no hold on me!™

Theo looked at her quite calmly. "Y ou were running from the cops,” shesaid. "'l can cdl them, if
youd rather."

The dim shoulders seemed to lose some of their starch under the brave crimson shirt, and Gem
cleared histhroat, drawing the mad woman's attention.

"Y ou perhaps are not aware that the Blue House records show your friend took her own life."

Theo shrugged with magnificent unconcern. "Qaffir drove her to it, then. She would never have
done such athing if he hadn't been bruta to her.”

"Possibly true," Gem acknowledged, just as Edreth might have done, playing hiswordslike
chessmen. "However, we have no knowledge of either your friend or her lover. To demand that one of
uskill aperson of whom we were until just amoment ago unaware ..."

"Shewears Mordas body!" Theo cried, pointing at Corbinye. " She has a—amora obligation!”

"Nonsense," said Gem crisply. ™Y ou know aswell as| that obligation followsthe living



person—the one who has undergone trand ation. The body's debts are written off.” He looked at her
gernly. "You know this midress, if you'velived only sx months on Henron."

"I'velived here my wholelife" she said flatly. "My uncle Stson the Board of Directors. Mordla
gavethat woman life. Thereisdebt.” Shelooked straight into Gem's eyes, the fire somewhat abated, but
sanity nowhere evident. "Do | cal the cops, master? Or do | cal my uncle?Y ou might bring aprofit to
the House, and the other man'snot soiill."

Gem swalowed. "Cdl either and you forfeit your friend twice."

Theo shook her head. "No, I'd protect Morela. Of course | would. | love her.”

"Then therés no moreto be said,” Corbinye announced suddenly. "Certainly | shal dispense with
thisdifficulty, Mistress Theo. What isthelife of a Grounder to me?”

Thethin facelit. "Ah, you do understand! He must be punished, you see it now, don't you?'

"Completely," said Corbinye, and Gem looked at her in foreboding. "He must be made to pay for
hisiniquities, and you must find your peace.

"Yes," said Theo, and Witness shifted in his corner, taking both eyes and heart from the presence
of the Smiter, to stare long and hard at Death's Own Warrior.

* * %

Qaffir wasto come at Second Dusk.

By First, Anjemdlti had rested and then awoken to a fresh shirt and a sup of watered wine, at
which he chafed, saying he was no invaid. Corbinye had not argued the point, merely placing the cup
firmly in his strong hand and asking, "Are you able to use the sorl-knife, cousn?’

Heglared at her. "l thought it was you who speciadized in murder.”

"Anjemdlti, do not bait me!" she snapped and opened her mouth to go on before apparently
heeding somewiser inginct. "I requireinformation,” she said mildly. "Of your kindness. Areyou ableto
use the sorl-knife in protection of yourself?"

He eyed her warily and had somewhat of thewine. "Yes."

"Good." Sheturned to Witness. "Y ou are able to fight, should it come to such?’

"Warrior, | am. And how shdl the Smiter go?'

She frowned. "Demonstake the thing! 1—"

"Strong evidence exists," Gem interrupted, "that thisisin fact the case. | can carry the Smiter, if
Witness can guard my back.”

"Donel" cried Witness and sat back in consternation, appalled by the boldness of his secret
heart.

The Seeker pretended to see nothing amiss, so chiefly was his grace. "Well enough,” he dlowed
and turned to Death's Warrior. " For what battle do we gird oursalves, cousin? Is Qaffir expected with an
amy?'

"Asyou sad,” she answered coldly, "murder ismy enterprise. | have no wish to smirch your
honor. However, if it should come about that you are threatened, then it comforts me to know you
well-guarded.” Sheturned her face away. "The Captain's safety is paramount, Anjemalti. You are avare
of this™

Therewas slence, stretching. Witness settled back to taste in full the nuance, for a Chief may be
best known by the manner in which he treats hiswarriors.

"I bring you trouble in double-measure, cousin.” Face and voice were of the mildest, though the
eyes showed fire. "I remind you again that | am no captain, but athief—sold off and despised for the fault
of carrying Grounder genes. It astonishes me that my uncle did not strike my name from the Roll."

"Indemion Krigtefyon isdead,” she said, asthough to achild. "He died by his own hand,
redeeming honor after confessing treachery. He was gracious, Anjemdlti: a great-hearted Captain who
served the ship well. Wrongful action has been nullified by righteous. Surely, alive and strong, you can
meatch hisgreatness.”

Gem sghed. "Corbinye, were you born knowing the duties of Worldwaker? Did you come all at



onceinto your skill, with neither teacher nor sparring partner?*

She blinked. "Of course not. One was chosen as most likely among the agemates. Onewas
schooled and drilled and shaped for duty, according to The Protocols.”

"Ah. Whilel lost my mentor at age eight, was sold off and Shipless at age nine, and apprentice to
amader thief by age ten." Heleaned dose, holding her eyeswith his. "Tdl mewhat my training fitsme
for—coudn."

She drew adeep breath, crimson shirt stretching over rising breagts. ™Y our name is written in the
Tomorrow Log, Anjemalti. | have seen it with my own eyes.”

"What if the Tomorrow Log is mistaken?'

She gstared, astonishment writ plain across the lovely face. "How could the Tomorrow Log lie?"

The Crew, thought Gem, suddenly, amost despairingly: so deadly—and so childlike. "Corbinye,"
he said softly, "1 don't even know how the Tomorrow Log can be. How could the First Captain have
known the name of ahafling born three hundred years after the time of her deasth?"

"Ah." Shelooked comforted at that and reached to take his hand, which tingled at her touch.
"These are great Mysteries, cousin. We are taught to merely believe, but it goes hard against the grain, |
know, whenin dl other things we are taught to question and reason and dedl only in fact. We—all of
your agemates—have rai sed these questions. All, except you, cousin, have had their questions put to
rest, after they have seen the Tomorrow L og, touched it, and read a page with their own eyes."

"S0 you counsd meto havefaithin my—fate.”

His bitterness waslost on her. She squeezed his hand and dropped it. "Exactly so, Anjemalti.
When we are back with the Ship, then your doubts may be satisfied, and you will be easy."

Gem sighed, closed hiseyes—and gave it up for the moment. There were, after al, matters
pressing them more closdly.

"How will you dedl with Qaffir, Corbinye?Y ou should not endanger yoursdlf in—"

She stood, cutting him off. "Aswe have dready decided,” she said coally; "that matter belongsto
me. | go now to prepare myself.” She glided past him, dipped through the curtain and was gone.

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

"Well, Theo? What isthis urgent metter?"

The man's voice was insolent; the man himsalf abeauty. Corbinye stared at the marvel of him, felt
her face heat and was glad of the sheltering curtain through which she peered.

Grounders, in Corbinye's training—and, truth, within her experience—were dow, gracedessand
despicable. This Qaffir was none of that. He moved with the fluidness of one bred to low-grav. His skin
was dark, asif tanned after the manner of those who kept the engine-rooms or worked within the
Garden. Hiseyeswere not large, but they were black, flashing with intelligence, darting quick glances
here and there about the room, making inventory of all.

"Well, Theo?' he said again, and thistime the arrogance carried an edge of dismissing
amusement. He shook hislong, unbound hair back and folded his arms across his chest, eyebrow
cockedindisdain. "Wel?"

Theo glared into his beauty, face rigid with loathing.

"l can'tfind Morela," she said sullenly. "I thought you might know where she is—take amessage
to her."

"| take a message to Morela?' The second brow rose as well and the dark face took on acast of
malignant surprise. "Redlly, what adiverting notion! But, do you know—I'm unableto oblige you."

Theo made no reply, saving that her glare may have become more loathful. Qaffir appeared to
notice nothing out of the way, however. Behind the curtain, Corbinye began to tremble.

Qaffir leaned alittle forward, hisvoice dmost caressing, "Don't you want to know why | cantt
obligeyovu, little freak?'

"One of your distempers, | expect,” Theo returned with surprising aplomb. "Y ou never could



bear it that | loved her—or that sheloved mein return.”

Helaughed at that, flinging his head back, so that the cloud of hishair swirled about his
shoulders. Corbinye wiped damp palms down the side of her trousers and began a smple breathing
exercise. In the room beyond, Qaffir laughed once more and Corbinye gasped, concentration shattered.

"Even Morela" the man wastdling Theo, "wasn't foolish enough to love you. But we digress!
Theriddiewasthis. "Why will noble Qaffir not take Theo's message to the lovely and delectable Morela,
gueen of athousand hearts, stupid sow and dut?' Hetipped his head, crudty glinting from those dark,
intelligent eyes

"l have the answer," he said softly and leaned down, putting hislips, loverlike, next to Theo's ear.
"Because," he murmured, though sill clearly enough for Corbinye to hear; "the bitch isdead.”

"No!" shouted Theo and legpt back, which moved Qaffir to more laughter.

"Oh, but yed!" He assured her with utmost glee. "Dead and no doubt rotted by thistime—think
of that, littlefreak! Her facefalenin, her hair out in clumps..." He paused, asif struck by athought. "But
| forget that you are apainter! Morela has been your subject in al of her estates. Of course you would
wishto paint her inthis, aswell. How sdlfish | have been! | will send straightaway and have the cadaver
brought to you! Y ou must forgive my shortsightedness—"

"Morela" Theo cried out, meaning hersdlf, but Corbinye was frozen where she stood, ssomach
churning, hands swesting, knife thrust, usdess, through her belt.

"Morela" mimicked Qaffir, shrilly, and Corbinye felt herself jerked forward one step, asif he
held the red-end of aharpoon buried into her soul.

"Morela," he screamed again, taunting Theo, and Corbinye's body jerked forward one more
step, through the curtain and into the room.

Qaffir's eyeswidened as his laughter abruptly cut off. Theo dodged sideways, face aglow with
blood lugt, lips haf-parted, showing teeth.

Corbinye stood entirely till, except for the shivering shefdt in her limbs and prayed that neither
could see.

"Wl," said Qaffir. "It appears| am—misinformed.” He smiled in full mdice.

Quailing, Corbinye made a concerted effort and willed her hand toward her knife, though she
doubted she could follow through with the throw.

"Morda" Theo cried. "Kill him!"

"Kill me?" demanded the man, in apparent delight. "Oh, but Moredlawould never kill me, little
freak. Far morelikely that shewould kill hersdf. Which iswhat shedid, you know—and very artfully.”

He moved forward a step and the craven body had not even the strength to step backward in
balance. Laughing low in histhroat, he extended a smooth, scented hand and stroked the backs of his
fingers down the side of her face. Desire heated Corbinye's belly, salted with terror.

"The Blue House had the keeping of her,” Qaffir murmured, running hisfingers across her lips. He
pulled lightly on the lower and they parted, asif for akiss. He smiled. "Therés someonedselivingin
Morelas body, but that someone else heeds me as she did, little freak. Isthis not fascinating?* Still
smiling, he cupped Corbinye's chinin sted fingers, tipped her face up and sidewise until her neck ached
and then leisurely, tauntingly, bent and kissed her.

The desreflared, and Corbinye hung, near sensdless with terror, barely heeding as he moved
closer, crushing her body painfully to his, wrapping fingersin her braid and pulling her head even further
back as he bit at her lips and moved his mouth down, nuzzling the arch of her throat, mouthing a breast—

A wordless shriek interrupted him—Corbinye staggered and fell to the floor as he abruptly let her
go, though she retained enough senseto fdl into aball and roll. She fetched up near the curtain and there
shelay, unableto riseto her feet, watching Qaffir try to pry Theo from his back.

“I'll kill you!" thelittle woman wailed, skinny, paint-spattered hands clawing at histhroat.
"Bagtard! Murderer! Kill the only pure and beautiful thing either of us has ever known—"

Qaffir spun and shook. He roared, yanked fruitlesdy at the choking hands and hurled himsdlf
backward against awall.

Agtonishingly, Theo hung on, though it seemed to Corbinyethat her hold did alittle.



So it must have seemed to Qaffir, aswell. He renewed his grip and stood utterly till in the center
of theroom, dl his strength focused on wrenching those skinny, desperate hands apart.

From Theo, acry, haf-savage, haf-despairing. Qaffir bared histeeth, mustered alast spurt of
power and flung the little woman from his back.

Shefel with agrunt, twisted and scrambled sideways, too dow to avoid the kick that smashed
into her ribs, breaking bone with an audible crack.

"No!" The cry wrenched itsdlf from Corbinye'sthroat, and she was somehow standing, hand
snatching &t her knife, while still the body shook and fought her and Theo'skeening ran like acid along
nerves already stretched beyond sense.

Qaffir spun. "No?I'll 'no' you, bitch. I'll—" He took astride forward, another, pointing at the
bladein her hand. "What'sthis? A wegpon? Do you actudly think you can kill me?’

Corbinye held onto the knife, held to the proper stance like her last hope of salvation, and knew
the body would not—would never—aobey her in this. Then shelooked into his eyes and knew that she
was dead.

Qaffir laughed, stepped within striking distance, paused amoment, al exposed, then laughed
again, reached forth and grabbed the blade.

Shetwigted, turning the knife with awill, dicing pam and finger-flesh and he screamed, the other
fist swinging out of nowhere toward her head, her dodge limited by the desperate need to hold onto the
knife—

"Gagh!"

The descending fist struck her temple aglancing blow as the fingersloosed the knife blade and
Qaffir crashed to hisknees, eyes glazed and blood running, thinly, from the corner of hismouth. A
sorl-knife the very twin of her own protruded from the base of histhroat.

A moment he knelt before her, asif in worship, or contrition, then al his muscles gave loose at
once and hefdl forward upon hisface.

Anjemdti was past her in the next ingtant, kicking the body to its back, wrenching the blade free
and cleaning it with two rapid passes over the fine shirt front. He thrust the knife away, spared aglance at
Theo, curled around her hurt and moaning, then swept back the way he had come, grabbing Corbinye's
arm and jerking her with him.

In the foyer he dropped her to take up the Trident, gathered the silent Witness with anod and
findly favored her with aword.

"Can you keep the pace?’

Corbinye drew bregath, put her knife in its place and met his eyes, which were cold beyond ice.

"Anjemadlti," she said, and so far had she sunk in her own esteem that she was amazed to hear her
voicefirm; "l can."

"Good," he returned, and, jerking open the door, walked out into the aleyway.

CHAPTER FORTY

The cab dropped them at the spaceport gate, speeding away with neither coin nor memory of the
fare, by grace of Anjemdlti's spiders. Corbinye stood poised on the balls of her feet, hair pricking along
her nape, straining through senses il oddly fogged, trying to sort normal port bustle from possible threst.

"Dart will be on ahotpad,” Anjemalti said, and was off, weaving through the various tractors and
high-lows asif he had no enemies within system, much less on world, the Trident cradled against him and
Witness at hisback. Biting her lip, Corbinye followed.

Ogtensgbly, adl was asit should be, and Anjemdti's headlong march no bravado. Y et the hackles
would not settle dong her neck and the soft, betraying fingers twitched, yearning for the knife shewould
not draw.

At the edge of the hotpads the traffic thinned and became sparse—except for the crowd of
vehicles clugtered tight around Pad Eleven.



Corbinye flung forward, meaning to snatch him back from danger, but he had aready seen,
already checked and sidestepped and disappeared into the shadow of a cargodide. Corbinye sought the
shadow a heartbest |ater and found both Witness and Anjemdti craning there, studying the vehicles and
their meaning, in asilence more dreadful than any curang.

"Gray beams," Anjemdlti said flatly; "screen grips and catapults.”

"Cousin?' Shedipped to hisside. In the darkness, she sensed his head move; saw the shine of
his eyes, looking down at her.

"Dart ispinned. Linzer ..."

"Dart ispinned," she agreed with rapid patience, asif he were one of the nursery. "But Hyacinth
isnot."

Large eyeswidened further and shefdt him pull away from her in the dark. "Y ou council meto
abandon my friend to histroubles—cousin? And if | had followed such advice an hour ago?’

"Am | honorless and stupid?' she cried, diced to the quick and caring lessthat she might be
heard by enemies than he despise her. "How will you free your friend in your present state, Anjemalti?
Send spiders, one at atime, to disable the machinery? Brandish that thrice-damned piece of metal and
demand to belet within? How will you let your friend know heisliberated, shout through the hull?* She
heard the rising note in her voice and took an abrupt bregth.

"Hyacinth hasguns" shefinished, flatly and in undertone. "Guns—and acomm." Silencefor a
dow count to seven; then along, soft exhde and ablink of the glowing eyes.

"Pad Sixteen, | think you said?' Hisvoice was asflat as hers had been.

"Pad Sixteen," she agreed, and dared to lay ahand on hisarm. "Thisway."

* % %

Luck had placed Hyacinth's hatch ahdf-turn away from Dart, and dl the busyness surrounding
her. Corbinye waved Witness to a post where he could observe that action and cry warning, should
some part of it takeinterest in Hyacinth.

Anjemdti was aready bent over thelock, frowning at the palm plate. Something moved benegth
his collar and came into Sght on his shoulder, heading purposefully down hisarm, purple eyes glowing.

Corbinye held her breath as the spider marched across the back of Anjemalti's hand, over the
single bridging finger and vanished behind the lockplate.

Straightening, Gem flashed her alook, noting the flush mantling her cheeks.

"Number Eleven," he said, with more gruffness than he intended. "Fifteen'selder brother.” He
pushed the deeve back from the tdltale. "We should have a configuration in few moments." He glanced
over again, trying not to see how the red shirt molded to her breasts. "Wher€'s the Witness?!

"Watching Dart's trouble, in caseit has mind to become ours," she said, taking a breath that
tightened the fabric dluringly. Shelooked up. "Y our friend's difficulties arelegion, Anjemdti. Hyacinth is
yours, but sheisnot a battlewagon.”

And for one of the Crew, Gem knew, aship waslifeitsdf, whether it be shuttle or Greatship.

"Did you register your weapons with the Port Master?' he asked, knowing in his deepest heart
what the answer to that was.

Corbinye blinked. "17?7* Shelaid her hand briefly against the well-kept, ancient hull. "An M-class
jumpshuttle, Anjemalti. Who mounts guns on such?’

Only the Crew, thought Gem, and hisquick grin carried dl aCrewman'sfera humor. Thetelltae
on hiswrist chimed.

"Ah"

The datawas unexpectedly complex and he took severd minutesto sort it through, aware of a
vibration againgt his shoulder, where the Trident leaned, and atightening of concentration to his|eft,
where Corbinye was schooling herself sternly to patience,

Helooked over at her.

"Number Eleven requires assstance. Number Fifteen is somewhat larger—abit more intelligent.



If I may have his service back from you?' He barely waited for her nod; had turned back to the telltale
before desolation bloomed in her eyes.

Obedient to the telltale's summons, Number Fifteen climbed out of her pocket and into
Anjemditi's pam. Corbinye swalowed against the hard lump in her throat, beseeching the gods not to let
the body shame her again with itstoo-ready tears. Cry over theloss of amechanica toy, no matter how
clever? Why, she bid fair to become as unstable—

As Anjemalti, she thought suddenly, remembering hisface as shelaid the ruined spider before
him on that day, the last she was to spend as hersdif....

Behind her, anoise, louder than the unending whine of the gray-beam generator. The body spun;
Corbinye controlled its forward dash, and crept toward the sound.

She arrived at the sentry's post in time to see Witnesskill thefirst guard with aknife thrust
through the throat. She was just a heartbeat too dow to catch the second, who was racing back toward
Dart. Already one of the attackwagons was breaking formation, turning its ugly nose toward Hyacinth.

Cursing, she grabbed Witness and dragged him back with her.

"Anjemdlti, we are discovered! The guard callsfor aid and atank movesto attend usl” One
glance he spared her, from ice-blue eyes, then bent again to thelock, fingerstapping at hiswristlet.

Behind, the sound of treads across hardtop and the more distant sob of asiren.

"They came upon me without warning," Witness declared, gently disengaging hisarm. "One drew
his weapon—without even ahail! A man may protect himself againgt hunters of men.

"Indeed he may," Corbinye agreed with ready sarcasm. "And aquick man may day two enemies
inthetimeaduggard killsone.”

Witnessturned his head, stolid face showing dight amaze. "The other did not draw, O Warrior.
He ran when he understood he faced aman.”

"Very proper in him, I'm sure," she snapped, as the treadwork drew closer and the sren was
joined by another. "Anjemdti ..."

The spiders clung to his collar, and helaid his pam against the lock with the assurance of aman
expecting admittance.

Nothing happened.

The twin srens had been joined by athird, this one much closer.

Anjemadlti laid his hand againgt the plate again.

Again, nothing happened.

The closest Sren wailed into the causeway. Corbinye heard tires squed against blast paving as
the driver forced the turn and then the scream was heading straight toward them.

Behind, the tread-sound had been overlain by the puff of the attackwagon's motor and the
blather of radio Static.

"Damn you!" Anjemalti's low-voiced curse was charged with fury. He gripped the Trident where
it leaned againgt his shoulder and stared at the lockplate asif his glare donewould forceit.

"Open, damn you!"

There was aflare, as of aenergy bolt, awhomp of sound felt in the chest rather than heard, and
adink of ozoneintheair.

Corbinye cried out, smultaneoudy damming back against the hull and spinning toward the reer,
thinking only that the attackwagon had fired the moment it wasin range and that two knives and an
antique Trident were worse than useless against—

"Glory and praise! The Smiter lives!" Witness grabbed her arm and turned her back, toward the
lockplate and Anjemdlti. "L ook, thou, O Warrior, and rejoice!”

Snarling, she dlowed hersdlf to be turned—and blinked once at the gaping hatch before she
looked to Anjemalti.

He met her eyes, his own seeming dightly dazed. "Edreth had—aways said—that | must contrive
to control—my temper.”

"It would seem potent,” she agreed unsteadily and became alive again to the other sounds,
especidly those of the closing police car, and legpt forward. "Insde!”



Anjemdti went firgt, pitching the Trident before him and ralling in clumsly, careful of the
wounded arm.

Corbinye went next, and landed running. She pushed past Anjemdti, smacked the toggle to
release theinner lock and pelted down the hall toward the command center.

She hit the chair and opened the board in one motion, barely aware that he had found the
co-pilot's seat and was unsealing the ship's Eyes. She was hersdlf busy with screen readingsand a
demand for damage report on the forced hatch. She touched the red toggle dmost as a by-the-way and
inamoment heard Anjemalti murmur, "Weapons armed.”

"S0," she acknowledged and let alittle breath hiss between her teeth in relief as ship's stats
reported the hatch sealed and spaceworthy. "That's aremarkable toy you possess, cousin.”

"None of mine, and al of the Bindalche's" he said. "I'm sworn to return the thing to them at
earliest-Theres Dart on Three. I'm searching aclean comm line...."

"Go through Weaponsfor ascramble and tranamit direct,” shetold him and he nodded, fingers
flying over thekeys.

"Anjemadlti," Witness said suddenly over their heads, "the Smiter liesaonein theinner hatch.”

"It needsremain therefor the present, friend,” Gem said, as the buzz of an open comm linefilled
the cabin. "It ismy deepest hope that the Goddessis not angered.”

There was a sound from where he stood behind them—almost it seemed to be alaugh. "No,
Anjemdti," hesad. "l think the Goddessisnot angered at all.”

"Good," he said absently, and then, moreforcefully: “Linter. It's Gem."

"About damn' time," Skot's voice was aslaconic asever. "Thisyour idea of aparty, ser Edreth?’

Gem grinned. "What do they want?"

"Y ou, so the gentle who's been haranguing me for the past two hours says. | told her | didn't have
you, but she seemed inclined to doubt it. Wanted me to open the door and let a search party in." He
snorted. "Mama Skot's youngest ain't that big afool.”

"I thought you were the eldest,” Gem said, fingers playing over the keys. He sent animageto
Corbinye's main screen, saw her read it and begin to ply the wegponskeys. "Thisain't thetime to argue
lineage. Y ou fixing thismessor am 17?7

Gem tipped hishead, reading over the rather distressful Situation surrounding Dart. By
comparison, their own ring of one attackwagon and three armored cop cars were mere decoration.

"Canyoufix it?" he asked Skot.

"I can broadbeam a piloting lesson about what happensto an energy field generated by, say,
gravbeams, when the object enclosed by the field suddenly goes hyperspatia and kick in the enginesfor
emphass. Ought to give 'em something to scramblefor." He clicked histongue against the roof of his
mouth, a characteristic sound that told Gem Linzer was more worried than he alowed. "These are cops,
kiddo. They ain't gonnarisk their lives over physics.”

"Maybe..." Corbinye had done with the weapons keys and was gently easing the engine feed up.
Gem nodded at the schematic she'd sent to his screen, heard her murmur, "We have attempted contact,
Anjemati—from the ‘wagon. | feign deafness.”

"Soundstoo risky," he said to Skot. "What if we draw their attention away for amoment? Can
youlift?'

Therewasadight pause. "Y ou done here?'Causeif | lift straight, without aflight plan and with
the local gendarmes peeved, there ain't a bribe big enough to clear Dart's namefor landing here again.
Ever."

"I'm done," Gem said quietly, tripping the appropriate toggles. "We're on Pad Sixteen, your
garboard. Wewill provide adiverson. At thefirst opportunity, lift. Well be right behind you.”

Another pause, dightly longer than thefird. "Got you sighted. Rendezvous?'

"Three months, on Cheyenne?’

"Gotcha. Let's get outta here.”

"Diverson garting in Sixty seconds. Luck to you, Linzer."

"Luck to you, son. Out."



Gem hit thefirgt switch.

The volley went over the beamrigs. Oneflare hit thetip of a catapult tower; a second smacked
into acop car.

The broadcom roared confusion and the screens showed a very gratifying milling about, asthe
big enginestried to come around to face this new threet.

Gem hit the second switch.

The closest beamrig exploded, followed by the second and one of the smaller attackwagons.
Radio noise was replaced for an ingtant by stunned silence as Corbinye threw the engine dide al theway
to the top and smacked the lift-warning bell.

The cop cars and wagon hanging onto Hyacinth's skirts scrambled backward, ship's sats
showed readinessto lift—and Gem threw the third switch.

"Eee-HAH!" yelled Linzer across the beam and in the screen Dart hurtled upward, adding afew
shots of her own to the melee as Corbinye yelled at Witnessto grab on and sent Hyacinth climbing after,
through the puny lightnings that the groundwagons hurled.

"All RIGHT!" Linzer yeled. "Smooth astaffy candy! Best escape I've ever been—"

In the screen, Dart blew apart.

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

He chose darkness, did the young Chief, perhaps the better to meditate upon the faces of his
dead. That there were several of these, Witness knew, for Anjemalti had sought out Shlorba's Smiter, as
was proper and fitting, and laid his hand upon the leather-bound grip and whispered, "Liner. Shilhan.
Edreth." And one more, so faintly said that Witness had to trust to the echo from thewallsto aid his
ears—"Mother."

He had borne the Smiter away then, out of the hallway whereit had lain while he and Degth's
Warrior had been about the business of escape. But he did not carry it with him wholly into darkness.,
Rather, he leaned it athwart the door of the room in which he meditated, as alesser man might lay his
sword across his tent-flap, ensuring privacy.

Given such duty, the Smiter lay, seemingly quiescent, though Witness, from hiswatching-post in
the dim passway, felt an emulation his secret heart named "amusement.”

The chamber which held the Chief Anjemalti was quiet; the Smiter dozed. Almost, Witness
dozed. He caught himself on the edge of deeping and sternly disciplined his mind, setting about the task
of ordering the events of the past day, shaping dl into Memory.

Elsawhere within the star sailing ship were clangs and clatters: Desth's Warrior about some task
or another, he supposed, and wove her more firmly into the Memory.

It was surely amost puissant sign, the Witness thought as the Memory spun within him, that event
should have cast up, & thistime of the Binda che's shame, such a Chief, assisted by so astonishing a
champion. That the Smiter was pleased with these gifts was patent. That it quivered and responded to the
young Chief's touch as a maiden to the hands of her lover, wasajoy, vindicating the Memories of the
oldest Witnesses. Memories that even some of the Telios had whispered were but legend.

More clankings came from the depths of the star-sailer. Witness smiled, in keeping with his
secret heart's amusement. So busy, Death's Warrior. So busy—and a puzzle of hersdlf.

For it was plain that this Warrior, who claimed in a voice trand ucent with truth to have died and
been reborn, was most vibrantly alive. In the past, so said the old Memories, when a chief had desired
service from a champion who had untimely died, the Smiter had partaken of event and reshaped a part of
the fabric of time, so that the fallen rose and did the bidding of the chief, and lay down again when duty
was done.

But those, Memory insisted, had been dead. Dead, they had risen, and, dead, had obeyed most
dreadful need. The hearts of such did not beat, Memory taught; and the flesh had continued to rot as,
blind and bresthless, they waded into battle, swords held in nervelessfingers, dealing death, sowing



madness.

In the dimness of the passway, Witness shivered with the old Memories. Shivered and pushed
them away, though duty said he should rather hold them close and be instructed. Instead, he replaced the
vison of the ancient risen with a picture of Anjemdlti's warrior—young and comely, with voice and breath
and heart dl strong; quick asaflash-drike; silent as a hunter—

The lights came on in the passage.

Witness blinked in the sudden glare, and blinked again a Death's Warrior, sanding over him,
hands on hips and red shirt shining.

"Istheintengty uncomfortable?' she demanded in abrupt grace.

Witness glanced about, alowing his eyestime to adjust, then looked back up. "Thelight is
welcome, O Warrior. | thank you for the gift."

She shrugged. "With three blind crew it's madness to miser power." She pinned him with her
great black eyes. "Whereis Anjemdti?'

The Witness used his chin to point, and she pivoted on ahed, frowning at the Smiter that
blocked her way.

"Well ..." She shrugged once more. "Theresfood, if you're wanting any, and cabins enough so
you needn't degpinthehdl.”

"My thanksfor your care,"” Witness said, for so he perceived that it was. "1 am Witnessfor the
Tdios"

"So you do keep reminding one, from time to random time," Corbinye returned, and sighed.
"Where do you think it can go? Out the door for astroll?"

He considered that carefully. "Within the nature of event,” he achieved after amoment within
Memory, "dl things are possible.”

She snorted and made awry face. "So it seems, upon reflection. Don't let duty starve you.”

"Warrior," hereturned, "1 will not.”

He thought that she would go, but she tarried amoment longer, afrown marring the comely face.

"My nameis Corbinye Faztherot," she sad, flatly. "1 am Worldwa ker and Seeker for the Ship
Gardenspot. It ismy duty to go among Grounders and to deal with them when needful, for the good of
the Ship. | speak the trade tongue and Universal, aswell as severd didects. | am apilot and anavigator.
| have heard Grounders say that my duties among them earn methetitle ‘assassin.” She glanced down,
fingered the shining red deeve.

"Red isthe color of the weapons board,” she said, and finally did turn and walk away, silent on
the metd floor.

Witness | et |oose the breath he had been holding, settled himsdlf straighter againgt the wall, fixed
his eyes upon the Snifter and let the information she had given—and agracious, godly gift it wasl—let the
information fill him and his secret heart and wash over into Memory entire, illuminating what it might.

* * %

After awhile, Gem had dept, dipping from half-crazed mourning into fevered dreamswhere he
saw Dart exploding again and again and somewhere in the midst of it Edreth scolding him for lack of
forethought—"A thief must be one step ahead of his opponent. Plan! And then follow the plan!
Improvisation isfor amateurs.”

"I didn't know," he said miserably. "How could | think they would have found Dart?"

"How could you have thought they would not?' Edreth's voice answered him. "How many times
have told you to court invisibility? How many times have | told you to remain aoof of everyone, to do
no favors, to avoid power and the wielders of power! Alone, you areinvincible!™

"But," Gem protested, around the anguish and the dream-sight of Dart exploding, "but you
weren't alone, master. Y ou had me. And Linzer ..."

"My erors, child," Edreth's voice seemed abruptly weary. "Do yoursaf service, and don't repeat
them.”



"Mager—"

"Anjemdti?' Thewoman's voice was swest, low and tentative. A roomgirl? But he never gave
such hisname; and certainly not that name.

"Anjemdlti," indgstent now, and accompanied by a gentle touch to his shoulder. "Cousin, awaken.
Y our wound wants tending."

Cousin. He opened his eyes and snarled upright, taking savage satisfaction in the startlement on
her face and the dight shrinking back.

She recovered hersdlf ingtantly and glared down at him. ™Y ou require the attentions of the med
unit, which awaitsyou. Y ou require food, which isavailable and nutritious.”

"It would seem," he commented nadtily, "that | also required deep.”

"Two hours should be sufficient to the tasks of hedling and egting, after which you may deep until
we raise Ship and damned to you!™

Her anger hurt. He cast about for something conciliatory to say, then tipped his head, the better
to hear the echo of Edreth'svoice: "Aloof ..."

Gem gtood, ignoring the protest of the arm, and glared, savoring hisheight. "Very well. A sesson
with your medical unit would be welcome. Also some food. Of your kindness. But reconcile yourself,
Corbinye. | do not go to your Ship."

She matched him glarefor glare, lovely mouth set, eyes blackly cold. ™Y ou will go wherethe pilot
takesyou," she sad flatly, and Gem laughed.

"| thought | was the Captain Who Must Be Obeyed?"

"| think you're an overgrown brat," she snagpped, turning on her hedl. "And an ill-mannered one,
atha."

He grabbed her arm, more harshly than he had intended, and spun her toward him, ducking an
ingtant before her fist would have struck his cheek.

"Quick," he commented, seeing her exercise control and resentfully bring hersdlf to rest. "But you
were not nearly so quick with Qaffir."

Her pae cheeksflamed. "Taunt me, Anjemdlti, do. Childish pranks amuse me.”

"S0?' He made one step toward her, checked himsdlf and drew a deep breath, mindful of the
arm'sthrobbing. Reason told him that this was not the course to plot with her, however much Edreth
might have counseled the wisdom of aoofness. Gem had turned his back on that advice too many days
ago. The consequences proceeding from that choice were now what must be dealt with.

He bowed, very dightly, and tried to make hisface less forbidding. He saw an echoing softness
in Corbinye's face, though the eyes stayed wary.

"What happened of Qaffir, Corbinye?'

She moved her shoulders. "The one before me—Morela—had been dave to the Qaffir," she said
dowly. "When he spoke, the body obeyed him, whether | wished or no." She shrugged again. "Are such
thingsusua, Anjemdti, among those who return from the Blue House?'

He hesitated, hearing the note of half-sick yearning in her voice, the wish for something that
would explain her failure, that would restore her assurance of hersdlf.

Pity. Edreth would weep with despair, and he saw the hash his "prentice had made of life, when
he'd been left safe, with rulesthat worked to live by. Pity, and horror. For this he had wrought, to take
one of the proudest of the Crew, imprison her in ahated Grounder body, and make her doubtful of her
every inginct. Gem licked hislips.

"I had not heard of the effect,” he said. "But the Blue House is not something | studied—in
depth."

"Ah." Just perceptibly, her shoulders sagged, eyes showing infinite distressin the moment before
sheturned again toward the door. "L et us get you to the med unit, Anjemalti. The arm must pain you."

Filled with pity, and arevulsion of self, Gem followed.

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO



Anjemdti came dowly from the med unit's maw, pae and gingerly of movement, asif thearm
chafed him till. Corbinyefelt asurge of pity and turned her face away, lest he seeit in her eyes and scorn
her.

He must not, she thought, pouring teawith studied, unshaking precision, he must not be brought
to the point of an order. Shipsand stars, what shall | do, if he orders me elsewhere, for some Grounder
necessity? Heisthe Captain and | am sworn to his service; to die, if he speaks the word. And yet he
must go to the Ship, whether hewillsit or no....

"Cousin," shesad, by way of greeting, and put the tea down by his hand. "Sit, do, and tell me
what you will haveto edt.”

At least he sat, though he did not immediately speak, looking instead deep into the depths of his
cup, asif hewould read dl of hisfuturein the darkling depths. When he did glance up, long minutes | ater,
it was to address Witness, who sat to one Side, eyes dreaming on the ugly Trident where it leaned against
thewall.

"Have you an interpretation of the Smiter'swill, given the pattern of recent events?'

Witness blinked his dow, deeper's blink and focused his red-brown eyeson Anjemadti. "l am
Witnessfor the Telios," he said in hiseventua way. "Prediction isnot mine.”

"Asauredly itisnot," said Gem briskly. "But | was under the impression that you were ableto
match current patterns to remembered patterns and make that information available to those whom the
Goddess currently honors.”

"Oh," said Witness and was quiet for atime, so that Corbinyefinaly despaired of them both,
punched high-protein hot rations from the board and thumped abowl of the resulting grudl in front of
each.

"At least feed the body," she snapped at Anjemalti and thrust a spoon into his hand. Witness
opened his eyes when she smacked the spoon beside hisbowl and locked his gaze with hers. "My
thanks, Corbinye Faztherot," he said, and smiled.

She turned to the board, showing him her back, and took her time about her own selection.
"Thank me by eating the damned stuff.”

"Yes," sad Witness, ill soft-gpoken and gracious, then, to Anjemadlti: "It was said, even among
the Telios, who should have known better, that the Smiter was deep into deep. Some said that the Smiter
would never awaken, that it was, aswould be said of men, dead.”

"But," said Gem, "that does not seem to be the case, given the scene in Saxony Belaconto's office
and the burst of power that opened the ship's hatch.”

"It is perhaps true that the Smiter had dept,” sad Witness, picking up his spoon and filling it
carefully. "It is perhapstrue that it perpetuated ahoax upon event, pretending to deep whileit spuniits
influence beyond the ken of the Binda che and even of the Tdlios, so that the fat man finaly came and
took it away, to a place where astrong Seeker would come forth."

Gem spooned up a portion of gruel. "Are the Bindal che so weak?"

"The Binda che are confined to the Spangiln, Anjemalti. We bide under the protection of The
Combine, which insures our ships do not carry the stardrive. Nor are our people alowed to swear
sarviceto citizens of The Combine.”

Corbinye turned from the foodboard, pivoting sllently on one hed, eyes on Witness face. "The
Combine?’ shesaid, very softly.

"Y es, Corbinye Faztherot. Have you knowledge of it?"

"Knowledge of it?" she repested, and turned a stricken faceto Gem. "Anjemdlti, it'sachild.”

"Morelikely full adult." He put the spoonful of gruel in hismouth and wrinkled hisnose. "Thisis
not very good, you know, cousin."

"Compliment my cooking with troopers bearing down from dl directions! Anjemdti, did you hear
what he said? Interdicted by The Combine! And yet here he sts—do you think they will not have missed
him?'

"An excdlent point,” Gem conceded and had asip of tea. "How isit that you came away from



Spangiln System, friend, when it is so closaly guarded?”

"I am Witnessfor the Tdios" he sad, as, Corbinye thought crosdy, they might have known he
would; "I go where the Smiter goes, to observe and to remember.”

"Assuredly. So the Smiter hid you from the watchers The Combine had put into place?

Witnesswrinkled his brow and took a moment or two to stare into the depths of his ration-bowl,
perhaps communing with the nutrients there. When hefindly did look up, Corbinye thought hisface
showed rather more animation than it was wont.

"l do not think that it was necessary for the Smiter to dter event in thisinstance, Anjemalti.
Certainly the Memory reveals no such magic. | think it was rather that the fat man used his own devices
to come as he had gone, invisible and silent to those who watch our borders.”

"That'ssensible” Anjemalti said, looking at her and nodding. "Jarge Menlin was aV ornet courier
of high repute. He employed the best pilots and the best ships. Running a Combine blockade would have
posed no mgor difficulties”

"Except if any go looking for him—or for that damned—device! How if—"

"Warrior, none shal. The Smiter makesits own way, as the officers of The Combine have found
in the past, to their sorrow. Asfor myself, who counts the grains of sand, or the rocks within the
riverbed? | am Witnessfor the Telios, and | follow the path the Smiter forges through event and space
and time. None of The Combine knows my face—how could they? And if any seek me by name, why,
my nameis safely upon Binddl, and so the servants of the Telioswill tetify.”

She stared at him, lips parted asif she would any instant speak, for severd moments. Findly, she
turned away and punched buttons on the foodboard, savage in her silence. "If it isnot achild, Anjemdti,”
she said at last, back to them. "It ismad.”

"Possible, but not proven,” he returned and ate another spoonful of gruel before pushing the bowl
away. He consdered the Witness. "The Smiter did not—ater event—while it stayed within Jarge
Menlin'skegping?'

There was another of hislongish pauses. Corbinye sat and began to eat, wolfish in her sudden
hunger, striving to ignore the terror in her gut. The Combine, by al the gods of space! And thereit sat,
blank-faced and calm as, as a cow. His name safe a home, forsooth! And Anjemdti no more sensible
than—

"I believe not," Witness said. "There was no manifestation of power as had been Remembered
from the past.”

"And these present occurrences?’ Anjemalti said. "The display in Belaconto's office; the power
that forced the hatch?"

"These are cons stent with memories of the Smiter's past actionsin the redlm of event,” sad
Witness, and hesitated.

Anjemdlti's eyes sharpened. "There is something else that you may tell usregarding the Smiter's
glorious past?"

"An—oddity—Anjemalti. It—it seemsthat the Memories which match the Smiter's current mode
of entry into event—they are very old. Asif the Smiter had been resting, and has now awoken with
renewed vigor, asin thetimes of the greatest Memories. They have amost the flavor of the Memories
wherein the Smiter brought the ships of the Bindal che's enemy down from the skies, in the time of the
Chief Rd EanTe"

Hyacinth stuttered and things seemed to dide alittle out of focus for amoment, then the gyros
kicked in and redity steadied once more.

Corbinye held her breath, neither daring to look up or to aside. From the corner of her eye, she
saw Anjemdlti raise his cup, then put it down.

"Corbinye."

Still she dared not raise her eyes and kept her face bent toward her bowl, like a child discovered
inwrongdoing. "Anjemdti.”

"That was secondary trangtion, wasit not?"'

"Secondary trangition, yes." Gods, gods, let him not ...



"I wonder if you might share with me, cousin, an overview of our itinerary.”

Mild as milk—and ableto flash into fury in aheartbest, if hein anywise resembled hisuncle.
Corbinye caled on her courage and raised her face to look squarely into his eyes, as befitted a
Worldwaker addressing her Captain.

"Anjemalti, snce we had first met, it was my avowed purpose to return you to the Ship. | have
made no secrets of this; | have asked you enough times to accompany me of your own heart. Had
your—had your friend been in need of succor, then most assuredly | should have targeted Cheyenne.”
She drew a breath and kept her eyes steady on his, which were blue and unreadable. " Since that was not
the case, and in the absence of orders from the Captain, | set course for Gardenspot.”

"In the absence of orders from the Captain,”" Gem repeated softly, and sighed. Hewastired,
suddenly; bone weary and lethargic. Corbinye's duplicity—no, he reminded himsdlf: her sngle-minded
adherence to her duty—failed to raise even aspark of annoyancein him. He sipped lukewarm teaand
pushed back from the table.

"0, then,” he said, and noted how relief loosened the muscles around her eyes, around her
mouth. "Weto Gardenspot, as predicted by the First Captain." He stood. "Witness should find The
Tomorrow Log fascingting.”

Hetook up the Trident before he walked out, leaving half a cup of teaand nearly dl hisrations
behind.

"Now whereto?' Corbinye cried, loud enough for him to hear, except that he chose not to.

"Perhapsto meditate," said Witness, risng aswell and heading for the door. "Anjemalti the Chief
has plans to make, now that heis certain of the Smiter'sfavor.”

"And you?' she snarled. "Where are you going that you can't even finish your rations?"

"I am Witnessfor the Telios," he said, and stepped into the halway an instant before abowl of
cold grud hit the wall where hishead had been.

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

The cabin he had chosen for hisown smelled faintly of flowers and the bed he had rumpled
showed signs of having once been lovingly ordered. The locker, obedient to atweak from Number
Fifteen, opened to display a Spartan wardrobe of trousers and shirts, al meticuloudy clean, severd
carefully patched—all sized to fit a Corbinye who was no more. Gem stared at them, dry-mouthed and
heart-stopped, for severa frozen seconds, before shutting the door and turning away to sit on the bed.

He pulled the Trident across hislap and bent his head to study the whirls and whys of the old,
dien circuitry. Absently, he patted his pocket and pulled out the little urn that held the Fearstone. Helaid
that aside and groped in the pocket again, barely looking up from the Trident long enough to screw the
loupeinto hiseye.

It wasthere: Blasted bits of wiring; broken transstors; the remains of capacitors—Y et al was
not destruction, he saw as he bent closer. Here and there whole systems remained coherent, connected.
And who was to say whether the nuts, shells and gemstones were not also part of a system or systems,
independent of or integrated with the bits of system he very nearly recognized?

He put his atention on one seemingly whole system of wires, tracing the route through the rubble,
noting where it made connection with a capacitor, where it crossed another system of wires, whereiit
wound tightly, over and under, afaceted gem, where—

Gem sat back and pulled the loupe from his eye.

"How long hasit been since the Smiter was damaged?' he asked, not bothering to turn, knowing
that the other would be standing near, attentiveto dll.

"There are saverd Memories which show that the Smiter did—overreach event, Anjemdti. One
of those was during the time of Chief Ra Ean Te, who brought the ships of the Binda che's enemy—"

"Down from the skies," Gem finished, and twisted 'round on the bed so that he could see Witness
where he sat in the doorway. "Was that the most recent time?"



Witness blinked.

"The most recent Memory of the Smiter's overreaching dates from the War Againgt The
Combine, where Seeker-to-be-Chosen Vin Ean Li called upon the powers residing within her secret
heart to join with the powers of the Smiter to blast the minions of foulness and destroy their unholy dam,
which was a blasphemy upon the world and a hardship to the Binda che, who livein theworld.”

Gem waited, then, when it seemed no more information was forthcoming, asked, "And did she
succeed, Seeker Vin Ean Li?!

"Alas" said Witness, "but she did not, which is the reason the Bindal che find themsalves shackled
and contained to the home worlds. But it was aglorious striving, Anjemalti, full of rage and righteousness
and worthy of any of the great Chiefs of the past. Many of The Combine's men went mad and drowned
themselves before event cast forth its net and the Smiter was caught.”

"How?" Gem asked. And, when Witness only looked at him with those deepy, unexpressive
eyes. "How wasthe Smiter caught?'

"By treachery, so teach the Telios. Event isnot to be trusted, Anjemalti; recall it."

"Becertainthat | shal,” Gem returned. "But what was the physica experience of the Smiter's
capture like? Was there no Witness—"

"Assuredly therewas," this Witness said, dmost sharply. "A glow was Witnessed, about both
Smiter and Seeker, aswill happen when the greater magics are wrought." His voice had taken ona
cadence of ritud, and hiseyeswerefull closed. "Buit thisintensfied and moved through the spectrum to
violet, whereit hung, pulsing. On thefield, there wasfelt agreat dismay of the pirit, so that severd of the
younger warriors among the Bindal che dropped their weapons. Some wept openly, with neither shame
nor thought of shame. Screams came from among those who served the evil Combine, and at least one
there turned her weapon upon herself, while more cast their wegpons away and flung themselvesinto the
trapped waters, which already were choked with dead.

"The Seeker stood gpart, limned in light, the Smiter raised in beautiful defiance above her head,
tines pointed at the enemy of the Bindache. She gave voice to thewar cry and in that moment the light
contracted and terror crushed the hearts of al upon the field. None could |ook upon the Seeker; many
shielded their faces from the sudden blast of heat. There was ahigh, keening cry, followed by asmal
popping sound and the field was released from terror.

"Wherethe Seeker Vin Ean Li had been, there was glassed sand. The Smiter lay quiet beside the
spot." Witness opened his eyes.

"What happened then?" Gem whispered.

Witness sighed and shook his head, wearily. "There was arout, Anjemalti, though it shames me
to say it. The Binda che ran and The Combine pursued and eventualy were victorious. One from the
rank of warriorswas bold enough to lift the Smiter and run with it to the Tdios, who replaced it within its
Center. That one was not a Seeker, you understand, but the Smiter relishes boldness. He carried the
marks of the Goddess favor, burned into palms of both hands, until hisdeath." He sighed again.

"Vin Ean Li wasthelast of the great Seekers. Her death ended an epoch.”

"How long ago?' demanded Gem.

Witness frowned. "Forty of your standardized years, Anjemadlti, asclosely as| am ableto
cipher.”

"Forty years." Gem closed his eyes, rubbed them and blinked at the Smiter, quiescent acrosshis
lap. "And now it wakens. Why?'

Witness did not answer.

Gem sat looking at the Smiter, thinking that wiring could be replaced; thinking that electronics
could be rebuilt, reorganized, empowered. Thinking that—

"A great dismay of the spirit ..." he murmured, and reached for the Fearstone's urn.

He paused with his hand on the stopper, staring intently at the wall, Witness thought. Or perhaps
beyond the wall, to the place only Chiefs and gods can see.

Sowly, Gem set asde the sedled urn. Then, movements growing ever more precise, helad the
Trident across the bed, and began to touch various studs on hiswristlet.



Spiders streamed from his deeves, from beneath his collar, from within his pockets, from under
hishair. Eyes of purple, yellow and green glowed as they approached the Smiter and scrambled up
among the various protrusions and took position.

Each of the nine was given a section to walk and map and probe. Each was required to report
every finding, every detail, no matter how minute. Gem fiddled with the wristcomp, dumping backup
systems ruthlessy, to make room for theincoming data. Then he walked over to the doorway and sat
down by the Witness.

"Will you wake the Smiter to fullness, Anjemdlti?' asked that one.

Gem glanced sideways, humor glinting. "Are you alowed to ask such things?"

"Information offered from those who knowingly challenge event can only enhance the Witnessing,
thus enlarging the Memory," returned Witness, deadpan as dways. He met Gem's eyes. "'Y ou ask of me,
do you not?!

"Most assuredly | do," Gem said, surprised at his own sudden laugh. "And likely to ask more of
you, since Corbinye has set usfor her ship—and nothing but trouble to come of it, either.” He sighed and
waved ahand at the Trident, or at the spiders, so busy and so bold.

"It distresses meto see adeviceill-used and badly kept. The thing was meant to do something,
after al. Why should it not be returned to a state wherein it may function according to its design?”’

"Have you powerful enemies, Anjemdti?"

He started, then shook hishead. "It would seem so. The Vornet—it must have been aVornet
warwagon, hidden among the port vehicles, that blasted Dart out of the sky. The port has nothing like
that mobile. And if the Vornet choosesto follow us off-planet ..." He moved his shoulders, asif to throw
off theworry plain on hisface.

"Corbinyetook usinto primary trangtion quickly. | doubt any could have traced her coords.
Evenif they had, extrapolating destination from preliminary transition is—" He stopped, turned to Stare,
wide-eyed at Witness.

"Why did the Binddche tithe Jarge Menlin in hesernym?"

"Anjemalti, it waswhat he asked of them. The Bindache are sworn to serve the Seeker of the
Smiter in whatever manner such Seeker demands. In return, the Seeker and the Smiter work to alter
event to the benefit of the Bindalche."

" Saxony Belaconto wanted the Trident so she could control the hesernym trade,” Gem nearly
whispered. "It'sthe only reason she ever wanted it—the only reason she thinks anyone would want it."

"Then shewill gather her minionsto her and set forth immediately for Spangiln and for Bindd,"
said Witness, camly. "She and herswill face you and Corbinye Faztherot, Death's Warrior, and the
Smiter, which you have sworn to restore to glory." He amiled then. It wasthe first time Gem had seen
him smile—dow and sweet. Childlike. "It will beaMemory to outshine al Memories, Anjemdlti. The
Bindachewill recdl you inthe Rolls of the Chiefsforever.”

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

"Back-up System Six?" Corbinye blinked a him in bafflement. "It iswhat it saysitis,
Anjemalti—the backup for Ship System Six, should there befallure.

Gem dtifled hisburst of annoyance. "Certainly. But my question, cousin, is: How vitd isthis
system to the safety of ship, crew and passengers? What isthe effect if System Six should fail, and there
be no backup to immediately take over itsfunction?'

She frowned and leaned a hip againgt the panel-ledge, arms crossed under her breasts. "Effect on
safety of personnd, should there be no backup of System Six, isminimad," she said findly, speaking
dowly and distinctly, asif he were achild—or ahaf-wit. "System Six isitsdf aredundant protocol,
responsible for powering outer hatches, docking lights, hold environment and palets. It ismost likely to
be used when the ship ison a coldpad and there is cargo to unload. Otherwise, MainComp orders those
functions.” She shrugged.



"So the backup for that system isunlikely to missed, even if there should befalure” Gem
concluded. "Good." He began to ply hiswristband.

Corbinye watched with trepidation as the spiders scrambled down Anjemalti's trouser-legs and
started purposefully toward her.

"Perhaps you should rethink your strategy,” shesaid. "Thisisasealed bank."

"Ah," he returned, not even looking up from hiswridt.

Thefirg spider, smaller than Number Fifteen and green-eyed, reached her boot, detoured
around and vanished through the seam where wall met floor.

"How ..." she breathed and then gasped as a second spider-larger, with its eyes glowing violet,
a0 vanished behind the panedl.

"Anjemalti!" she cried sharply, to capture his attention. "What are you doing to my ship?"

Hedid glance up at that, with aglint of grim humor that she mistrusted. "But | thought that | was
the Captain, and that the Ship and al ships dependent upon the Ship, and al the Crew, belonged to the
care of the Cgptain.”
"But | pilot thisship! How if you render it incapable? How if you damage a primary system?
What—"

"By cannibalizing the backup of aredundant system? After | was assured by the ship's pilot that
no danger would maintain, should this specific sysem fail ?* His shrugged. "Be easy, Corbinye. | may find
nothing | need."

"May—" Movement by her boot drew her eye and she pounced, dapping her cupped hand over
what marched, amber-eyed and courageous, in the wake of hisfellows. "No!"

Gem froze, fingers hovering over the wrist-comm, and al the spiders froze aswell, those within
the panel aswell asthose without.

"Corbinye—"

"No!" she repeated, in no camer tone, and straightened, holding her hand cupped against her
breast, spider eyes gleaming yellow through her fingers.

"Y ou shdl not requireit of him!" She cried and her eyeswere damp, her face fevered. "After his
courage and hisloyaty you shal not force him into warfare with my ship, Anjemdti, and that | do swear!”

Gem stood with hisfingers poised over the studs that would enable Number Fifteen to free itsdlf,
to clamber down and across the floor and enter the working behind the panel. He looked at Corbinye,
who met hiseyes plainly, though she trembled-he saw it. He thought of her as she had been, laying the
ruined spider before him, and her knife; bending the knee and asking Captain's Mercy....

"Very wdl," he said softly. "Heisyours, Corbinye. | had not thought the matter through.”

Her face relaxed somewhat, though she still kept her fingers caged about the spider. Gem bent
back to hisbracelet and started the spiders marching once more—all of those that remained his own.

* % %

In the end, the pand yielded wiring, and various el ectronic bits and bothers. Gem loaded his
booty into acollgpsible crate, checked the taly of spiders—eight with him, one e sewhere—stood and
brushed at the knees of histrousers.

Corbinye had long since taken hersdlf to another portion of the ship—perhaps even to the bridge;
he resisted the temptation to query Number Fifteen regarding exact location. Instead, he hefted the box
and bore it away down the hal, toward his cabin and Shlorba's Smiter.

The Smiter was where he had |€ft it, across the bed in the dim room. From his post in the
doorway, Witness glanced up, eyesfocusing dowly into redity.

"Anjemdlti," he said, by way, Gem supposed, of greeting.

"Witnessfor the Telios," he responded, and stepped over the threshold, placing the crate
carefully inthe middle of the limited floor space.

He fetched the Trident and the Fearstone's urn from the bed and sat, clumsily cross-legged,
beside the crate before unfolding the printout he had coaxed from Hyacinth's antiquated system.



"What isthat, Anjemalti?" Witness had drawn closer; sat facing him acrossthe crate. Gem turned
the paper so the other could see the diagram and the microprinted lists of specifications. " The schematic,”
he said tiredly, "for the Smiter."

Witnessfor the Telios frowned. "Y ou believe that Shlorbals Smiter isa—machine?"

Gem rubbed hisforehead and tried to focus on thetiny print. "I think," he said, only half minding
what he said, "that there are many sorts of devices, with many governing protocols, in the universe. To
cdl something amachineisto limit its destiny. Form followsfunction, after dl. Thisisadevice which was
designed with a specific purposein mind. At onetime, it fulfilled that purpose. It took damage and no
longer functions. Logic would indicate that repair of the damage would dlow it to function once again.”

There was slence from the Witness, which was welcome. Gem bent close to the schematic,
marking out the places where the origina wiring was gone; hesitated a moment and glanced at the bounty
Back-up System Six had provided.

"l intend," he said to the Witness, "to rewire the entire system, then repair the other damage.
These places—" he held up the schematic again and touched the spots with hisfinger "—would seem to
have once housed gemstones. Have you any Memory that would tell me what stones these were?”

The brown eyesfilmed over, asif, Gem thought, the man had an inner eyelid, likealizard. A
minute passed, then two. Gem sighed and returned to the schematic. After atime, he put it asde and
touched the wristcomp, ordering the tireless spiders out, and set Numbers Six and Twelve to the task of
stripping complicated, ship-system wire down to smple pairs. Number Eleven and Fourteen he st to
cleaning out the blasted receptors and transmitters along the Smiter's surface. Then he reached for the
urn.

He had barely worked the stopper |oose when Witness spoke.

"Atop the middle tine of the Smiter was seated the Soulstone, which purpose was to ook upon
the souls of the Bindal che's enemies and drink dry those who were unworthy. The Soulstoneis an artifact
of great power—amover of event initsown force. It isto berecdled asan aly of the Smiter,
collaborating in the acceptance or regection of a Seeker and in the unending struggle to command event.”

He opened his eyes, wide, and Gem saw how the swest ran the man's dark face. "That was afar
Recdling, Anjemdlti. Of the others, | find nothing, save agenera Memory, not quite asold as that
concerning the Soulstone, which indicates that the enhancer gems must be faceted according to a pattern
| am now able to draw, should you require. No other specifications were Memorized.”

"And the—Soulstone," Gem demanded, hating the need that forced him to drive the other. "Were
there specificationsfor sheping it?"

Almog, it seemed Witness would laugh. "One might aswell shape the Smiter, Anjemdlti. Itisits
own power, so Memory tellsus. Who daresimpose his own form upon such?'

"Who, indeed?" murmured Gem, looking at the charred spot above the Trident's middletine,

The Soulstone had been somewhat larger than Mordra El Theman's thief-catcher, and the brass
claspsthat had held it in place had melted half away. Thefittings that had held the two lesser oneswere
merely broken.

Well, thought Gem, there will be other thingsthat will hold it just as securely. Epoxy, perhaps,
or—He yawned, suddenly and hugely, abruptly aware of crushing exhaustion. He glanced down at his
own hands, and was mildly surprised to see them shaking.

Helooked at Witness. "Before | undertake such an exacting task, | will deep. | hopeit will not
offend if | counsdl the samefor you."

"| seethe path you point me, Anjemdlti, and trust my skill to bring me game.”

Whatever that meant, Gem thought, and got shakily to hisfeet, walked the two stepsto the bed
and fell acrossit, sght blurring and mind showing him nothing but aswirl of random colors.

Drowned in color, Gem dept, and dreamed of picking flowers and of Corbinye, laughing.

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE



For atime, she sat in the pilot's chair. Merdly sat, the spider quiescent on her knee, amber eyes
sage and bright. And after atime of Sitting, she dozed and dreamed of the child that had not lived, the
child of her body. Her dead body. And she dreamed of the child she had been, and that Anjemalti had
been, and the games they had played with the othersin the dark corridors of the Ship, wherethe air
smelled asit should and every bend and twist of halway was known, gene-deep, and there was nothing
to fear in al the beloved expanse of the Ship, where everyone was cousin, or closer, and each depended
wholly upon the other.

Fear lived among the Grounders—blind, incomprehens ble haf-humans. Fear, and treachery, for
there were away's those who wished to entrap the Ship, to gain the freedom of the Crew for their own,
to roam from star to gar, asrea humansdid, rather than continue as animals, grubbing dirt from birth to
dying-time.

And yet, the Ship required repair, from time to time; required such things as only Grounders,
dirt-grubbers and haf-human asthey were, had the way of manufacturing. For the Ships—she had read
itin theLog of the Eighty-Fifth Captain, who was caled Mad Endriatta—the Ships had never been made
to be used as the Crew chose to use them, decade upon century, with no touching down, or taking on of
passengers, or exchange of personswith friendly colonies.

Captain Endriatta was offered the Knife for her blasphemy, and she did redeem herself, before
Ship and Crew; her First Mate followed by seconds, killed by hisgrief. In the dream, it was
vivid—red—asif she had seenit dl with her own eyes.

Corbinye gtirred in the pilot's chair, came awake and glanced at the trip-clock. Fifteen hours yet
until the end of trangition. If the gods smiled, Gardenspot would bewithin hailing distance when
Hyacinth hit norma space. She stretched her cramped body and smiled ruefully a Number Fifteen.

"A sorry thing," she said, "when the pilot must degp in her chair." She sighed and offered the
gpider her pam. It camewillingly, asaways, tiny claws mincing across her flesh, and she wondered anew
a Anjemdti'skill.

"Wadl," she said, and stood up, stretching cramped muscles. It had been too long since she had
put the body through its paces. Very bad, should she lose discipline now, just when she had been
approaching a degree of competence. She caught sight of her face—high-cheeked and lovely—in the
darkened screens and froze, staring. She felt adight weight, moving up her deeve: Number Fifteen,
climbing. "I had forgot," she whispered, raising ahand to cup the dewy cheek, then shook hersdlf.

"I am Corbinye Faztherot," she said, firm and loud in the quiet of the ship, "of the Crew of the
Ship Gardenspot, who owes duty to the First Mate, and to the Captain-to-be. | am Worldwalker, and
Seeker, and Speaker-to-Grounders. | have passed the tests and the trids. | have borne a child for the
Ship. None can negate my actions, and my actions have been adways honorable and just.”

The spider reached her shoulder, skittered beneath her collar and held on. Corbinye sighed, and
turned away from the screens and the busy boards.

"l amtired," she said, perhapsto the spider, perhaps only to hersalf. Briefly, she wondered what
Anjemdti was about—then set the thought aside. Anjemalti despised her—how often had she seenitin
his eyes? Best |eave that done, to wither and to die, and not to think on the comeliness of him. Best to
regard him as the Captain, who must be obeyed. After he was safely with the Ship.

"Hai ..." shewent down the companionway, heading for the cabin that was intended for the
second pilot, though she never ran with such. She hesitated at the galley door, then stepped in, banging
her hip againgt the table before she remembered the light, and poured hersaf ahalf-glass of Viktrian
Brandy—Grounder stuff, and excellent of itskind. Better, Corbinye thought, putting the bottle back into
its hatch, than any ditillations the Crew produced.

Carrying the glass with her, the spider acomfort tucked benesth her collar, she went down the
hal and et hersdf into thetiny cabin.

She woke some untold time later, sat up and rubbed her neck. Apparently, the new body had



not the tolerance for Viktrian grape that her old one had. She blinked blegarily at the pillow, where
Number Fifteen stood patient guard, and grimaced.

"A cold shower, | think. And aworkout. Then ahot shower, clean clothes ..." That brought her
up—Her clotheswere in the cabin Anjemdti had made his own—and would hardly fit her new shape, in
anywise. "Very wel, then," she said and stood up briskly enough to send aflare of pain through her head.
"We shdl wash these clothes." And hope, she added silently, that the ancient cleaner unit was equa to
the task.

An hour later, exercised, showered and in clothes from which the worst grime had been
removed, she went down the companionway. The galley showed signs of having been used—tea had
been brewed and journeybread withdrawn from the food bank. After putting the brandy glassto be
washed, she withdrew teaand journeybread herself and carried the meal with her to the bridge.

Seven hours until trangition into normal space. Corbinye ran such checks as were needed and
leaned back in her chair, dusting the last crumbs of journeybread from her fingers.

"All'swdl with the ship," she murmured, though she had never been prone to spesking aoud to
hersdf—before. She moved her shoulders and fdt the friendly weight of Number Fifteen just within her
collar. Mere politeness, after al, to speak to one's visitor, and explain the signs and portents of the day.
She shook her head. "I begin to sound as mad as this Witness of Anjemalti's.”

With which thought, she came out of the chair and picked up her mug. "Best see what madness
the two of them have wrought thiswhile," she said to Number Fifteen. "For it'sasif they are
children—too much slence foretells disagter.”

The room that had been hers smelled metalic and damp and there was a swestish stink, as
perhaps of patch adhesive, which had overloaded the air-cleaning system and smply hung, like aputrid
migt.

She paused in the doorway, hip against the jamb, and looked at the two of them: Witness
cross-legged and intent upon the bed, leaning vulturelike over the floor where Anjemdti knelt amid a
blizzard of parts, wire and stripped insulation, papers and spiders. His hair was twisted into aknot at the
back of hishead, held with wire skewers, his deeveswererolled to the elbow and his hands were
ddicatdy—so very carefully—probing here and there among the junk that littered the surface of his
damned Trident. At hiskneewas apot of epoxy and in ahalf-ring around him were the spiders,
varicolored eyes no less intent than the Witness own.

Corbinye sighed and had asip of lukewarm tea. Anjemdlti reached among the litter on the floor
and drew forth aflash of deep, glittering red—aruby, Corbinye thought, and deliberately did not think
that he might have gotten it from the wegpons tuning kit, though she made no doubt he had.

Carefully, he matched the stone with a place upon the shaft of the Trident, and touched the epoxy
brush to the surface. Even more carefully, he turned the onein hisfingers, orienting it to some lodestar
only he could see, and pushed it firmly into the glue.

On the bed, Witness et go a deep, shuddering sigh. Neither he nor Anjemdti looked up. Once
more, Anjemdlti reached among the trash surrounding him and pulled out the urn in which Theo had
imprisoned the brown and green stone an age or so ago. He worked the stopper and spilled the stone
free

It flared asit hit Anjemalti's pam, washing the room in baleful green light. Corbinye came straight
upright in the doorway, a scream of sheer terror cramping her throat. Witness raised ahand and drew a
series of paternsin the air before hisface, minding neither the sweat that mantled his forehead nor the
tearsthat spilled from hiseyes.

Only Anjemalti seemed unaffected. He picked the stone up between thumb and forefinger; turned



it thisway, that way; laid it againgt a pot centered above the Trident's tines. Green lightnings sparked
about the room and distant thunder rumbled. Severd of the other stones on the Trident flashed, sparked,;
ghostlight flickered along the wiring. Anjemalti plucked the stone from its resting place and dabbed the
spot with epoxy.

Setting brush and pot aside, he glanced up at Witness.

"Thismay end dl Memory, friend.”

"| think not, Anjemadlti," returned the other, eyes never leaving the Trident. "Y ou are a Chief of
many powers. A Seeker of astonishing boldness.”

"And thus the Goddess will loveme," Anjemalti said ruefully. "We shdl see” He pushed the
gonefirmly into the adhesive.

The ship disgppeared in a sheet of green thunder and Corbinye fell away and down and into the
noise and the fire and the terror. Beyond it al she heard someone singing crazed hosanna and someone
esecrying her name.

"Corbinye!" Her name once more, snapped like an order, and accompanied by a sharp dap to
the cheek. Not an order, then, for none of the Crew would dare to strike her. They knew her, so they
did, and knew what she would not brook.

"Corbinye!™ Again, voice crackling on the edge of familiarity. She opened her eyes, more out of a
desire to see the fool who so ardently wished his arm broken than because the tone commanded her.

"So." Anjemdlti'sface, grime-streaked and stark, hung over hers, dmost near enough to kiss. So
like him, she thought wearily, to choose a blow instead.

"S0," shemanaged in turn, and tried to right hersdlf, only to be pinned where shelay by
astonishingly gentle hands on her shoulders.

"Rest amoment, Corbinye. Y ou struck your head—and lucky you didn't diceit open. It was
enough to stun, though—"

"My ship," she cut him off brusquely as memory returned. "What has that damned thing doneto
my ship, Anjemdti?" She struggled, the hands lifted away and she sat up, though her earsrang with the
effort of it and her vison swam.

"The ship gppears unharmed,” he said, amazingly mild.

"Have you been to the bridge?' she snarled. "Have you run systems checks? That—monster
—swdlowsmy ship and you tel meit seems unharmed?1'll tell you plain—cousin—it'smy opinion that
my shipisntadl it'sswdlowed!"

His cheeks flamed scarlet and his mouth tightened ominoudly. "And just what isthat plain
Speaking meant to say?"

"Only that it's gained possession of your mind; made its own existence paramount, so that you
risk Ship and Captain and—aye!—Crew to aid it. Damn the Ship, you dared to tell me,
Anjemdti—recall it? Well, | say, damn that fool stick! Spaceit and have done; cease toying with
destiny—you have destiny! Y ou have folk who need you, who wait on your arrival! Seven hours until
you're home—"

"Home." His mouth was hard, and his eyes. He turned his head and spoke over his shoulder.

"Y ou hear my cousin, friend? She clamsthat the Smiter has eaten both her ship and mysdf.”

"Itisnot Recalled that the Smiter has ever eaten any but enemies, Anjemdti; though Chiefs and
Seekershavefdlen vadoroudy, sriving with it to bend event.” Therewas adight pause while Corbinye
strained to see him around Anjemdlti's shoulders, and failed.

"Asfor the ship—itisal around us. That the Smiter did taste of it seems certain. Newly wakened
to fullness, it would require information regarding itslocation within the state of event. That the Smiter has
swallowed shipsis Remembered. Witnessing does not support the theory that this ship has been
swallowed.”

Anjemalti looked at her, eyes sapphire-bright, sapphire-hard. " Satisfied?"

"Oh, certainly!" she cried, rolling away from him and coming to her feet, despite dl the body's
protest. "1 shdl take the word of amadman who claims memories athousand years old that my shipis
intact and that—" she pointed at the Trident, quiescent now among the litter, ringed around with spiders



"—ismy best friend, second only to my Captain in commanding my trust! My heart is eased,
Anjemati—behold my camness, my tranquillity. In seven hours, you are home and | wash my hands of
you both!" She turned toward the hall, foot clinking against the fallen teacup.

"Corbinye Faztherot?' Witnesswas looking at her from bright brown eyes.

"What madness now?" she snapped.

"Only that the Memories | may draw upon are much older than amere thousand of your
gandardized years," he said mildly. "I thought it meet that you should know it."

She closed her eyes; drew bregath for the gods only knew what retort.

"Saxony Belaconto ismost likely even now on course for Bindd," said Anjemalti.

She opened her eyeswide a him. "No concern of mine where the bitch goes, so long as shefalls
to come dongside the Ship.”

"Shewill terrorize the Bindalche," Anjemdti persisted, asif it had something to do with her—or
with him. "Shell kill for hesernym, endave who might not die—"

"Y ou forget The Combine," she said sweetly; "Binda iswell-protected.”

He brushed that aside with an impatient hand, snapped to his feet and stood over her, face and
eyesintent. "Wemust go to Bindal," he said, dow and excruciatingly calm. "We must return the Smiter
and the Witnessto the Telios. A Seeker will comeforth from the ranks of the Bindalche. The Smiter is
rewired—functioning asit should. With it the Seeker and the Binda che will be ableto repel the Vornet."
He paused, then repeated. "We must go to Binda."

Corbinye sighed. "Well, and if you must, Anjemdti, who am | totdll you nay?1 only do my duty,
asgiven me by Acting Captain and First Mate Mael Faztherot. That duty isto bring her Captain-to-be
Anjemdlti Krigtefyon, so that his Crew may know him and he may be about the businessfor which he
was foretold." She shrugged and decided against bending to retrieve the cup. All werelogt, should she
swvoon again....

"And if | requireyou to give over command of this ship to me?

"Asmuch asit must grieve me to disobey the Captain-to-be, he is not as yet the Captain-in-fact,”
she said, though her heart wept for thelie.

Hisface wastight, but he asked the question anyway, voice deadly soft. "And if | take command
of thisship?"

"Alas" she said, her own voice as s0ft, and meseting his eyes most straightly. "'l have anticipated
you, | fear, cousin. The board is geared for my hand only; Navigation requires a set response to an
imposed list of queries. If my hand fails and even one question is answered incorrectly, thisship dies™
She gestured, encompassing Witness, spiders, Trident—himsdlf. "And dl withinit."

"My duty shall be dispatched with honor," she said, though she wanted only to weep at the look
of hisface. "It has aways been so, and with al ésethat has changed for me, thiswill not.”

Silence, except for the rattling hum of the air scrubbers, vdiantly striving againgt the odor of
epoxy and fear. Corbinye licked her lips. " Seven hours, Anjemalti.”

"Seven hours, Corbinye," he returned, dead-voiced, and showed her his back.

Swallowing hard againgt nausea and dizziness, she went out of the cabin and down the hall,
fedling nothing but ashes where her heart should be, and no joy at al that she had won the bluff.

She went and sat in the pilot's chair to wait the hours out, and if she cried while she sat there,
none knew it, for even Number Fifteen did not come near.

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Gardenspot, fifth to be commissioned of a Class of 36 GenerationShips designed, patented and
built by Doctor Sir Albee K. Messenger of GriffithPod L5, Father of the Crew, hung in viewscreens Six
through nine.

Corbinye dlowed hersdf amoment of salf-congratulation. "Pretty piloting indeed," she murmured
approvingly, and felt aquiver as Number Fifteen stirred benesth her collar. She ran the board-checks



and flipped open the hailing frequency. Although sill too distant for rationa conversation, they would
have read her ID by now, and news of Anjemalti's presence must be published as soon—

"Tight piloting,” Anjemalti'svoicewasin her ear abare instant before he hit the second's chair.
She glanced over at him, noting that he had bathed and cleaned his clothing and perhaps even rested. His
shining hair was tied negtly back with astrip of ribbon. The side of hisface waswhat he showed her, so
she could not read him that way; his eyeswere al on the screens.

"Thanksto you, for your praise," Corbinye said softly; <till he did not look at her, but only stared
at the Ship.

Wéll, she thought suddenly, and why should he not? Nine years old when last he saw so brave a
gaght. Letitfill hisheart now and recdl to him the magnificence of his heritage. Let him be made proud,
who had forgotten so much of what it wasto be Crew. Let him weep with the glory of it and with the joy
of—

"In hard need of repair, isn't she?" Anjemalti murmured, with no hint of awein hisvoice.

Corbinye started, raked aglance at the screens and spun back to him. "What's meant by that?"

Heblinked asif sartled by her vehemence and flicked his own glance at the screens before
shrugging. "I meant no offense—and it isdifficult to tell without full magnification. But just from whet | see
here—that scar in the fifth quad where something's been ripped free of the hull—not recently. Solarsare
missing, and the master vane in the third quad seems out of true...."

Corbinye opened her mouth—and closed it, for how could she rebut the truth? She bent to the
board and ran the full check series again, although there was no need.

"l seeitsglory,” she said, hearing the sullen note in her voice and wishing it were gone. "Its past
gplendor. It ishome, Anjemalti, though the past years have not been—kind—to us. There have not been
so many contracts with the Grounders, and, we have, after all, our own troubles with The Combine, that
thinks all of space belongsto it, to police and to say who goes where and who may not enter at dl.” She
sghed.

"Truth told, to many of the Crew less contact with Grounders seemed not a bad thing, but a

Hefrowned. "Thereisno Ship'streasury?"

"Oh—aye," she said dowly, uncomfortable discussng these things, which should be told him by
Acting Captain Faztherot. "But gold is—cheap—many places, Anjemalti. And such gemstones aswe
have are of military grade. We work, for whatever coin is current, or in trade for repair. For atime, we
had work as a freighte—goods, mostly, from thisworld's warehouse to that. And we hauled ore, time
and enough. But, thework isless plentiful of late. I—the reasons are complex, Anjemalti, and best told
you by the Acting Captain.”

"Reasons such asthere are faster shipsto be had, and crewhands who are less xenophobic,” he
sad. "And captains who will speak with ground-traders without inssting upon an interpreter.”

Shelicked her lips. "We are the Crew. We have our ways."

"Asdo others. Inquire of the Witness."

The radio spat and from the static came avoice.

"Ho, the ship! Name yourself and state your business!™

Corbinye started, haf-choked and snapped the toggle to the | ft.

"Name mysdf, shall |, when the Ship has pulled my ID these fifteen minutes and more? Who do
you think it will be, Ven Kristefyon? Space vampires? And where is your mother?”

"Navigation," theimp gave back, unholy glee overriding even the Setic. "Dolfiatatook aburn
when the second comp gave out and he'sin sick bay, wrapped in jely and curaing like a Grounder, Jelbi
says. Half the techs on-shift arein Navigation, doing repairs, Mother and Acting Captain Faztherot are
piloting and they said for me to man the mike and warn everyone away.” Therewasadight
giggle—interference, Corbinye thought, though it could aswell have been Ven.

"Should | warn you away, cousin Corbinye?"

"Y ou would do better to clear me for marriage and pipe down to Acting Captain Faztherot that
Captain-to-be Anjemdti Kristefyon isreturned to the Ship."



The sllence waslonger thistime, asif her announcement had stilled even Veln's chatter, though
she had never previoudy known him to quiet for anything but deep.

"Ven Krigefyon?' Anjemdti murmured next to her and she glanced over to find him till staring
at the screens.

"The child of Indemion Kristefyon and Siprian Telshovet," she said. "Hewill have—nine or ten
Standard Years, | believe. Perhaps eeven. | have been away—sometime.”

"Yes" sad Anjemdti and—

"Gardenspot to outrider ship Hyacinth." Thistransmission was nearly clear; the woman'svoice
crisp and no-nonsense. "We have you tracked and identified. Expect you will adjust course and local
velocity to marry the Ship at thirty-two hundred hours, targeting Level Two, Bay One. Transmitting
orientation data." Corbinye's board beeped and she shunted the information to NavComp.

"Received." She hesitated. "Reporting the presence, in addition to Captain-to-be Kristefyon and
mysdlf, of amae person.”

"Desgnation?"

"Grounder—" she closed her mouth before " barbarian” escaped; glanced a Anjemdlti, who was
watching her now, rather than the screens. "He calls himsdalf Witnessfor the Telios”

"Claim upon the Ship?"

Anjemalti shifted; stilled himsdlf. Corbinye drew a breath. "He travelswith the Captain-to-be."

"S0." A gpace of mere crackling, then: "The Ship shdl receive him.”

"Noble of the Ship," Anjemati murmured.

Corbinye shot him aquelling look, though his voice had not been loud enough to penetrate the
datic.

"Pleaseinform the Captain-to-be of our great joy in hisreturn,” the radio instructed. "Ending
officd trangmisson. Corbinye."

"Mother?'

"Areyouwd|?'

She hesitated, looked down at the soft hands, that moved with incongruous briskness across the
board. Shetipped her head and felt the braid pull and swing, was aware of the weight of her breasts. She
thought the thought and one of the soft hands flicked the send toggle.

"l anwdl."

"Y ou sound—unlike yourself," Madl Faztherot said, penetrating dl.

"It has been some years—and the connection is poor.”

"Soitis Until docking then, daughter.”

"Mother ..."

Thetransmission light went dark.

She sat, frozen, staring at the darkened stud and trying to think....

"Corbinye." Anjemdlti, that. She spared him alook.

"There are accommodations to make in preparation for docking,” he said neutrally. "1 would
make them mysdlf, except that you indicated the board might find my touch—repellent.”

"Yes," shesad, and forced the soft stranger's hands to move, matching her equations with those
sent from the Ship. It was duty, after all. The same duty that had sent her away from home and safety,
among Grounders on adozen worlds and eventualy into the Blue House. Duty was dl that wasleft. And
she would digpatch her duty with honor, until such time as even duty were denied her.

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Docking was achieved, among various moanings and creakings offered up by the Ship's
mechanism. At the end of it, Corbinye sat in the pilot's seat, hands cold and swesty, and stared at the
board, seeing thistdlltae, then that, then that, go from green to yellow, as Gardenspot took over
Hyacinth's functions, one by careful one.



Findly, the entire board glowed amber. Y et she sat, staring at the lights until they blurred into one
light, glowing likeasmdl sun. Soon, now.

"Corbinye?"

Anjemdlti, again, returned from wherever he had taken himsdf off to, when he was satisfied that
the docking maneuver was well in hand. She sighed and closed her eyes againgt the blurred brightness of
the board lights.

"Corbinye." Stubbornness sounding there, and anote of command. She sighed, spun the chair
and opened her eyes.

He stood in the doorway, the Trident in one hand and arepair beacon in the other. Witnessfor
the Telios could be glimpsed over hisright shoulder.

"Is docking complete?’

"We are a one with the Ship," shetold him, hearing the weariness resonate in the voi ce that was
not hers. She swept ahand at the board. "Married, and at peace.”

"Cleared for entrance?'

"Oh—aye." She stood, frowned at the beacon. "Why bring that?"

"My recollection isthat, save for the Garden, the Ship isdark, and my eyes have dways been
week. Allow meto indulge mysdf with the meansto look plainly upon the faces of my Crew."

Dark. She had not considered. The Ship to her had never been dark. She nodded. "L et us
proceed, then, cousin.”

She popped the hatch and swung out first, entering a darkness so absol ute that she cried aloud
and thrust her hands before her and dl but fell. Fingers closed around her wrigt, digging into her flesh, and
avoice snapped from somewhere over her head to be still, and shewas et go, but there was nothing to
see, though her eyes strained until the darkness bled rainbows—

Light, glorious and golden, wavery with weskened batteries, timoroudy bathed the bay.

"Much better,” Anjemati commented, and dropped lightly to the decking, Witnessfor the Telios
coming immediady after, bearing the second of Hyacinth's lanterns.

"Now." Anjemalti held his beacon high and frowned amoment at thering of Crew faces
confronting him. "Ah." He went forward, carrying the Trident with him, and paused before aworn-faced
woman, dightly taler than therest, and dightly thinner.

"l expect you must be my Aunt Mael—at least, | called you that, didn't 1?7 My mother's best
friend.”

"So |l was" Mael Faztherot allowed. "And hope to be her son's, aswell.” She hesitated. It isthe
blue eyes, Corbinye thought, or that he looks so Grounder...

"I doubt you'l find much of her in my face," Anjemdti said gently. "My uncle had dwayssad |
looked as my father."

"Not entirdly true,” said Madl. "Though | recal his eyeswere blue... His name was Jova Flanry. |
will show you whereit iswritteninthe Log."

"That would be kindness," Anjemalti returned and Corbinye wondered at his soft-spokenness, he
who had damned both Ship and Crew.

He glanced around the ring of faces once more. "1 am afraid that no one else—"

"Y ou don't know me, do you?' Animp stepped out of the crowd, hair spiky and clothing
crumpled. Anjemdti looked down at him.

"Ven Krigefyon," he said softly, and sketched abow, till holding fast to Trident and light.
"Cougn.”

Theimp blinked, taken off-stride, then made arecover by pointing at the beacon. "Why do you
need that?'

"Because my eyesare poor,” Anjemalti said. "Learn grace of other'sfailings.”

The boy blinked again, and opened his mouth to blurt who knew what other outrage. A woman
reached out and gripped his shoulder. "Ven."

He subsided and Anjemdlti turned his attention to the woman. "Siprian Telshovet?'

"The same," she returned composedly, though her face betrayed anxiety, and the fingers that



gripped the boy showed white knuckles. "Navigation Chief."

He nodded, caught her eyes. "My vendetta died with my uncle. Y our record with meisasclean
astheboy's.

Relief flooded her face, and her grip on the boy loosened, but only dightly. "I hear
you—Captain."

"Ishethe Captain?' demanded the irrepressible VVeln and the question rustled the circle of Crew,
but no one gave him answer. He pulled away from his mother's hands. "Wherée's cousin Corbinye?' he
cried and Anjemdlti stared down at him while Corbinye felt her heart stutter and her body soak with
sudden swest. Shelicked her lips.

"Here," she croaked, and stiffened as a dozen pair of Crew eyesfocused on her.

| will not flinch, shetold hersdlf. I will not cry. I will not beg. | am Corbinye Faztherat,
Worldwalker and Seeker for the—

"That isnot my daughter,” said Mael Faztherot.

In the rest of the bay, there was silence, broken abruptly by Veln, who ran across to where she
stood, lock-kneed and short of breath, and stared up into her face.

"Cousin Corbinye?' His own face was creased with distress and she longed to hug him, to
reassure him.

"Yes," shewhigpered, then cleared her throat. "Yes, Veln."

Hebit hislip, reached out a tentative hand and touched the braid, where it hung across her
shoulder. "Y ou look—" his eyes were double their normal size, and awash with tears. "Y ou look—
different.”

"l am different,” shetold him, and the voice was firm thistime, falling naturaly into the rhythm of
thetale. "1 was—beaten by thieves—and my old body—died. But on Henron thereisaplace caled the
Blue House, where they take the memories and the—soul—of one person and transfer those into a body
empty of memories; riven of soul.” Sheraised her eyes from the boy's face and |ooked to her mother,
who stood, stone-faced and silent.

"l am Corbinye Faztherot," she said, urgently, and hated herself for begging. "In everything but
the body—"

She stopped and dropped her head, grinding her teeth to deny the tears that welled, despite her
will. More words were useless and worse than that.

Madl Faztherot had turned her back.

"Isthis" Anjemalti inquired in the tone of falselightness he used when he wished to mortify his
hearer, "how the Crew rewardsloyalty? Isthis the gratitude won by pursuing duty to desth and beyond
it?1 amingructed, Acting Captain.”

Corbinye looked up, breath-caught. Madl Faztherot'sfacewasrigid; lipspae.

"I had been concerned,” Anjemdlti continued, still in that lightsome tone, “that my past would
dishonor the Crew, since | wasraised and trained athief. | am relieved to find that these fears—"

"Anjemdti!" Corbinye cried, hands up in front of her, fingers snaking about themsdvesin some
dien gesture of digtress. "Anjemdti, do not!"

Heturned to look &t her, eyesfey intheflickering yelow light. "All you have donefor
them—your duty dispatched in every particular. And you ask me not to chide them, Corbinye? Y ou ask
me to bear insult the like of which no Grounder—or thief, either—would bear?"

"They mean no insult to you," she said hadtily. ™Y ou are welcomed. Anjemdlti, it isnothing.”

"Nothing?" He stared. "Corbinye—"

"Itisnothing,” Mael Faztherot announced forcefully. "It isamatter of Crew's
Judgment—Captain Kristefyon. Nothing with which you need concern yourself. Nothing—administrative.
| will be pleased to ingtruct you in these matters. Thelogs are complete; AdminComp shall be put at your
disposd. It grieves me that this matter should distort your view of us, who have been avay from home so
long. We are indeed delighted to have you returned to us, and ready to step into your rightful place.” She
glanced around at the sober, worn faces. Here and there, one nodded, and there was a soft, "Aye, be
welcome, Captain.”



"Thereisno need to keep you standing about in the dock," shefinished briskly, gathering
two—Zandoraand Ell, it was, Corbinye sav—uwith her eye and she went forward and made to take
Anjemdti'sarm.

He stepped back, gracefully avoiding her and instead placed the beacon into her outstretched
hand. "Kind of you, maam. Though | am afraid this unit will require arecharge soon. As| said, my eyes
are poor, and those of my associates—"

"Certainly, we understand the difficulty,” Mael said. "Recharging the beacon will be no problem.
We might even bring some sections of the ship up to twilighting, if you command. | can show you the
schemdtics...." Taking so, sheturned him and the othersfell in around, so that he must needs go with
them, and Witness, as well—though that one did pause amoment to set his beacon gently upon the floor.

Corbinye gritted her teeth and visualized the thought-patterns for forbearance and patience with
adversity. Zandora came and stood by her right side. Eil grabbed her left arm, deliberately rough. Testing
her.

She gared into hisface. "1 know theway. cousin.”

She did not expect the dap and Zandora grabbed her so she could not dodgeit.

"I'm no kin to you, Grounder-bitch! Think you can steal our ways and kill our kin and feed us
some crazed tale about transferring souls and have us give you the keysto the Ship?' He spat thistime,
and Zandora gtill held her so she couldn't wipe the cheek clean. She held the zens before her mind's eye
and kept her musclesloose.

Eil grinned and reached and wrapped the braid around hisfist. He yanked, turning and marching
briskly off in theinstant that Zandorareleased her.

She stayed afoot, having no taste for being dragged three levels on her face. She stayed afoat,
and shedid not cry.

But she had to run to keep up with him. All theway to the brig.

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

"Of course," said Acting Captain Faztherot, "there will be aperiod of readjustment, while
AdminComp iskeyed to yourself and therest of Ship's systems are brought onto line. In a dozen shifts
you should have most systemns under your command.”

"A dozen shifts?" murmured Gem, doing the converson in his head and being careful not to
frown. A Standard week to assign and activate a password? Even severa passwords, coupled with an
ultimate override, should not take more than an hour or two. Why, he could do it himsdlf in lessthan—

"When the Ship accepts you," Madl Faztherot said sharply; it accepts you blood and bone.
Captain and Ship are one being; sharing soul.”" Shelooked at him closdly. "Surely your mother spoke of
these thingsto you?"

"My mother,” Gem reminded her softly, "died when | was eight years old. And afterwards my
uncle spoke to me only to taunt me. | regret the circumstances which have caused these lamentable gaps
in my education.”

"Certainly, certainly.” Corbinye's mother gave back in a hasty embarrassment her daughter would
have scorned. "The Logs are at your disposal and these mysteries are fully addressed within. Asfor this
other ..." Sheturned and tapped a series into the admini strative computer's keypad, apad so old, Gem
saw, that the hard plagtic keys were worn smooth, its symbols pounded into oblivion by generation upon
generdion of fingers....

"Wewill require acomplete gene-reading, which will be submitted to the medical computer for
verification. Once verified, the dataistransferred to Captain's comp-administration—which informsdl of
its systems and subsystems. Administration runs the Ship entire, and it must keep up with its duties even
asit acknowledges anew Captain. Hence thetime-lag." She glanced sideways at him.

"I have heard that Grounders have discovered the way of building multifunctiona computing
machines, which may solve countless problems at lightspeed, aswell as maintain primary system tasks.



Thisisvery well for Grounders, but the Crew has well-served by this comp and we see no need to
upgrade.

Sheturned to look at him fully and he read both pride and anxiety in her face. "But | need not tell
you," shesaid, "how itisto be Crew."

"I may requirereminding fromtimetotime," Gem sad carefully. "Recdl that most of my years
have been spent among Grounders and that | am used to certain—ahh—amenities.”

"Itis certainly the Captain's privilege," Madl Faztherot said iffly, turning her face aside, "to
provide amenities, should he judge the Ship requires them." She shook her head sharply.

"Inthe meantime," she said, coming to her feet and beckoning him brusquely to his. "We must
have you to sick bay, so that the tests may be run and your initiation begun! Thisway. If you please,

Captain.”

The gene tests were astonishingly easy, the sick bay up to date and gleaming in away wholly a
variance with what he had thus far seen of the Ship.

Afterward, there were meetings with this section chief and with that—though no inspectionsto be
made; they were careful of that. He kept the Trident in his hand the whole time, and Witness perforce
came behind, but every inquiry of Corbinye was cut off, derailed, ignored.

Findly, he pled weariness, which was nearly true, and Madl Faztherot showed him to a spacious
cabin, whereonewall did asdetolet in thelight and the odors of the Garden, and the furnishings were
real wood and in good repair and the coverings on the bed were costly and sweet-smelling.

"Thank you," Gem said, by way of dismissa. "Thiswill do very well."

Y et Mad Faztherot hesitated. "1 know you are weary—and with every cause! But | would not
be behind in any courtesy. Captain. Isthere one from among usthat | might send to you? Certainly, a
roster will be made, as proper. But for thisnight, if one had caught your eye—"

He blinked, remembered to keep hisface bland. "I thank you for the thought, but | am most truly
tired and would hardly be able to do my part. After the roster ismade ..."

"Certainly,” she said again, and nodded at the Witness. "I shall see your servant comfortably
bedded.”

"No need,” Gem said camly. "Heis accustomed to deeping athwart the door, and | don't liketo
disgppoint him."

She looked at him suspicioudy. ™Y ou have no need of such protections here, on your Ship and
among your Crew."

"But my friend is used to certain conditions and it is only courtesy to bow to them." He returned
her gaze, eyefor eye, finding it much easier than it ever had been with Corbinye.

She broke contact first, bowing siffly. "Very wdl. If the Captain will instruct me asto the hour of
hiswaking—"

"Let mecdl youwhen | wake," he cut her off. "I am exceedingly tired and still recovering from
the effects of awound. Best | get whatever rest my body demands, rather than undertake my new duties
half-exhausted.”

Another bow, differ, if possble, than thefirst. "The Captainiswise. | am at hisdisposa at
whatever hour. He need only press 'one' on the commboard.” She pointed at the wall unit, with its
numbered keypad and archaic earcup.

Gem nodded. "I amin your debt, Acting Captain,”" he said, and saw her face ease somewhat.
"Good-shift."

"Good-shift, Captain," shereturned and wasfinally gone.

Witness went and sat on the floor, back pressed firmly against the door. Gem eyed him before
going and laying the Trident carefully acrossthe bed.

"Insulted, Witnessfor the Tdios?'

"Indeed not, Anjemdti. One's own heart can but marvel at the wisdom you display.” He settled



himsdaf more firmly againgt the door. "It seemsto me that you are newly aman—barely beyond the
Tegting. And yet you are as canny as one with years of the hunt behind you." He smiled his swest,
predator's smile.

"I gpeak from my own heart, understand—as afriend and a brother of the hunt. Y ou yoursdlf
addressed me thus."

"And o no insult isgiven,” Gem concluded and stretched, hands over head and back arched;
tensng every muscle and relaxing al at once. "But you are mistaken in me. | fear my testing isjust
commenced.”

Therewas asound, dight in the quiet room; asif a sudden stream were gurgling over hidden
rocks.

Sow with amazement, Gem turned around.

The Witnesswas laughing.

"A jest worthy of aman,” he said findly, raising ahand to wipe at hiseyes.

Gem sat carefully on the bed. ™Y ou must, of course, be the judge,” he managed, then, back
hunched againgt the open wall and any watchersin the garden below, he pulled his deeve back from his
wristlet and began playing hisfingers acrossthetiny studs.

Spiders began to gppear, scurrying here and there upon their magical missions.

Witnessfor the Telios|eaned back against the door, well-pleased with the current shape of
event.

It was dark.

It had always been dark. And cold. And stale of air. There had never been anything else.

Corbinye stretched high on her toes, trying to ease both the cramping of the arms chained above
her head and the pain of her abundant bruises. Zandora and Eil had been no more gentle than they should
have been and her returning three or a dozen responses to their tenderness had dicited even sterner
measures.

The blood had long since dried, stiffening the hair that covered her scraped and battered face.
The red shirt they had torn from her—sacrilege that a Grounder be clad so!—and dapped and abused
her breasts. Grounder-cow, they'd called her. But that hadn't been the wordt.

The dark was the worst—and they'd known it. Taunted her with her blindness, made noisein the
dark so that she missed her strike again and again and was put on her face after dl, eating metal, while
the boots and the fists pounded her into unconsciousness.

Towakenin chains. Alone. In the dark.

The tears burned her cheeks; she barely noticed them. Beaten by two of the Crew's ruffians, who
werefit only for bullwork, who Corbinye Faztherot had bested effortlesdy in every childhood trid. Hung
up like mest, to drip blood and stare usdlesdy into the blackness, until such time as she was sent for,
filthy, raving spectacle as she would no doubt be, to be stared at and vilified by the Crew entire before
thefina push into the Garden's composting unit and the tenderizersfinished her.

No burid inthe starsfor Grounders. Return to the dirt wasfitting for those. Corbinye closed her
eyes, or opened them. It barely mattered which.

Except that, in the darkness, there was light.

Tiny, amber spots of light, amile or an inch across the infinite blackness, which disappeared and
reappeared, one after the other—and then began to move.

Shelicked swollen lipsand tried to cal out, but the lovely storyteller's voice was broken to bits;
dust in the back of her bruised throat.

Voicdess, she hung, watching the constant amber eyes grow larger until finally they reached her
boot and she fdlt spider clawstake hold of cloth and begin to climb.

Shetried to hang till; to not didodge thetiny climber: Number Fifteen. Her last friend. Shetried
to hang still, but back, arm and shoulder muscles spasmed at once, so that she twisted in agony and tried



to push higher on her toesto ease them and the legs went, and she howled with the shattered remains of
the dancer's voice and bucked against chains, hitting her head a solid whack against the wall and sending
hersdlf back into unconsciousness.

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Therewas light where she woke. Light and the smell of growing things, even a breeze and what
might have been water-sounds. There were voices—e sewhere; softness covered her body. Shelay asif
upon acloud. Hoating, therewas no pain.

Carefully, in the astonishing absence of agony, shetried to remember who she was.

For theingant, it eluded her, and it made no matter that it did. The ease of her body was
enough—she could be anyone, any age, any name. There was no pain. And light was benediction, al
around.

In thelight, she saw the trees and flowers beyond the edge of the cloud she floated upon. Closer
looking diminished the cloud to abed, silken covers shrouding her legs. Atop the silk lay along, elegant
hand, soft and pleasingly made, with pearly nails and golden skin. She flexed the fingers of the hand,
establishing that it was hers, and lay back, deeply satisfied. She was a person who possessed a hand. It
was enough.

"Corbinye Faztherot," avoice murmured near her head. "Do you wake now?"

Shetook her time replying, considering the nuance—a man'svoice, gently respectful; and it
named her. Corbinye Faztherot. She felt something shiver, degp within her painlesslethargy. Corbinye
Faztherot. She turned her head.

The man was broad-shouldered and boxy; powerfully formed and not unpleasing. She wondered
if he were abed-partner, then lost the thought as he spoke to her again. " Corbinye Faztherot. Do your
dreamsdtill hold you?'

"l am awake," she said, hearing how the languor lent depth to her dow, silken voice.

"That iswell," said the man, brown eyes frowning. He leaned close, so that she could smdll the
scent of him. "Do you know me?”’

"Shall | know you?" shereturned, luxuriating in the power of her voice, that made the smple
guestion into invitation. Something flickered across the man's face. It may have been annoyance.

"You aredill lost in the drug-dreams,” he announced, and abruptly went away.

Wéll, shethought, closing her eyes and nestling deeper into the soft bed, let him go. There are
others.

"Corbinye." Thisvoice was aso mae, accompanied by atouch to her shoulder. She opened her
eyes and dared into his—blue, wide, beautiful. Something el se shivered within her inner fog. Shivered
and broke through.

"Anjemdti?"

Relief showed in the eyes; there was arearranging of the bed as he sat on the edge.

"Yourewaking," hesaid. "That's good. Witnesstold me you'd lost your wits forever.”

"Lost my wits..." They werefast returning, so that shelooked around her, at the Atrium below,
and the luxurious room; at Anjemdti himself—and forgetfulness fled, to be replaced by horror.

"Y ou meddled with Crew's Judgment!" she cried and twisted against the prisoning softness.

Hisfacefroze."Y our pardon, madam, but | saved your life."

"Agan!" She managed to St up, never minding that the coverlet fell away from her shoulder.
Never minding anything but the enormity of hisaction.

"Anjemadlti, lisgen to me, asyou loveyour life." Her voice was low, throbbing with urgency. "Y ou
must give me to the Crew—plead ignorance of our ways—a child would hardly have seen Crew's
Judgment—who could expect you to know? Return me, become known to the Ship, fulfill your destiny.
It isyour duty, what you were made for—" She reached, blindly, hardly knowing her own intent, and felt
her hand captured in his.



"Corbinye..." Hisface held amix of emotion, of which she read exasperation and worry and
stubbornness. "If it were possible to return you to the Crew, they would kill you, would they not? The
medic gave me to understand that you are at the very least an interloper—a Grounder who has stolen
Crew secrets—and at the very worst exactly what you claim to be—Crew in a Grounder body. A
mongter. Either way, you're only fit for the most horrible of deaths." Astonishingly, humor glinted.

"Saxony Belaconto'sinvestment all laid to waste? Pity on your enemies, cousin.”

She laughed, deep and throaty, head tipped back so that she felt the hair sweep her shoulder
blades. "Gods forbid | should be so graceless!” She sobered abruptly, caught by his other words. "What
medic wasthis?'

Anjemadlti shrugged. "Tornbd, did he cal himsdf?1 think that wasthe name."

Shegared at him. ™Y ou had Tornbd to physick a Grounder? Anjemalti—

"Well," hesaid judicioudy, "I fear he required some persuasion, and even after tried to trick
me—asif | can't tell one med unit from another." He shook his head and sighed. "I findly had enough and
left him webbed to the operating table while wefinished the repair on you." His eye moved then,
flickering down and coming back up to her face, reflecting satisfaction.

"| think we did quite agood job, consdering the shape you were in when we found you." His
face shifted again, showing anger. "Who was responsiblefor thet, | wonder?”

She stared at him dumbly, lips half-parted.

"Crew's Judgment,” he cried, suddenly savage. "Y ou were thrown to the dogs by your own
mother, to be torn and worried to bits; harried to death—"

"It was half-done," she said then, soft-voiced with the truth. "Anjemdti. It—"

"Half-done!" He pulled his hand from hers, snapping to hisfeet and staring down at her. She saw
him close his eyes and take a ddliberate breath. "More than haf-done," he said, cdmer. Theinterna
injuries—" He opened his eyes and offered awavering smile. "Thisbody is not so tough asyour Crew
body, cousin. Forgive me."

"No offense" she said absently, looking down at the perfectly-formed, perfectly-smooth hand.
She had landed some blows—there should be scratches, bruised knuckles—she looked back at him. "I
am dill in—in Mordas body?

He met her gaze fully. "Thereisno Blue House here, Corbinye. But the medicd unitsare quite
up-to-date. Amazing. | congratulated Tornbel on hisinstruments, but he was lessthan gracious. A very
rude man."

Shefdt laughter rising again; managed to make it nothing more than atwitch of thelips.

"| am sorry you did not find him congenid.”

"Oh, no fault of yours." Anjemati waved ahand. "But weve established that your wits are with
you. And since | am nat, after al my efforts, inclined to return you to the mob to be tortured and
murdered, | wonder if | might prevail upon you to join my bridge-crew. | don't scrupleto tell you thet |
need amate such asyou, who isfamiliar with the byways of this damned warren.”

Honor rose again and she sat straight, the coverlet faling into her lap. "Anjemadlti, what have you
done?'

"Done?" His eyebrows rose. "Nothing more than was being done, a the Ship's own dow pace.
The acting captain assured me that | would be made known to the Ship and given accessto al
adminigtrative data banks. But sheisabusy woman, cousin, as| am sure you know, and her best time
for completion of the ID was nearly a Standard week." He shrugged.

"Wdll, you appreciate, after having come so far, and being the Captain-who-was-foretold, |
could hardly wait so long to be made one with my Ship. In short,” he glanced to the right, then looked
back at her, "dl life functions are presently being controlled through this suite. Acting Captain Faztherot is
quite upset.”

"Anjemdti ..."

"You seewhy | need you," he said briskly. "And now | must excuse mysdlf. There are clothes.”
He went acrossto the chest and pulled out dark dacks, awhite shirt like his own—Administration's
colors. He laid them over the edge of the bed.



"Tornbel was especidly furious over the color of your shirt, cousin. Apparently hefedsred
doesn't suit you. Cometo the next room when you're ready.”

And hewas gonethat quickly, striding across the costly rug and vanishing through the door,
leaving her to stare a the white shirt and findly put out ahand to takeiit up.

CHAPTER FIFTY

The Trident of the Bindalche leaned againg thewall, its rubieswinking in the blare of light.

Corbinye had cringed on the threshold, beholding that light, while the part of her that had beenin
training for First relentlesdy talied the expense, speculating which subsystems were shut down entirdly,
that their power might bleed here, unrecoverable, generating nothing but ... light.

The waste barely concerned her now: The screen Anjemdti had called up held more potent
horrors.

Life support systemsfor the Ship entire—air, gravity, light, humidity, temp—were now fed
through thistiny subordinate screen in an antechamber of the Captain's Rooms.

"Why life support?' she demanded after her first panicked scrolling; after she had gathered enough
witsto run acheck and pull out a detailed map of his meddlings.

"It was most vulnerable," Anjemdti said, shrugging. "And, once subverted, the most easily
defensible.” Helooked at her closdly. "1 needed to make a protection for you, until such time asyou
woke and directed me to return you to your death. | needed to show them that | was not without
resources—that they mistook the case entirely, if they supposed me awitling—or ill nineyearsold.”

"But—Iife support.” She stared at the fortifications he had erected. "How long hasthis held?!

"Initspresent form, aShip'sday,” hesaid. "They have a it from time to time and modifications are
required. Tedious. But, again, my play wasfor time—timefor you to hed; timefor themto learn alittle
about my mettle. It was my intention that the lessons learned would open the way for—more equitable
dedling, with Acting Captain and with Crew."

"They will never forgiveyou," shewhispered. "Anjemadlti, you held their lives hostage to thelife of
aGrounder. They will hate you."

Helooked half-amused. "Oh, come now. There's been no meddling with the backups—"

"The backups are not to be trusted,” she said, hating the truth even as she spoke it. "On many
levels. One wrong move and you could kill the Ship—out of ignorance or out of malice. How can they
forget that?' She shook her head and did down in the chair, stretching her legs out before her, eyes il
on the screen. "Have you spoken to my—to Acting Captain Faztherot?'

"Severa times. She has gone from promising me amnesty and my place aboard Ship, to advising
me to add spin to the Garden and hurl mysdf to my death.”

She looked up. "She did not offer you the Knife?'

"| doubt I'mworthy of it," he said, appearing nearly cheerful in the admission. Corbinye closed her
eyes. "Anjemdlti, you are not Crew."

"l did try to tell you thet," he said mildly. " Severd times™

"Soyou did." Shedghed. "What'sto do?'

"An excdlent question. We are here, where none of us arewelcome. Two of usat least have
pressing need to be e sawhere, and it seems better for everyone's hedlthif al of uswere gone quickly.”
He put his chininto the cup of his hand and rested his elbow on aknee. "What chancethey'll give us
Hyacinth and let usgo?'

"No score on that throw," she returned. "Truth told, | see no clean way out of the coil—and to
suicide by hurling yoursdlf to the floor of the Garden is no honor, Anjemalti, and unworthy of you."

Startlement showed briefly in hiseyes, hidden by an ironic seated bow. "My—"

"Rogue Captain Anjemdti Kristefyon!" demanded the comlink perched precarioudy atop the
screen. Anjemdti grinned, though Corbinye could detect no humor in that snarling voice.

"You seewhat | put up with," he murmured and punched the button atop the link. "Now what?"



heinquired of it.

"Y ou will surrender to the Crew the bitch-Grounder in your keeping. Y ou will place yoursdf and
your servant into the custody of Acting Captain Faztherot. Y ou will do these thingsimmediately.”

"Surely weve had this conversation?' Anjemalti said plaintively and Corbinye very barely stopped
hersdf from laughing.

Their communicant was less amused. "Y ou are adanger to yourself and to your Crew. It isclear
that your Grounder genes have caused you to become demented. The Acting Captain will determine
whether it is possible for you to comprehend honor and, if so, will aid you in its attainment. Y our name
will be written in the Captain's Roster and future Crews will respect your memory.” Therewasa
hegtation.

"No blameis attached to your infirmity. It isunderstood that thisisthe fault of Grounder genes.
We are taught that Grounders are mad—and have seen ample evidence of this."

"So ingtead of blaming mefor putting the Ship in danger, well blame my mother, who ignored
wisdom,” Anjemadlti said, suddenly tart. "Very good. To whom am | spesking—Siprian?"

Another hesitation before aless assured, "Yes."

"Very good," hesaid again. "Sprian, how many children have you?'

"l—childre—?Well," she sammered into sense, "thereisVen...."

"Yes—only Vein? A woman your age, with your abilities and rank—surely you were dlowed
another child?’

"But she was born—twisted, Cap—Sir. Many of them are ... Corbinyeswas..." Silence.

Anjemdti cocked his head, asif he could see the woman on the other end of the link.

"And how many playmates has Veln, to run with him through the back corridors and explore the
ductways?"

"l—two, Cap—Sir. But Timinislame and not much ablein the ducts.”

"S0," anew voice snapped over thelink. "Will you surrender, Anjemdti Kristefyon, or will you
force your Crew to rip you from your hiding hole?"

"Acting Captain Faztherot,” said Anjemdti. "1 wasjust discussing that with my staff. Perhapswe
could come to an accommodation.”

"Accommodation.” Hatly unemationd.

"No dishonor attached to that, isthere? Y ou bargain with Grounders as amatter of course—or
did, within my lifetime. Surely you recd| theway of it?"

The comlink buzzed dightly, but from Madl Faztherot there was no reply.

"No?' sad Anjemdti lightly. "Then | will refresh your memory. Y ou provide something that |
desire, in return for obtaining something you desire from me. For instance, in this case, you desre meto
relinquish control of the life support systems of this vessd and to be gone—permanently. 1, on the other
hand, am a so possessed of adesire to be gone, and find that the care of the life support system grows
tedious.”

"It would seem that our godsin this—accommodation—are remarkably aike," commented the
comlink.

"Ah, you seethat! Excellent. Then you will also seethat it isto everyone's advantage for the Ship
to rdinquish Hyacinth infull working order so that |, my first mate and my ... historian may leave. In
return for this, | shal give over control of the life support system and promise never to return to the Ship.
My crew will promiselikewise."

" An accommodeation with some charm to it,” said the comlink and Corbinye sat up straight,
voicedessin dishdief. "Let us consder whether it coversdl points. For it isthe Crew'sright to dispose of
the Grounder woman in—" Over thelink's drone came anew sound, dight, quickly muffled, emanating
fromthe calling.

"Theducts." Corbinye was on her feet in one smooth motion, chair faling backward with a thump
as she grabbed hisarm, her eyestracking the sound acrossthe calling. "Anjemadlti, they are coming
through the ducts.”



Startlement flicked across hisface, then he was up, sweeping the comlink to the floor, spinning to
snatch up the Trident. "The Garden, quickly.”

But they were there—aline of lean wolf-figures, just within the shadow of the perimeter trees.
Anjemdlti exhaled acurse.

"The hdlway, | suppose?’ He glanced down at Corbinye. "Or isthere more honor in being
trapped likearat?'

"The hdlway," she said, around the hammering of her heart. "They will be there, too, but we must
to the open someway. If they drop gascylinders..."

Helooked up at the celling, noisy now, asif those who climbed knew their misson was
discovered and only haste counted.

"Thehalway," he agreed. "Now."

To her amazement, the door did open to his hand. He stepped through first, and then she, and
findly Witness, bearing atorch, hiseyes glowing like river agates.

They got asfar asthe Engineering Corridor, three short hals from the Captain's Rooms. And they
were met by no mere ragtag group of subCrew but by Madl Faztherot and Siprian Telshovet and
Ardornd Clevryon and three of the mid-rank, al bearing arms. Three of those armstook sight on
Anjemalti, who bowed, with no littleirony.

"Acting Captain Faztherot. How niceto seeyou again.”

"Rogue Captain Kristefyon. Surrender your weapon and you will be escorted back to your
rooms."

"You are kind, maam, but in that case | would fear the fate of my companions.”

She bowed formaly. "Of course. And it is certainly right and honorable that you be allowed to cut
the throat of your own servant. We are not barbarians." She flicked aglance at the guards. "Escort
Rogue Captain Krigtefyon and his servant to the Captain's suite.”

Gem sghed. "An incomplete solution, malam—forgive me for saying so. The lady you do not
acknowledge as Corbinye Faztherot is aso my companion and | will not leave her to the mercies of your
Crew. Who are barbarians.”

Mael Faztherot paled under her tan. "As|1 told you before, Rogue Captain, that—"

"Isnot my concern,” he finished for her. "But | fed—mogt strongly—that it is—and you might just
aswell address me as Gem, or Master ser Edreth, you know. 'Rogue Captain' is neither accurate nor
flattering.”

"That isaGrounder name," Ardorne Clevryon said, flat-voiced with loathing.

"Indeed itis,” Gem returned. "And a Grounder iswhat | am. A Grounder in aCrew body, which
must be as blasphemous as one of the Crew wearing a Grounder body—no matter what duty forced
upon her." He brought the Trident around and wrapped his hands abouit it, just behind the branching;
leaned forward so that onetine lay againgt his cheek and looked into Madl Faztherot's eyes.

"What did you expect?' he asked her softly. " You cast me out. Made me dead to the Ship.
Breathing dead, | was sold—to a Grounder, who cared for me and taught me; gave me alifeand a
name. Who shdll | honor as my kin? Whose ways should | choseto follow? Isit senseto exdt the Crew
that abandoned me, or to bide by the teaching of Edreth ser Janna, who named me son as he lay dying?’

"Son to aGrounder!" snarled Ardornel Clevryon.

Gem looked at him in mild, sarcastic, surprise. "Son to two Grounders, Sir," he said sweetly.
"Surely you were aboard Ship when | was born?"

It wastoo great an insult to be borne. Ardornel snatched at his sidearm, firing even as Magdl
Faztherot's arm swept down to prevent the shot.

Corbinyelegpt, dl her thought to knock Anjemdti aside—and dammed into him, gasping ashis
arm came hard around her waist and she heard the pellet whine by one ear and strike something close by
the other with aresounding clunk! and barely had time to understand that one of the guards had aso
fired, when the energy bolt struck the Trident, which fizzed blue for an ingtant and then subsided.

Anjemdti'sarm loosened and she stepped back, staring at the pellet which was stuck fast to the
Trident, just besde the largest ruby. There was silence in the hallway.



"FOOLS and CHILDREN of foold!" The voice reverberated off the meta walls, the floor, the
caling.

Corbinye craned to see the speaker, and froze in amaze as Witness stepped forward, both arms
upraised, the glow from the torch making reddish halos around his head.

"Have you not read your own histories? Have you not meditated upon the prophecies of your
Great Ones? There! Written in your own logsisthe story, plain enough for a child to cipher—and you
cal yoursdves hunters and made-men! Foold™

Corbinye drew breath and looked around her, wondering which of them would draw first, and
shoot Witness down. But al seemed transfixed, Staring at the apparition of him.

"ISIT NOT WRITTEN," demanded the Witness, "that there shall return unto the Ship aCaptain,
who will lead the Crew back into grestness? Isit not written?”

Agtonishingly, there was amutter of assent from Ardornel.

"Yes," the Witness reiterated, "it 1S written. Look about you, blind ones! Isthis greatness? Y our
ship dies around you, backup systems are suspect, there is not sufficient energy for light and forward
power both. EVEN THE GARDEN ISDYING! The garden isdying, blind ones, do you hear me? Y ou,
who were given the holy task of bringing the green thingsto the sars—you arefalling.”

Helowered hisarms. "Event throws to you salvation, in the form of the Captain who was
foretold—and you gtriveto kill him! Y ou Strive to day his handmaiden, his partner in the war against
event! And even then you behave as children, rather than honorable foes. What would have occurred,
should either of those missiles gone wide of the mark?' He turned and pointed at thewall, which also
served as the back of the Engineering computer.

"What liesbehind thiswall?'

There was a gtillness among the Crew. Siprian's face was gray.

"Y ou did not think," the Witness concluded, with great sadness. "Well for you, thoughtless ones,
that Shlorbas Smiter saw fit to save this Ship, and ate both projectile and energy.” He turned abruptly to
face Anjemdti and swung hisarms out and back, head swinging toward his kneesin a sweeping, birdlike
bow.

"All hail to Anjemdlti the Seeker, Trident Bearer, Chief of the Binda che, Foretold of the Crew!
Best to heed him, and boldly walk in hisfootsteps, O you who have been blind! Follow him, and do his
bidding—or diein the dark between the stars, with the stink of rotting leaves choking you."

"Oh," Anjemdlti bresthed. "Wonderful "

It was Madl Faztherot who moved first; who drew her weagpon and held it in two hands. She
gared into Anjemalti's face for what seemed alifetime to Corbinye, tensed to throw hersdlf into the bolt
when it wasfired.

But Mael Faztherot did not fire her gun. Instead she bent and laid it with her sorl-blade at
Anjemdti'sfeet before going, avkwardly, to one knee.

"Captain," she said, voice rough with emotion. "Y our Crew isready to beled.”

CHAPTER HIFTY-ONE

That it held atmosphere proved both the existence of gods and their beneficence. That it
sheltered life of any kind was an unlikelihood on the magnitude of miracle. That thelifeit sheltered il
wore more-or-less slandard human form and was only dightly insane was either benediction or curse.

Gem leaned carefully back in the rickety command chair and rubbed his eyes. His ssomach
growled and his back ached, unsubtle reminders of the hours he had spent hunched over the keyboards,
forcing information from the ancient, unwilling MainComp.

He should go soon, he thought, haf-muzzily. Corbinye would be worried.

He sighed. If only aquarter of the Crew wanted their new Captain dead and rendered to
fertilizer, fully one hundred percent felt that fate should be meted immediatdly to the " Grounder-bitch.”
No one was sane on thisissue, not even Siprian, whom he found in that state most often.



The sum of her vast unpopularity wasthat Corbinye must stay within the confines of the Captain's
Rooms, which were spider-guarded and warded with other engines he and she had devised together.
She monitored the construction of the Arachnids from there, which gave her purpose, but Gem could fed
her raging frudtration asif it were hisown.

"Anjemdti," Witnesssaid quietly. "One comes."

"Ddightful,” Gem returned and came abruptly to hisfeet, sretching high on histoes, fingers
graining toward the metd ceiling. The annunciator sounded as he finished stretching and he snapped
down the toggle that opened the door, at the same time laying his hand on the Trident and bringing it up.

The man who stood, hesitant, in the door was short, for Crew, thin even among his dender
mates. His hair was more gray than blond; his face tanned into leather, with deep grooves around the
eyes. Hislipsheld afirm, draight line, and Gem thought it would take much to make him unseal them,
and speak.

But speak he did, quietly, eyes as sane as Crew eyes ever were. "Captain?”'

Gem nodded. "The same. And yoursdlf?'Y ou're from Engineering?' Engineers were often tanned
thus, he had learned—the damned, deteriorating shields....

"No, sr—Atrium," the man said, taking no offense that he had not been recdled. "I'm Finchet.
The Gardener.”

"Ah." Gem nodded again and sank back into his seet, laying the Trident to hand. "Finchet the
Gardener. Enter, please. No use letting the draft in." One of Edreth's phrases, meaningless here. But
Finchet's firm mouth bent upward, just atrifle, as he stepped inside and the door did closed behind him.

He stood at rest, hands clasped loosdly behind his back, legswide. Gem |et the silence grow,
until he felt Finchet had had sufficient opportunity for sudy, then he spoke.

"Isthere something | can do for you?'

The man congdered that, head tipped alittle to one side. "Might be you can,” he alowed
eventudly. "Heard from Nav you'd set us a course. Heard from—starwind—you was thoughtful of
Setting usdown.”

"Starwind, isit?" Gem considered the gardener gravely. "And you came to relate these rumorsto
me?"

"Nothing like," Finchet returned. "Figured you'd do as you would with rumor—ignore it, most
like, and steer your course. Y our mother'sway. Unclésway, too. Y ou'll have noticed that.”

"Indeed | have," Gem said. "Why did you come, then?"

Finchet jerked his chin a Witness, Stting quietly in the shadows. "Talk to him saysthe garden's
dying. Never leavesyou, so | cometin-side. Hate to. But he saysthe garden's dying and I'm Gardener. |
got my charge. | read the Book. Garden don't die on me, begging Captain's grace. Figured man who can
see desth through &l that green, when | can't, who's lived under leaf since weaning—figured that man
might tell how to saveit, or at least say what's gone wrong.”

Clearly thiswas the longest speech Finchet had made in sometime. He shifted alittle, bracing his
legs, and took adeep breath.

"Well ..." Gem darted, but

"You havelogt crops,” Witnessintoned, in his colorless, carrying voice. "Whole species have
died out, over the years and years of your wanderings. It iswritten in the logs. Many no longer seed.
Mogt are dtered from what they were. These things are also written. Asto the cause of theerror ..." He
paused, looking off into the nothing, as he was wont, until Gem, who was accustomed to it, felt his nerves
stretched to screaming.

But Finchet seemed entirdly disposed to wait for aslong asit took Witness to see his answer and
return to convey it.

But when Witnessfindly did return, it was with a question.

"Y ou haveread the old logs?"

"Me?" Finchet seemed genuinegly surprised. " Stars love you, man, I'm no Admin. | got the Book,
and the notes from the ones before. Therestruth in your saying—weve lost variety. But we was meant
to lose some variety—or if not meant, it wasn't misexpected. Book saysthat plain. Old notes kept track



of what died. If that's what you're on with, it'strue, but not worrisome, seeit? But you said the Garden
was dying. Right now dying—and that's my concern, because I'm Gardener and it's my place to keep
green, green.”

"A joyous burden," said Witness gravely. "But you have information without perspective—event
has seeded you with false complaisance. Y ou fed that nothing shal alter, because nothing has dtered.
Thisisatrap. The Garden dies because it does not thrive. The Garden will continueto die until event has
been dtered.”

Finchet frowned, and the silence stretched around him while he struggled to understand. Gem felt
aflash of sympathy and was aware again of the passing of time. Corbinye would be—

"I don't doubt you spoke deep, friend. But I'm not Admin, or Tech. Just the Gardener. Might you
could take some time from the Captain's sde and walk in the green with me? Point out what's wrong.
That'swhat | understand best.”

Witnesswas slent with afinality Gem recognized. He stirred, stood. Finchet looked up, wariness
showing on hisface.

"No offense meant, Captain. Just trying to do—"

"Your duty,” Gem finished gently. "Asweaal are. The Captain's Rooms overlook the Atrium. Isit
possible that the two of you could survey things from the balcony there?"

"Try it, if heswilling," said Finchet without hesitation.

Witness bowed his head and rose. "I will do my best, Gardener. Anjemati—"

"Yes." Hefixed the man with astem eye. "My rooms and the things or persons you find within
my rooms are there by my desire and will. I'll brook no interference from you. Understood?”

Finchet nodded without surprise. "Understood.”

"Good," said Gem. "Let'sgo."

There was reason to suspect the shielded line to the control room, and she midiked caling him
where anyone might hear. The lessthe Crew were reminded of her existence, the longer shewould live.

Not that she expected to live to see Spangiln System, much lessthe groundfall Anjemdlti planned
upon Bindd. But sheintended to live aslong as she could, and foolishly caling attention to hersdf was
not consistent with that god.

The best thing, she decided, wasto deploy one of the completed Arachnids, thus reminding
Anjemdlti of the time at the same moment she reassured hersdlf of his safety.

For the Captain was not safe from his crew, Corbinye thought, not for the first grim time. There
were those who would have him dead in an instant—and Madl Faztherot, too, if she sought to protect
him.

Chafing at her powerlessness, she called up the grid, located the Arachnid closest to Ship's core
and ordered it to the control room immediately. She watched it back toward the cross duct that led to its
god, orient and move off more swiftly. It sent a projected time of arriva—six minutes. Corbinye gritted
her teeth and mustered what little patience she could bring to the wait.

The Arachnid had reported four minutes to goa when the door to the Captain's Rooms sounded
three rhymed notes. Corbinye flashed to her feet and was haf-way across the room before the door
opened.

Anjemdti led the way, and Witness brought up the rear. Corbinye froze a the sight of themanin
the center.

Heturned his head asif hefdt her scrutiny and paused just over the door-line, surveying her out
of wrinkle-prisoned eyes. She endured it, blank-faced and giff-shouldered, heart hammering in
anticipation of areection more hurtful than even her mother's—

Finchet nodded, held out acalused hand in welcome. "Corbinye. Heard about it. Bad luck.”

Relief amost brought her to her knees. She mastered hersdlf in time; lifted ahand in returning
welcome. "Uncle. Duty done.”



"Theresthat,” he dlowed. "Cometo view thetrees. Ligenif thisfellow can tel mewhat's dying
and what'sto be done." He jerked a head at Witness, haf-turned and looked back.

"You stay vigilant. Y ou get trouble, cometo thetrees.”

Tearsthreatened to overflow. "Thank you, Uncle," she whispered.

"Nothing toit,” he returned Finchet-like, and sent an amused glance to where Anjemadlti stood,
watchfully holding the Trident. "Not that | think Marjella Kristefyon's son can't keep you safe.”

"High praise" murmured Anjemalti and Finchet gave one of hisrare amiles. "Just fact.”

Anjemdti returned the smile and gestured with the Trident. " Shall weto the balcony?"

* % %

"That tree there, with the jagged branch, you see? And those yellow blooms at the edge. There
are clear descriptions of those within the old logs and it seemsto me that these are changed out of those
descriptions.” Witness|ooked over to where Anjemalti stood, gazing bland-faced across the greenery.
Death's Warrior stood at his shoulder, and her gaze did not range so far. Witness felt True Speaking
rising in him and locked his tongue, though not before the first word escaped.

"Anjemdt."

"Hmm?' Anjemalti glanced over, eyes sharpening somewhat. "The logs can be made availableto
you, Gardener, so that you may compare these descriptions yoursalf. Will that be helpful 7'

"Helpful?' Finchet frowned. "Give me agtarting point, leastways. If | know for sure how they've
atered, then maybe the Book can tell methefix." He nodded, amost abow. "Takeit kindly. Captain.”

"Only doing my duty.” Anjemdlti returned sweetly, and the Gardener smiled again.

"That'sright," he said approvingly. "Might be the best thing for you to have a copy of the Book.
Not the usual way. No need for the Captain to know the Gardener's duty. Except times are changing, as
your friend here says. Changing too fast for some, might be. And you the one foretold, written downin
the Tomorrow Log. Saw it with my own eyes—years ago, when your mother was still thinking we could
troth. What's good for the heart isn't dways good for the Ship. Saw that in the end. Saw other things.
Took that pilot to bed and made ababy with him. Sensible man. Spent aded of time under leaf. We
talked. Nobody dse but Marjellawould have him near. | missed him, when he left us.”

Anjemdti wasvery dill, hiseyes hard on the old man'sface. Y ou knew my father?'

Finchet nodded. " Sensible man," he repeated and returned the gaze that threatened to burn
through him. "Don't see him in you, truth told. Only the eyes." He paused, looking into those eyes, and
turned his away, to stare over the Garden. "Might be the eyesis enough.”

"Might be" said Anjemdti softly. Y ou'll give me acopy of your Book, then?'

"Send the eectronic copy to Captain's private line as soon as| get back below. Y ou want the
Book itsdlf, you need to get yoursdlf down to the Garden and take it up off the shelf. Corbinye knows my
line code. For thelog copies.”

"I'll make the transfer now," she said, moving away from Anjemdlti, though her eyeslingered on
the side of hisfacelike caressing fingers. "Particulars?'

"Send dl," Witness suggested, "so that he may find hisown trail to truth.”

Anjemdti looked at her. "Can you do that?'

She nodded, avoiding hiseyes. "Of course." Sheturned to go—

And dmogt fell over the knee-high, eight-legged, stedl-shelled Arachnid, itslantern eyes glowing
orange.

Corbinye cursed, caught herself and sidestepped. Finchet gurgled and went for hisknife,
belatedly recalling the Captain's warning.

"It'sonly an Arachnid,” said that same Captain, mildly, leaning againgt his gaudy trident.

Finchet sghed. "Certain that it is, begging Captain's grace. And its purpose?’

"We use them to clean the ducts," Corbinye said. "And to do spot repair.” She grinned. "They
only look that way because we made them out of scrap, Uncle. And they have to be bigger than the
others because of the equipment they carry.”



"Others?' said Finchet, then showed hispam. "Never mind, girl."

She laughed, and Witness marked how Anjemalti's eyeswere led by that sound.

"All right, Uncle," she said, and her voice was very nearly merry. "I'll just make thosefile transfers
then, shal 17"

With that she was gone and the Gardener and Anjemadlti bent together over the Arachnid,
exploring of thisand the other.

Witness leaned back in his corner and considered the Speaking he had not allowed across his
tongue and wondered in his secret heart what it was Shlorbas Smiter planned to bring against event.

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

"Leavetheship?' Mad Faztherot stared at him, eyes wider even than Crew eyesusudly are.

Gem regarded her with amusement. "It can be done.”

"Of courseit can,” she said gernly. "The question is: Why should we leave? We are the Crew."

He bit back asharp retort, mindful of the Witness, Sitting quiet in his corner.

"Indeed you are the Crew. And unlessyou relish being Crew of a Ship largely derdlict, it may be
timefor you to become something el'se."

"We were commanded never to abandon the Ship," she stated flatly and folded her arms across
her chest.

Gem congdered her. "Now that," he said, matching her tone, "isafasehood, as| am persuaded
you know. The primary directives governing this ship at itslaunching included avery specific list of
planetary conditionsto be met before the Ship released passengers and Crew. The name of this Ship, so
| learn fromthe First Log, is: GenerationShip Five, Class One, Gardenspot. Built by Dr. AlbeeK.
Messenger and commissioned by the LawCouncil of GriffithPod. Built asa colony ship, to bear the L5's
aurpluscitizensto alikely planet and set them down, to live—"

"Tolive asground-grubbers?' Mael Faztherot burst out. "To live asanimas? That | do not—will
not!—beievel We are the Crew! The stars belong to us. We are free, why should we betied to a
sphere of dirt, subject to weather, disease, catastrophe and worse! Have you read the Logs? Have you
seen the endlesslists of planets desolated by war, by sunflare, by plague, pestilence, weether gone awry?
Here we are safe from those things. Here we go on as we aways have, secure, unfettered—"

"Why are the babies dying?' Gem snapped.

She stared a him, mouth half-open.

"Why?" he cried, unexpectedly savage. " Corbinye's baby was bores. 'twisted,' dying asit took its
first breath. Siprian’'s daughter died of the same cause. The Log isan unending litany of infants born dead
or dying, spontaneous abortions of children too deformed to be brought to term, name after name of
those who are no longer fertile.” He glared at her, where she stood frozen before him.

"Tenyears," he sad, every word distinct—a piece of the whole truth that she would grasp the
ingtant she had heard dl. "Ten years and how many children? Ven, Jdbi—and Timin, who islame, and
not much usein the ducts." He stared at her and came dowly to hisfeet, usng the Trident asalever.

"Whereisyour scfety, Mael Faztherot?"

She swallowed hard; and it was to her credit that she did not give deck, but stayed where she
was, wdl within a Trident-thrust.

"There arefewer children than before," she said, voice barely shaking. "There are misformed
births. Infertility. A groundfdl, denia of our heritage, will not mend these things. The Shipisald. If we
mugt die, then let usdie Crew."

He shook hishead. "The Ship iskilling you. The shields are rotten. Infrastructure precarious, a
best. Entire primary systems are missing. Backups for the sysems that remain might aswell not exist. The
Ship you cling to shreds even as you grasp it. Release your hold and reach for something else.” He closed
his eyes, opened them with awrenching effort.

"Ven, Jabi and Timin will be the last. Unless massive repairs are undertaken, the Ship may hold



together another twenty years. May. Can you choose suicide for them, aswell asfor yourself?"

Shelicked her lips, but her eyes were steady on his. "We are the Crew," she said, with no hint of
hysteria. "Bred for the stars, from stock which had been Grounder, five generationsin their past. After
these hundreds of years, how can we be Grounder?' She sat, looking as weary as hefelt, and stared up
ahim.

"You ask if | can condemn them to die with adying Ship. | ask if you can condemn themto diein
an dien place, with dirt in their mouths and the laughter of enemiesintheir ears.”

Too true, thought Gem suddenly, and the weariness seemed like to overwhelm him and leave him
inaswoon at her feet. Too true, indeed. | would certainly have died, if not for Edreth, who was so
desperate for an heir he took a mad barbarian to himself and tried with superhuman patience to make the
barbarian sane.

Helooked at Madl Faztherot, sitting dumped under the weight of her knowledge, leaned his
cheek againgt the Trident's tine, felt the meta score his cheek and said, "Where are the others?”

Shefrowned. "Others?'

"The other GenerationShips out of GriffithPod. Gardenspot wasfifthin aclassof thirty-gx.
Where are the other Ships?’

"Surdly it'sin there?' She waved ahand at the computer bank, meaning the Logs encrypted and
carried within. Then she dumped further in her chair and ran shaking fingers through her short hair. "No,"
she corrected hersdlf. "All the Logs say isthat we had lost contact with this one, with that. But we only
knew eight others. How to be certain thirty-six were even built? Shall we return to GriffithPod to ask?!

But Gem had read of the fruitless search for GriffithPod a double century ago. He grinned &t her,
acknowledging the joke. "No need to bother them."

She gave abark of laughter. "Not at this remove," she agreed, then sobered and shook her head.
"Though it would be pleasant, if they could but build us another ship.”

Thewordswerelike an dectric jolt, coursing through hisveins, igniting hismind. Hisfingers
tightened until they were white-knuckled, gripping the Trident asif it done could hold him againgt the
force of the plan, the beautiful plan, unfolding with preternatural precision before hismind'seye.

"Captain?' Madl Faztherot was on her feet, hand outstretched, a certain wariness on her
face—he was aware of her, but the plan required dl his attention, whispered asit seemed to be directly
into hisear, whole, perfect, intensay beautiful. He listened and watched and afar part of him wondered,
unheeded, just where the lines ran, between deception and salvation.

"Captain!" She came astep forward, purposefully—

"Touch him not!" commanded Witness from his corner. "Anjemdlti the Seeker communeswith
the Smiter.”

"Communes—?" asked Madl Faztherot, aswell she might, and turned toward the Witness, Gem
saw the hot words forming on her tongue. " Communes with—that? How—"

"A ship," Gem said and both Witness and First Mate turned to stare at him. "Another ship." He
looked deegp in the woman's eyes, his own hypnotic and blue. " Another ship can be had, Madl Faztherot.
Isthisthe Crew to takeit?"

"Teke?' Shefairly goggled. "Weare not pirates.”

"But The Combineis," he said, leaning toward her againg the anchoring Trident. "I know where
thereisaship—severd ships It needsonly vaor to win them. Keep the stars! Become afleet! The
Crew need not die. Fate can reverse itsdf. Expand the gene-pool, become fruitful ..." He straightened.

"The Combine?' she said doubtfully.

"Why not?' He returned. "What right has The Combineto restrict the Ship'strade, ban it from
certain systems—which it has done! The Combine owns good ships, fast ships. None so large asthis,
perhaps—but ships."

He had her. Her eyes gleamed and the corners of her mouth turned up in arapacious smile.
"Indeed they do. Indeed. Let me put it to the Crew. But | think they will be—interested.”

"Good," said Gem and nodded her dismissal, which is how it happened that he failed to see the
Witnessamile



CHAPTERHFTY-THREE

It was damp under the trees; dimly green, smdlling of humus, livelesf and mint.

Gem paused on the stone-lined pathway, closed his eyes and tipped hisface up, asif there were
sun above him, instead of tree-tips and, beyond, the pearlescent shine of the dome.

"That'sright,” Finchet said comfortably. "Forest isthe best spot in dl the Garden, ask me.
Hundred Acre Wood, the Book namesit. Taken from another, older book."

"Ah," Gem samiled; looked a the old gardener. "And isit ahundred acres?"

"Maybe haf that in wood," Finchet answered. "There's the farm and the bogland and the
paddy-field to make the rest up—hundred-twenty acres, so the Book says." He cocked an eyebrow.
"Acrésaunit of measure—forty-three thousand, five hundred sixty square feet. Got aunit stick up the
housg, if you careto specit.”

Gem grinned. "'l believe I'll reserve crawling over a hundred and twenty acreswith aruler for an
afternoon when I'm abit less pressed for time."

"Well enough,” returned the Gardener and moved back onto the pathway, keeping hiseye
carefully away from the third member of their party, moving dmost slent onits hideouslong legs.

The path curved, rose dightly to go over astream, ran along afield of fern, through an avenue of
wide-girthed, ancient treesand findly into aclearing.

The clearing rose in asmooth sweep of silky grass, up to acottage built of stone, its overhanging
roof of green-painted wood, pierced at one end by a stone chimney. The door set into the stone front
wall was arched and painted red, except for the pane of yelow glass set high insideit.

Gem stopped. Finchet stopped. The Arachnid stopped. After amoment, Gem sighed.
"Charmingly done, Gardener.”

"Cozy, | admit it, and just what I'm used to, having lived here dl my life. But don't be thinking it's
my plan now, Captain. Gardener's cottage was s&t at GriffithPod, same as with the sheds 'round back
and the utility buildings a the farm.”

"l see" said Gem, and then said no more, merely looking at the cottage and the little glade and
thetdl treesdl around, protective and comforting.

Finchet shifted alittle, he who had the habit of tillness, and put out ahand to touch the Captain's
deeve. "Happen you'll wish to seethe bank," he said diffidently.

Gem sighed, recalled to asense of hisduties and the critical shortness of time. "Doubtlessyou're
right," he said, and set hisfeet on the cobbled path to the door. He stepped aside and let Finchet open
the door and |lead the way within.

The cottage was one spacious room, furnished with handmade wooden furniture, the few chairs
made moreinviting with pillows and roughly sewn cushions. Strings of wild garlic, onions, rosemary and
pardey hung from the rafters; wood was nestly stacked by the hearth and a bright woven rug covered the
worn stonesthere.

Under alarge window was atable bearing asmall comp and keyboard, severa lamps, and a
large, leather-bound volume.

Finchet walked over and laid hishand on this. "The Book," he said reverently, then moved on,
waving Gem past the tidy bedstead to the far back of the room.

Set in the backmost wall was a control board and piloting screens, varioustelltales glowing
amber among the mica-washed stones.

Gem sat carefully in one of the two standard-issue pilot's chairs, staring, great-eyed, at the board.

Finchet sat in the other chair and folded his hands on hislap.

Eventualy, Gem bestirred himsalf and put aside the wonder of it, pushed the deeve back and
tapped certain commandsinto hiswristcomp.

A spider, pretty and dainty as any found in the wood, minced down hisarm and across his
bridging hand, vanishing into the control board.



Finchet sghed. "Now, those," he said. "They're right handsome.”

Gem sent him an amused glance. "But you don't find the others so pretty?"

"Not by half," Finchet said stoutly, though he couldn't help but look over his shoulder, to where
the Arachnid loomed just behind the chairs, eyeslike lanterns, claws like hedge-shears.

"They havetheir uses,” Gem said. "And soon to have more, which iswhy we're building so
many." He shook his head. "The mercy isthat they're so very easy to build, compared to the smaller
ones”

"Aye? But you'll be needing more of thelittle tykes, aswell, to set this plan of yours moving.”

Gem nodded. "A problem, given the scarcity of resources the Ship possesses. The only hope
was to upgrade the junior-most—install enhanced chips, upload more complex programs.” He touched
severd studs on his bracelet; looked up.

"The weak point in the plan isthe smdl number of spiderswe are ableto field. | don't liketo
attach more than two Arachnids to an upgraded spider and even Number Fifteen can hardly be asked to
control more than three, and fulfill hisown tasksaswell...."

Hefiddled again with the suds at hiswrigt. "The control unit I'm building for Madl Faztherot will
necessarily take up some of the details the spiders cannot attend to." He shook his head once more and
looked up, sadness etching hisface. "They were never meant for war, poor things."

Finchet was saved the necessity of responding to this by amuted chime. Gem bent to his
wristcomp; nodded.

"As| thought, Gardener—entirely usable. If you will help me with the access pand, we will let
the Arachnid within to do such cleaning and preventive work as may be necessary and I'll be on my
way." He sent a bright glance at Finchet'sface. "Unless you would prefer not to be |eft alone with the
Arachnid?'

Finchet laughed. "Gods love you—I'd only rather not see it—I've no fear of it!" He sobered.
"Besdethat, thelittle tyke will be here, won't he, to supervise?"

Gem smiled and stood, heading for the access hatch set low in the corner of the wall. "Indeed he
will, Gardener. No fear for that." He turned suddenly.

"Y ou have thetraining, do you, Finchet? Who is your second?'

The old man bent to the hatch, twisting the holding nuts with strong fingers. "'I've had the drills,”
he said calmly. "Practice them once a saven-shift sncethe day | came nine. Asfor co-pilot—I'll have
young Veln, if yourewilling. HEs as close as | have to a'prentice in these days when were thin of
children.”

Together, they lifted the hatch aside and stood back to let the Arachnid enter the service tunndl.
Gem nodded and turned to go.

"Vdnitis" hesad. "Il send him to you now and have you keep him here, if theré'sroom. Drill
him—and gtart him on learning the Book."

"He's had some of that," said Finchet, walking with him to the door. "I'll move him more serious,
if that's your wish. And theré's plenty of room. Blanket roll in the closet there—Ven thinksit an
adventure to deep out on the grass.”

Gem stepped into the glade and glanced around him, drawing in adeep breath of wood-tanged
air. "Lucky Veln," he said softly and nodded to the old man. "Take good care.”

"Yourself aswell, lad," Finchet said, and stood at the door, watching, until the path turned and his
Captain waslost from view.

CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

It was adow shift onthe InRing.

Milt Jnkins sighed and stretched, leaning far back in the contoured chair. Before him the scan
ran, tirdesdy, endlesdly, filling dids and screenswith infinite bits of information, building a
second-by-second picture of Spangiln System that invariably showed empty, empty, empty.



Not drictly true, Milt told himsdlf, settling more comfortably in his chair. There were five more
Combine blockade ships within sublight scan; a dozen more insde bounce-scan range; twice that within
so-cdled "shouting distance.” Though it did, Milt thought, get atad tedioustalking to the Outriders.
Lagtime tended to make a hash out of any extended conversation, unless you were an old-timer and
fluent in doubletalk.

Milt had only been riding blockade for a Standard Y ear. His partner, Ria, had been an Outrider
for six timesthat long and before that, when she was Milt's age—but faster, so she said—ahyperspace
pilot for The Combine. Ria spouted doubletak effortlessy and had the trick of keeping two independent
conversations going at the same time so ingrained that she spoke that way redtime, to Milt'sinitia
confusion and frustration.

It was growing on him, though. Milt thought that in another six months he'd be good enough at
doubletalk to try it out on the Outrider circuit. Maybe even—

"What the shit isthat?' He demanded, eyes bugging at the forward screen in the ingtant before he
dapped the warning toggle, opened up the spill-line and sent the image and the zany readingsto the next
shipinline. He had just zipped and fired the same information to the Big Ship, far beyond the Outriders
ring, when Riahit the assistant's chair, fingers dancing over the comm keys, twitching, tuning—searching.
And dl the while, her eyeswere on theimage in the forward screen.

"GenShip," she sad, not looking a Milt. "Comm linesll be old system. Saw another once. Radio,
maybe. It was dead. This one, too—no."

No, Milt echoed slently. Static sputtered over their line, blaring as Riamissed the match, then
astonishingly clear as shefound it and locked.

"Attention, dl hands," the woman's voice was cold, efficient. "Thisisnot adrill. All Crew will
prepare to abandon ship. Technicd saff, initiate system shutdown. Pilots, engage lifeships. Thisisnot a
drill. Crew assgned to Level Seven will report to Bays One, Three, Five. Thisisnot adrill. Level Six
evacuation commencesin fifteen minutes. Level Seven pilotssignd readiness. All Crew, dl Crew. Thisis
not a—"

"Drill." Riatouched the tuner and skipped to the next band, this one achaos of voices that
reminded Milt of an Outrider conversation. "Techs," Riasaid, and, " Sounds bad."

It did sound bad. Milt's haf-trained ear picked out grim-sounding phrases. ... mother system
down ... logt contact ... Engineering ... main computer duggish ..." And, abruptly, onewhole, telling
sentence: ... power shunt, damn you! | want everything you've got on those Bay doors!

Riamade adjustments; touched a speak-stud. "Thisis Combine Ship three-three-six in blockade
of Spangiln System. This system isinterdicted. Repedt, this system is under Combine interdiction. Touch
down at your peril."

"I've peril enough!™ That was the cold-voiced woman, shockingly plain. "Were abandoning Ship,
Grounder, do you understand that? Talk to me of peril when my folk are safe.”

Rianodded, asif she'd expected nothing else, and twitched the did again. The evacuation
instructions murmured on as background, just loud enough to tweak attention, if an important phrase
were spoken. Riafiddled with the auxiliary line; pegged the techs and | et that one run, too. Milt frowned.
Could thewoman redlly follow that many conversations a once?

"Well," said the woman, "we gave 'em their warning. Y ou zipped abag for the big ship?' That
wasn't really aquestion, Milt knew, so he kept quigt, listening to her talk to hersdlf.

"Outridersll scan thelifepods; usll scan theworlds.” Sheleaned back in her chair and finaly
looked at him, the lines of her face snagging shadows. "L ot of salvage,” she sad, "in aGenShip.”

Milt blinked at her. " Salvage?"

"Ourshy right,” said Rig; "shared equa with the rest of the Inning. Tapes!l show who saw her
first. Might be us; | didn't hear any shadow chatter—" another old spacer'strick; one Milt felt
uncomfortable believing in. "'If we pegged her first, we get an extrashare.” She showed her teethinagrin.
“Kill fea™

"Sdvage," he repeated, looking at the screen, seeing the sheer Size of the ship, adding up the
profit in the metal aone, not to mention whatever system components there were, weapons—He started.



"First pod'sout!" he snapped; then, "Second! Third! I—those are lifepods? They'reamost as
bigasud”

"GenShips" said Riawisdly, twiddling various dids, picking up and losing the voices of pilots,
cam and businesdike, talking coordinates and vector and relative mass.

"Looking to go out-system,” Riasaid. "Good. No trouble for us. Just wait 'til they're gone, then
latch the ship, set our beacons..."

"What if it blowsup?'

Shelooked at him pityingly. "Y ou've got agrab-board,” she said. "Rideit."

Irritably, he called up his remote-scans, broke amoment to acknowledged receipt of ancillary
information from Syn, passed by voice-link from hafway "round the InRing, then swore as the GenShip's
codes kept breaking.

"GenShip codesll beold,” Riasaid softly and he bit hislip to keep the swearing inside, went all
the way down the scale to the edge of tech—and matched, al systems.

Hewas 4till riding the scanners when the second wave of lifepods broke loose and fled the
mother ship, pilot voices reiterating transition coords and rendezvous points.

Just before the fourth wave went, he pulled out of the scan and leaned back, looked over to find
Riafieding skip-cdlsand voice-link.

"Aye," she sad, to one of them, fingersflickering across the controls. "Coded and sent.
Three-three-six out. Dez, we got another wave going out. Far aswe scan, they're all for outsystem. My
partner's on the grab-scan—Y eah? Okay. We trade when he finishes up. Fiveticks. Out." She leaned
back and grinned a him. "What find?"

Milt moved his shoulders. "Massive systemsfailure, asfar as| can tell. Engines are banked. Life
supportsamess. Shielding leaks. Something funny in the drives—like the trand ation engine went out."

"Old," said Ria, and grinned again. "We have salvage right Okayed by the big ship. Tapes show
we get thekill fee. Dez wants to swap grab-scan data. Whenever you're ready.”

"Sure," he said, and leaned back over the board.

CHAPTERFIFTY-HVE

"Will they take the bait?' Corbinye demanded as Hyacinth tumbled free of the Ship.

Anjemdti glanced over from the co-pilot's chair. "A fortunein salvage, hanging, empty, before
them?'

"Empty ..." shesghed.

"Regrets, Corbinye?"

She toyed with the trgjectory setting, frowned at the counter. "We're coming to the first mark,”
shesaid, instead of an answer, for the piloting took precedence. Anjemalti nodded and took over hisend
of the business and together they wove Hyacinth through thetricksy bit of piloting and skimmed her
clean and swest into the shadow of the third planet and out from Combine scrutiny.

"Unless," Corbinye muttered, "they have eyesto see through the planet image and pick usout...."

"And gunsto blow us apart, or beamsto capture us," Anjemditi finished mockingly. He glanced
up as sheturned the chair, and caught her eyeswith his. "Needless worry. The Combine will not see us."

"Y ou sound very certain. Do | believe The Combine blind, deaf and stupid?!

He shrugged. " Sufficient to believe in spiders. And Arachnids.”

"Andin Anjemdti," Corbinye said resignedly, "who dwayswill be tinkering among the
gadgets...."

Unexpectedly, he laughed, eyes bright with ddight. "Finchet knowswhat to do?"

Shelooked sour. "So he says. If his Book iswritten by the same prescient who foretold
yoursdf—"

"Then the universe looks to being changed in substance,”" he concluded, working with thisand
that on hissde of the board. "Which brings us around to the Witness view of things. Refreshing, when



propheciesdign.”

"Wdl for you to say s0," she said irritably. "Excepting only that the Tomorrow Log foretold you
would return the Crew to greatness! Instead, we have the lifeboats spilling out in dl direction; Grounders
looking to take the Ship for sdvage—" She bit her lip. "What isthe Crew without a Ship, Anjemalti?
What sort of Captain, foretold or elect, leaves hisfolk aonein such aventure, while he hares off to solve
the problems of those who are no kin to him, who are Grounders—and mad beside!™

There was no laughter in the blue eyes now. "Madness, as Edreth taught me, isardative term. If
the Bindal che seem mad to the Crew, how much more demented must the Crew seem to the Bindalche?
Ask the Witness. If you dare. Asfor aiding folk who are none of mine—who is? Edreth is dead. Shilban
isdead. Linzer isdead." He closed hiseyesin agrimace dmogst of pain and Corbinye bit her lip, found
her hand stretching toward his and snatched it back.

"I have set—things in motion—ill deeds have been spawned from my actions,” Anjemdlti sad
dowly. "l striveto amend that which | have put awry. The Trident isrestored to potency. | will return it
and the Witness to the Binda che, who will then be able to choose anew champion and—gods
willing—vanquish the Vornet." He opened his eyes, and Corbiny€'s heart quailed at the depth of
wearinessin them.

"Of the Other—the Ship was killing the Crew, and they have been encouraged to leave—to
gamblefor life rather than bending their necks to death. What more would you have me do for the Crew,
when | find them as strange and as mad as you find the Witness?"

She had no ideawhat she meant to answer him; only knew that she had begun to spesk.

The bell rang, sgnding the second mark, and they spun their chairs at the same moment, fingers
snapping toggles, minds on the necessities of piloting, and dl the words they spoke for sometime had to
do with that.

Witness for the Telios sat in the Smiter's Center, his eyes half-closed and dreamy, his secret heart
quiescent, his mind ablaze with trance.

Into the trance She came—Slayer of God, Mother of the Bindalche, Trident Bearer—terrible
and holy. With Her hands, She raised him up and carried him out, beyond the pitiful walls of meta. Out
into the blackness of the void She bore him, the stars about Her feet like dust, Her body enclosing
worlds. Onto one such world She set him and he stood upon the pinnacle of Brother Mountain and
looked out over the world of hishirth.

But it was not, after al, theworld as he had | eft it, the world as he had dways known
it—withered, sand-dry, gasping. No. Thisland that stretched out from horizon to horizon was green and
moist and wholesome, with the silvery threads of rivers, the minoring of ponds and lakes, glittering here
and there within the tapestry. The smell of growing things came into his nogtrils and his mouth tasted of
young ledf.

Witness for the Telios stared out over this green and luscious land and knew that he was seeing
future, not Memory. He fell to his knees on the rocks of Brother Mountain and stretched out hisarmsto
the sky.

Mother, he cried. What has happened to my land?

The Goddess laughed and the mountain trembled and Witnessfor the Teioswas afraid.

Mother, hecried again. | am commanded to Witness fully, to recall rightly. You yourself
chose thiswork for me and took my name in surety. Isit meet that you laugh at my questions?

IMPERTINENCE. Her voice went through his heed like needles and he closed hiseyesin
agony. TELL MY PRESENT LOVERHE PLEASESME WELL. TELL HIM: EVENT TREMBLES.

And that was all, except the searing blast of blackness and the sickening spin of stars and the
scrape of metal as he plummeted through the ship's hull and smashed back into his body.

Helay flat on hisback on the cold metd floor, lungs laboring, tasting sweat—or blood—on his
lips, smdling the stink of hisown fear. His private heart was wailing, therein its solitude, shamed to find



such terror in one long named aman. He had pity on that man, now nameless, and brought up aMemory
of an earlier Witness, one of those most revered by the Telios. Upon returning from asojourn with the
Goddess, that one had bit and clawed until it became necessary to forcibly restrain her from harming
herself and others. She was thus restrained for a period of days, until the madness passed and she
recalled herself and her duties.

To speak to the Goddess is no easy thing, Witnessfor the Tdiostold his private heart. No
shame can be attached to fear, when the very eldest of the Telios tremble and hide themselves
from Her face.

His secret heart somewhat soothed, Witness came stiffly to hisfeet. Inits Center, Shlorba's
Smiter gleamed and vibrated illusions of What If. Witness bowed beforeit, fingers touching eyes, ears,
mouth, breast. He straightened, aching in every joint, and looked down a himself. The knees of his
buckskins were muddy and scuffed, smeared with grass stains. The pams of his hands were scored, asiif
he had fdlen, and caught himsdlf against rock.

He bowed again to the Smiter. "Mother,” he murmured and went back to his place of watching,
where he sat and composed himsdlf for duty.

CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

It was dim in the grotto and Saxony Belaconto took a deep breath of warm air. The walk from
the ship across the strip of baking earth had parched her; the hint of moisture within the grotto soothed
abused nose and throat membranes.

Sheblinked severa timesto clear her vision, then turned her head to frown at the man beside
her.

"Y ou'd better be convincing thistime.”

The heat had not treated Jarge Menlin kindly. Nor had the Vornet, in the dayshe beeniin
custody. Who could have known, Saxony Belaconto thought, not for thefirst time, that Jarge had such a
kill at hiding? For more than aweek he had eluded the V ornet's best efforts, while Saxony Belaconto's
patience, dready frayed, frazzled and findly tore.

When even the noisy capture of his overindulged mistress had failed to bring Jargeto hed,
Belaconto had begun to believe him mastermind of an eaborate plot in which Gem ser Edreth was
merely apawn—avehiclefor the ddiverance of her degth.

Except that she had not died, though others had done so, and still others come close. It would
have been enough, if Jarge had moved quickly, decisively—but the second, killing, blow did not come.
Instead, Jarge went into hiding and Gem ser Edreth fled the planet, with Trident and operator and
barbarian cousin.

And, eventudly, Jarge Menlin was found.

"How the hell," he said now, "am | supposed to be convincing, when it'sthe Trident they warnt,
and not me?' He mopped a dangeroudy red face with a soiled white kerchief and glared at her, small
eyes half-mad with desperation. "Didn't you listen to what the chief said?' he demanded. "They don't care
about me, or you, or the damn'’ thief. All they care about isthe Trident and the guy who watchesit.”

"Then they will at least learn to care about me," she snapped, "and about the power of that ship
out there"

Menlin sighed gustily and then hatily bowed, groaning with the effort it caused him.

The aged, sticklike figure in faded green robes did not bow. It merely stood in an attitude of
patient attentiveness until Jarge Menlin had straightened once more.

"Good sun,” it said then, its voice soft and sexless. "Who comesto the Grotto of the Telios?"

"Jarge Menlin," he said huskily and cleared histhroat, " Trident-bearer. And Saxony Belaconto.”

"Whereisthe Trident, O Seeker?' the Gatekeegper questioned, with neither mockery nor hest.
Asif, thought Saxony Belaconto, they had not stood here for three consecutive days, going through
exactly the sameroutine.



"Safely kept," Jarge returned, as he dwaysdid. "Isit possible to speak with the Telios?!

"Many things are possible, O Seeker."

Jarge gritted histeeth. "I want to seethe Telios" he said, voice suddenly harsh. "Now. No more
fooling around.”

Thiswas adight departure from the script. If the Gatekeeper noticed, it gave no sign; certainly it
did not deviate fromitsown lines.

"I will carry your message within. Please await me."

What would follow now—based on the experience of the last three days—was the return of the
Gatekeeper, regretting in monotone that the Seeker could not be conducted within. They would be
invited to return when their petition had reached fullness. Whatever that meant.

Saxony Belaconto closed her eyes, thinking of the Vornet and al of those who waited upon
it—uneasy dliesdl too ready to turn wolves, should the Vornet be seen to fater.

"We go throughit,” she said, barely recognizing her own voice. "Today, we don't take 'no’ for an

answer."

Menlin nodded and mopped at hisface, which was no longer red, but gray. Helicked hislips, as
if hewould say something.

The Gatekeeper reappeared.

"The Seeker and his companion will be seen,” it announced without emphasis. "Follow my steps,
if youwill."

It took Saxony Belaconto a moment to understand that they were being admitted without a
fight—and she nearly had to run to catch up with Menlin and the Gatekeeper.

* % %

Theair grew cool, cooler—nearly cold. The Gatekeeper waked on and on, following a corridor
of rock that twisted thisway and that. After five minutes, Saxony stopped. "Where are you taking us?'
she demanded.

The Gatekeeper walked on, pace undisturbed. Jarge Menlin cleared his throat. *1—please, umm.
Gatekeeper. My—we wonder where you are taking us.”

The sticklike figure turned around. "Y ou asked to be seen and your regquest was granted. Y ou
are shown to the Chamber of Viewing."

"It seemsalong way," Jarge persisted. "Do you need to walk so far, when you go to announce
U

Almogt the Gatekeeper smiled. It did raiseits hands, tracing acomplex sgnintheair. "When one
has grown old and understood much, there are other waysto go, aside walking. Thisway." It turned
again and plodded off, Jarge Menlin following.

After amoment Saxony Belaconto followed, aswell. Seething.

* % %

The Chamber of Viewing curved away into vastness, itsroof and sidewalls shrouded black,
center brilliant with torches. The Gatekeeper |ft them in that center, standing on the cold stone floor, and
vanished into shadow.

From theleft, five figuresfiled out of the dark, each shrouded in green robes, hoods pulled up to
conced five faces, hands tucked deep into wide deeves.

Silent, they came across the stone, lined up opposite Belaconto and Menlin and turned as oneto
face them. No word was spoken.

Jarge Menlin cleared histhroat. "I am the one who came and took the Trident away. | am hereto
clam my tithe of hesernym, which the chief in the valey will not give me.”

Thefiguresrustled asif astrong breeze had blown through their ranks—steadied. Severd heads
turned, severa pairs of eyes peered from hooded faces.



One of the figures stepped forward, turned its head so that its hidden eyes seemed to stare at
Saxony Belaconto, then at Jarge Menlin. The figure turned and wa ked away, down room, to the edge of
thetorchlight...

"Let'sgo," hissed Menlin and went after, and Saxony Belaconto again followed, trying to ignore
the prickling between her shoulder blades.

* % %

The hal bent twicein crazy succession, then opened into yet another room, thissmallish. The chill
ar waswarmed by atiny firein the pit at the room's center. The stone floor was soft with rugs and
tapestries and pillows. There were severd low tables here and there among the cushions; one held a
samovar, another atray of fruits, yet another, ajug and several glass beakers.

Their guide did long hands free of copious deeves and negtly laid the hood back about her
shoulders. Shelooked gravely at Jarge Menlin and bowed, with astonishing reverence. "Please,” she said,
"be seated.”

Jarge did so, hdf-faling onto apile of pillows. Saxony Belaconto settled more gracefully, keeping
her legs coiled under her, ready for the springing of the tra.

"Refreshment?’ the woman asked Jarge. " Tea, or wine? Fruits?'

Fruits. Saxony considered the tray; perfectly formed, perfectly colored apples and peaches—the
mark of ahydroponic garden. Was there a hydroponic plant within this vast cavern, she wondered. How
advanced were these Bindal che, anyway? Once, she had migudged a person, astuation. Never again
would she make the mistake she had made with Gem ser Edreth.

"Wine," Jarge was telling the woman and Saxony looked up to find the reddish eyes on her.

"Wine," she rasped and the woman bowed with serene courtesy. She moved to the table that
held the jug and poured from it into two beakers. Thefirst went to Jarge. The second came to Saxony
Belaconto. Thishostly commission digpatched, the woman sank gracefully to a cushion opposite and
turned her grave, agelessfaceto Jarge.

"Inthe Room of Viewing it is not permitted to speak,” she said. "The message the Gatekeeper
delivered was that you wished to see the Telios, rather than you wished to speak to one of the Telios. No
doubt an error in trandation. Here you may be comfortable, and spesk what isin your heart.”

Jarge hadtily swallowed agulp of wine. "Umm—thank you. Not the Gatekeeper's fault—I
believe | did ask to see the Telios—not a precise speaker. Apologies..." Saxony shifted on her cushion
and hiseyeswere on her ingantly, his damp and more than alittle crazed.

"Weve come," she prompted him, with awful patience, "about thetithe."

"Yes," heagreed breathlesdy, "about the hesernym tithe." He looked back at the woman. "The
chief in the valey refuses me my portion, even though | was the one claimed the Trident—you know that,
you werethere. All the Telioswere there.”

"Recdlled,” thewoman said, "that you were Chosen of the Smiter. Recdled, that in your
company the Smiter did take to the sars. Recalled, that you asked of us a certain number of the tremillan
flowers" Shefolded her hands carefully in her lap and looked earnestly into hisface. "All recaled, with
honor and with respect, Jarge Menlin, Trident-Chosen.”

"Wadll, that'sfine," Jarge looked gratified and had another deep draught of thewine.

Thewoman rose slently and refilled his besker, then returned to her segt. Jarge swallowed more
wine and leaned forward.

"Then youll tell the chief down below to release the tithe to me and to my—associate—so we
can get about our business.”

"Ah." The woman looked over at Saxony, aworld of pity in her eyes. Shereturned her gazeto
Jarge. "Whereisthe Trident, Jarge Menlin? Where is the one who is Shlorbas Eyes and Memory?!

He cleared histhroat. "1n a safe place, both of them. It's adangerous universe, you know, and
I'm aman with—with enemies. Seemed best to just tuck them away safe, where no enemies could find
them.”



"l seg," shesad, till grave, ill courteous. "But coming o, there is no assurance that the Smiter
chooses il to bewith you. It ispossible, Jarge Menlin, dways possible, that the Smiter has chosen
another—no lack of honor to yoursdlf.”

"Chosen another—" he blinked and the woman bowed her head, then turned to speak to
Saxony.

"This happens, of times. Wewill carefor him, if you want it. If thereis no other place where he
will be kept with honor and with safety. To bear Shlorbas Smiter isagreat thing, aheavy thing. It isnot
unknown that the loss of the burden makes the former Chosen foolish—as achild, and forgetful.”

Saxony considered that, what little seemed to make sense. "Y ou'll take care of Jarge?' she said,
carefully. "And render him—honor?'

"Assuredly,” the woman said, with asoft, sad amile.

"And," Saxony sad cautioudy, “the hesernym?”

The woman shook her head. "The hesernym was the tithe named by Shlorba's Chosen,” she said
softly, as one explaining an immutable force of the universe. "Thereis no tithe due those deserted of the
Smiter. Only careis due them, and honor, and peace.”

Saxony sipped the gppalingly bad wine, considering, fedling Jarge's eyes on her, feding his
wordless shriek: Don't leave me here! Don't—

She spped again, conddering the weight of the gun beneath her arm, thetiming ... Thetiming
gank.

She forced a smile and nodded at the woman. | appreciate your—help. Y our clarification of my
friend's status. | will have to consult with others—tell them what you have said. If | may come again, to
tell you what has been decided?'

The woman bowed from her seat upon the cushion. "Come again two suns from now, at the
sametime. The gatekeeper will expect you." Sherose, effortlessy, and bent to offer ahand to Jarge.

"Come now," she said softly, asif he were abiddable child. "It istimeto go back out to your ship
and attend the counsdl of your friends." Jarge climbed to hisfeet and let her take the glass away from him
and clap her hands together sharply, twice.

The Gatekeeper appeared in the stone archway.

"Show Jarge Menlin and hisfriend to the Supplicant's Gate," she directed and raised her handsto
pull her hood into place.

"Yes" sad the Gatekeeper, and, "Follow my steps.”

And so they did, dl theweary way up until they stood in the hot entranceway, blinking out into
the afternoon sun.

CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

Thelast lifepod had broken free of the GenShip and headed out-system. Data had been traded
'round the Inning, analyzed and, findly, accepted.

When the consensus was reached—uwhen every pilot on the ring acknowledged the GenShip was
empty—then Milt and Riamoved in to set the beacons.

"Why here?' Milt asked asthey launched the first marker and watched it settle into sympathetic
orbit around the big ship.

"Why herewhat?' Riareturned.

"Why abandon it here, where there's nothing except a Combine blockade and three interdicted
worlds? What were they doing here?'

Riashrugged, busy with the equation for the second launch. " GenShips go where they want,” she
said, spesking linearly for achange. "GenShip crewsre star-scarred—crazier'n ore pilots. If they had a
reason, it wasn't sensble—believeit. Might've just been on their way someplace else. GenShipsre old.
Limited ability for sustained trandation.”

"So they dropped out of hyperspace for arest and then noticed that the ship wasin bad



shape—dammiit, there's nothing redlined on this ship! Nothing they probably haven't known about for
monthd"

Rialocked in the equation. "Let 'er loose," she said and he did. The second beacon wobbled a
bit and seemed to have trouble orienting.

Milt was reaching for the remote when he heard Riainhae, air hissng through her teeth—"What
the nub—?"'

"It'sbreaking up!" he ydled, hands aready moving across the board, sending them into atumble
away from the GenShip while he squealed awarning to Dez and the rest of the Inning and the board
under his hands was showing red and Riawas taking care of that part, shunting systems and closing out
nonessentias....

Above them, in the looming bulk of the GenShip, the bubble of what he had thought was an
observation room continued to rock back and forth, sending cables and sheets of shielding spinning free.
With onefind, gargantuan heave, it broke completely free, sending a meteor-storm of ship-meta
scettering toward the InRing.

Free, it fell. Fell toward Binda, like ameteor itself.

Milt hit the magnification and swore, softly and with disbelief. Besde him, Riawas quiet. He
Zipped theimage and hurled it at the Big Ship, haf-hoping that one of the brasswould tell him that there
were no trees inthat fdling bubble....

* % %

They landed on abaked strip of rock some smal distance from ahuddle of dun-colored tents
and scraggled trees. Corbinye rolled out last and stood between Anjemalti and Witness, squinting. She
could fed the moisture being sucked out of her pores and the glare of the sun upon her unprotected head
wasfearful.

"Wdl ..." Anjemdti murmured. "l think, my friend, that it istime for you to lead.” Witnessraised
his hand and drew one of hisincomprehensible patternsin the harsh air. "Lead iswhat | may not do. Itis
for the Trident and the Bearer of the Trident to forge the way through event. It ismine merely to
follow—and recdl.”

"A hard enough task," said Anjemalti, and coughed. He motioned toward the tentswith the
Trident. "What placeisthat?'

"The camp of Ven kelBatien Girisco—ayoung chief, scrupulousin her dealings. She bides near
the Telios by choice and invitation rather than through transgression. An honor. Her folk are gatherers. It
isthey who harvest the tremillan flowers and render it to hesernym.”

"Howers—" Corbinyelooked around at the frying earth. "Hard to believe flowers grow here.”

Witness|ooked at her gravely. "Before the Combine's sacrilege, the land waslush: Grain, fruit,
gamewere plentiful. The land sobs for water now, and laborsto put forth sufficient sustenance for the
Bindache, caretakers of the land. Event has moved the Combine into grievous error.”

"The Combine needs no help," Corbinyetold him, "to find grievous error. Or to rgjoicein doing
harm.”

"I don't know about the rest of this ship's company,” Anjemalti interrupted, "but | am being
cooked. Before | become half-baked, | suggest amove toward yon village and perhaps achat with the
chief." He glanced at Corbinye. "The sooner we return the Trident, the sooner we may embrace
ar-cooling."

"And other business," she agreed, matching his stride toward the tents.

Witness came one step after, his private heart exultant in the return to the homeworld.

* % %

Long before they reached the tents, awoman had come from the center of them and stood
waiting on the edge of their meager shade, hands held empty before her, buckskin-cased legs braced



wide. Her shirt was open to the waist and her swesat-dicked belly wasflat and hard; around her waist
was awide leather belt, hung with fobs and trinkets and bearing a sheathed knife. Black hair hung below
her shoulders, with feathers and tremillan flowersbraided into it.

Gem stopped some paces away, feding how his own clothes clung damply to him, braced the
end of the Trident against the ground, and bowed. "Do | address a Chief of the Bindalche?”

"l am Ven kelBatien Girisco, Chief of Tremillan Tribe, servant to the Tdios™ One sturdy brown
hand rose from the belt and traced asign in the air. "The Trident Bearer is seen and will be known. May
Tremillan Tribe know his name? For the songs.”

He hestated. "Anjemdti Kristefyon," he said finally and waved at Witness and at Corbinye.
"According to these."

Shetouched her ear. "It isheard. And according to you isthe name—?' She met hisgaze levelly,
her eyesthe color of sand. "It is understood that a man may own more than one name.”

"Gem ser Edreth," hetold her, compelled, someway, by those eyes.

Her hand came up, fingers closing, asif she caught the name he tossed to her. She brought her
closed figt to her breast and opened the fingers wide. "My heart has heard yours,” she said solemnly.
"This, too, for the songs."

Gem opened his mouth to say—what? But there was no need, the chief's gaze had aready
moved beyond him.

"Shlorbas Eyes, | greet you," she said and looked to Corbinye without awaiting an answer.

"Beautiful lady, your name?*

Corbinye swalowed a painful ration of parched air. " Corbinye Faztherot, W—" She stopped
and stared into the woman's eyes.

"l am aChief of the Binddche," thewoman said. Y our nameis safe with me."

"Alas, that my name has been untimely shortened.”

Thewoman frowned.

"Death'sWarrior," Witnessintoned from his position behind Gem's shoulder, "walks at the
Seeker'ssde”

"Ah." Bardly morethan asigh. The chief laid pamsflat over her breast, then held both hands o,
pamsup. "l havelived to see wonders. All honor to you, who takes up again the pain of life, and willingly
relinquishes peace.” She lowered her hands, face and eyes shining.

" Shlorba send when death comesto me, shewaks so fair asyou.”

Gem cleared histhroat. "We thank you for your welcome," he said. "And are sorry to impose
upon your hospitdity.” He moved the Trident dightly and the sandy eyes shifted to track the motion, then
flicked back to hisface.

"The Trident Bearer need only ask.”

So, Gem thought. Now, if only the Trident Bearer knew quite what to ask. Helicked hislips.

"One wishes to speak to a—teacher, perhaps. Someone wise in the ways of the Smiter, who
might listen towhat | say and aid mein decison.”

"The Trident Bearer wishesto speak with one of the Tdios." The chief nodded her head. "There
isno easier thing." She turned and pointed across the blaze of the land.

"Y onder liesthe Grotto of the Telios. Y ou need only present yourself and your request to the
Gatekeeper."

Gem shidded hiseyes. "How far yonder?'

"An easy walk," she assured him, "except at midday.”

"Anditiscurrently what time of day?'

Shelooked surprised. "Going toward evening.”

"Going toward evening," Gem repeated. "Good. |sthere someone who might be given the task of
guiding usto the Grotto?'

Shelaid her hand over her heart. "The Trident Bearer need only ask.”

* * *



They got underway without any more asking, to Corbinye's short-lived relief.

The chief led them atwisting route among the tents, which spilled forth men who might have been
the Witness brothers, gaunt women and thin brown children. Eyes followed them, and whispers and
louder voices, and Corbinye felt tenson prickling between her shoulder blades, she who wasthe
Captain's sworn protection. She strode on, keeping herself as often as possible between him and the
tent-folk, fingersitching for her knife.

The chief led them down another sandy street, made thinner by the folk gathered there. Corbinye
gritted her teeth and dared to Sigh relief, just as one of the stocky males surged into the way, facing
Anjemalti with alook on hisface that only could be madness.

Her knife wasin her hand and she had thrown hersdf forward, crying doud—"Hold!"

"Hold!" An echo from the chief and Corbinye kept hersdf from the thrust, though the knife shone
killing-bright in the wicked sun.

"Hold," Anjemdti murmured behind her, and she felt hisfingerson her shoulder. "Be at ease,
coudn.”

He stepped forward, even with her, al but touching noses with the Grounder. He planted the end
of the Trident in the rock-hard ground and leaned dightly forward, blue eyes contemplating the
madman—

—Who reached out acallused paw and stroked Anjemalti's hair, once, fingerstrembling asif
with fever.

"Trident Bearer," he ragped and turned to look at his chief, standing sad-eyed behind him.

"Trident Bearer."

"Itisso, old friend," she said gravely. "Come aside, and let him who bears the burden now move
on to embraceglory.”

He hesitated, asif he had imperfectly understood her words, and one stepped forward from the
crowd to put ahand in his. "Come, brother.”

He went where he was led then, looking back over his shoulder until at last he wastugged into a
tent.

Anjemdlti looked at the chief. "It meant something to him, this"" He shook the Trident, lightly.

She amiled, sadnessplainin her face. "As it might, since once he had borneit.”

"But he'sidiot,” cried Corbinye, dipping her knife away.

The chief shook her head. "That camelater,” she said. "When it went from under hishand.”

Corbinyefroze, then turned to look at Gem, standing so fair and so strong with al his plansand
hiscleverness. "Anjemdti ..."

"Not mad yet," he said lightly, turning hisface aside from her gaze. "Or no madder than dways."
He bowed to thewaiting chief. "Lead on, | pray you."

They met no other folk until they were past the tents and going dong astony ridge. Gem pointed
at the ship lying quiescent near atumble of boulders.

"What ship isthat?"

Ven kelBatien Girisco glanced over. "Of theformer Trident Bearer Jarge Menlin and his
companions.”

Hefrowned. "And Jarge Menlin is—where?'

"There," she said. And pointed.

The woman could only be Saxony Belaconto, striding along with purpose. Corbinye felt
surreptitioudly in the back of her belt, fingers closing on the palm-sized weapon she had conceded there.
Carefully, she pulled it forth and dropped her arm straight down aong her thigh.

Witness for the Telios stepped back, eyes on the fat man, who looked ill, truth told. 111 and
frightened and more than alittle mad. He ran, where the woman merely strode, and skittered on stones,
breathing hard in the unkind air. Witnessfelt tensons building, webs of power weaving themsaves as
event took sudden note and began to converge

Anjemdlti the Seeker, Trident-bearer, Beloved of Shlorba, Whose other Nameis



Chaos—Anjemadlti the Chief went forward, and met the fat man.

"That'smine!" Thefat man'svoice wasthin with exertion or hest, or both.

"Helo, Jarge," said Anjemalti, sopping and standing easily, the Trident caught in the crook of his
arm and the sun making gold of hishair.

"Minel" shrieked the other—and he lunged, clumsy and desperate.

Degth's Warrior brought her gun up—and held her hand as Anjemalti shifted, half-twisting to
avoid thelunge.

The fat man's hand closed on the Trident's shaft and he gave a shout that began as hosannaand
became a strangled cry; his eyes went wide and his muscles tensed—and gave up their duty, al at once.

Anjemdti went down with the fat man, getting ashoulder under the vast weight, trying with
youthful vaor to bresk the other'sfall. Witnessfor the Telios could have told him there was no need for
it—the fat man was beyond feding the scrape of stones againgt hisflesh.

"Dead." The bright-haired Seeker said the word asif he did not know what it meant. "Dead."

"Moréesthe pity," said the woman Saxony Belaconto. "But | don't doubt you'll do aswell,
Master ser Edreth.”

He recoiled, but there was no need for that, either. Death's Warrior ill held her gun, and this
time her amwasclear.

CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

It was dark inside the GenShip, the verseran through Milt Jinkins mind, dismal dark and
quiet.

Or, he thought irritably: Dismd dark and noisy. " Song-makers don't know anything about redlity,”
he muttered and heard Rialaugh behind him.

"Songs aren't about what'sred," she said. "No more redl than heroes."

Milt sighed. She wasright, he knew. Songs were about romance, and there was nothing romantic
about the groaning, ancient system imperfectly cooling the air, or about smooth treacherous metd floors
underfoot, or about rust patches, or about having to light your own way through some dark, decaying
rabbit warren with acouple of repair lanterns hagtily jerry-rigged to accept batteries stolen from an
emergency beacon.

"Heresabranching,” said Riaand put her hand on hisarm. Riawas leader in this endeavor—she
having done salvage work before.

While she went afew steps down thisway and afew steps up that way, lantern held high,
scanning thewals for who knew what mysterious signs, Milt activated the portable comm clipped to his
belt.

"Remote team three-three-six to Ship three-three-five. Read me, Dez?"

"Read you right steady." Dez's voice was dartlingly loud in the noisy dark. "Any more sections
coming loose?!

Thiswas ajoke, designed to make Milt cringe for his reactions when the breakaway section had
fled the GenShip. However, he refused to fed guilt for hisreflexes. Fifty times out of fifty-one, so hetold
Ria, hisreactions would have been right on. Who built shipswith breskaways the Sze of amoon?

"Not that big," Riahad said, and then: "GenShip crews are crazy, boy."

"Everything'sstable," hetold Dez now. "Dark, deserted. Cooling system's abit rickety—ambient
temp eighty-two, Fahrenheit. If it Startsto climb, welll back out. No use frying.”

"Ridsthe onethinkstherés moreto it than the metd rights,” said Dez. "Happy with a share of
that action, mysdf."

"Whyn't you say s0?' demanded Milt. "Couldve talked her out of it."

Dez laughed. "I'm too old afoal to try and talk Riaout of anything,” he said. "'l remember—"

"Hold it!" Milt's voice was sharper than he had intended. Dez cut off in mid-sentence and Milt
tipped his head, trying to track the sound, abare whisper of sound, haf-heard under the din of the dying



cooling system ...

"Milt?" the comm inquired. " Ship three-three-five InRing to Remote three-three-six. Read me?'

Milt sghed and shook his head; thumbed the comm. "Read you fine. Thought | heard something
new—damn ship's coming apart a the seams. Spooky, you know? Like the ghost ship stories the older
kids used to tell the young onesin creche...."

"Thisway, boy!" Rids voice echoed eerily off the metdl.

"Partner's chosen the course,” Milt told the comm. "Remote three-three-six out.”

"Luck," said Dez. "Out."

She had found the engine room, or near enough. The walls were banked with machinery; here
and thereagauslight glowed ydlow. Milt stepped in and held historch high. "Wow."

"Easy to say." Riawas obvioudy pleased. "Might be more than salvage here, boy. Might get
price asaworking ship. Go-lights say she'sable.”

"It'san antique,”" he said absently—then her other words acquired meaning. He spun to sare at
her in the light-lanced gloom. "If shel's able," he demanded, "why was she abandoned?’

Riagtared a him.

"We'releaving," Milt said, determination fed by abrupt terror. And he heard a sound behind
him, there in the ship where he knew there was none alive, hismemory provided, crisp and clear
from childhood. He heard a sound behind him and he was afraid to turn and see what was
there—and he was afraid to stand one heartbeat longer, with his back to it, exposed—

"We'releaving," he snarled again, but Riagill stood there, eyes wide on him. He snapped
forward, grabbed her wrist and yanked her with him as he spun back toward the door—

And let out asound halfway between agurgle and a scream.

A—spider—was blocking the doorway, its eyes orange and hideous, its mouth able to cut the
likesof Milt Jnkinsin very haf, its body round and as high oft the worn decking as hiswaist, suspended
between eight legs, each of which ended in—aclaw.

He swallowed another scream and dropped Ria's arm; fumbled in his belt for the gun and
brought it unsteadily up.

The spider'slantern eyes blinked. There was a sharp hiss and a sense of something flying in the
dimness and Milt felt sticky cord wrap tightly around the wrist of hisgun arm. He screamed and the
spider yanked.

Desperate, he pulled back and another sticky rope snapped tight around hisknee. Milt fdll, tried
to claw afingerhold into the meta floor, felt the spider thread tighten around him and screamed again, for
Riato help him, to save him, to shoot it, kill it—

She may havetried. He heard more thread hiss by, heard a shriek that was none of his, followed
by astrangling sob.

Milt had once known how to pray. He heard himsdlf babbling the old words, as the spider pulled
himin. In the end, it made no more difference than Rids curses.

CHAPTER HIFTY-NINE

Using the Trident as abrace, Gem climbed dowly to hisfeet.

Witness stood off to one side, hisface blank in that particular way that meant he wastotaly
enclosed in hisWitnessing.

Corbinye had put awvay her gun and stepped forward, diding a steadying hand under his elbow.
Helooked at the ruin of Saxony Belaconto's face; at the blood that soaked her shirt, shuddered and
closed hiseyes.

"Wasit necessary ..." he began, and let his voice die out, because, of course, it had been.

"Shewas your enemy," Corbinye said. "What would you?"

"A moment of weakness, cousin. Forgiveit." He opened his eyes and turned his head with the
intent of smiling at her—and instead twisted free of her hand, crying out, "No!"



Theturret of the grounded Vornet ship was moving, dowly and with deliberation, adjusting angle
asit turned, until it was pointing down the ridge, to the sparse green base—Pointing at the tents of
Tremillan Tribe.

"Devild" Ven kelBatien Girisco screamed, snatching at her belt. She plucked loose one of the
dangling trinkets and hurled it at the ship.

There was an explosion, minor, kicking up clods of earth and small stones, not quite halfway to
the ship. The chief screamed again, thistime something wordless and potent and ran forward, fingers
working at another of her belt-fobs.

"No!" That was Corbinye, three steps gone on a course that would intercept the running woman,
and the turret was moving again, homing in on this nearer meet, freeing the tents of danger and they
would both die—

Gem legpt, damming into Corbinye and knocking her to the hard earth. He held on grimly as she
struggled, letting even the Trident go so that he could keep both her hands from around histhroat,
shidding her body with hisown.

The second explosion was louder—the chief may have scored a hit.

Thethird exploson was|ouder till and the ground they lay on kicked and buckled, damming
them backward, to land with identical breathless cries amidst loosened dirt and rock-shards. The Trident
dapped hard across Gem's legs and Corbinye twisted so fiercely he feared for her back and et her go,
twisting himsdf to come up in one smooth motion, Trident held ready.

The earth outside the ship was splintered, torn, ravaged, glazed here and there to glass. Witness
was on hisfeet alittle distance beyond the worst of the devastation, a cut leaking bright red down his
sguare cheek.

Of Ven kelBatien Girisco, Chief of Tremillan Tribe, therewasno sign at al.

Theturret was moving. Grindingly dow, as ddiberate asfate, asinevitable as pain, the turret was
again taking am upon the tents below.

"Noneto warn them," Corbinye's voice was grief-laden. " Hyacinth downhill and more. No
wespons here to stand againgt that. Valiant—oh, vaiant, Grounder Captain! Y our courage should have
bought their lives...."

Gem gtared, watching the black muzzle making itsfata, deliberate adjustments, fegling the weight
of the Trident in hishand. He looked at it; saw the perfection of the new circuitry, the winking brightness
of thejewds, the baleful eye of the Fearstone. Helifted it, weighing its balance in his hands.

He began to walk toward the ship.

"Anjemdlti!" Corbinyesvoice, carrying panic, fear and other things, which amost he could name.

"Bold, O Seeker!" The voice of the Witness rose even above the moan of the ship's engines,
audible now as he walked closer.

They let him come quite near, those within the ship. Let him come nearly to the edge of their
closest range, before the turret began to move again, away from the tents, sweeping down as it moved to
cover him.

Milt awoketo light, and people, and the knowledge that he was bound, hand and foot. Helay on
hisside on acold meta surface. Hisimpresson was that he had been roused by akick. "Comeaong,”
said acooal, hauntingly familiar voice. "Open your eyes, Grounder. | know you for wakeful."

Reluctantly, he did open his eyes, to the sight of scoured metal and apair of boots—black
leather and so thin he could see the outline of the feet within them. The hems of the blue trousersworn
over the boots were frayed and the fabric had adight shine.

"S0," he said to the boots. "My eyes are open. Big ded.”

"And ready to converse," the voice commented. "Eil."

He had abare moment to wonder what an "Eil" was before another pair of boots crossed hisline
of vison and he found himself suddenly hoisted by the cords binding hisarmsbehind him. His



shoulder-joints popped painfully and he took a sharp bregath.

"Get your feet under you!" aman's rough voice snarled in hisear. "Are you even too stupid to
gand?'

He twisted and managed to make his feet obey him. For one moment he stood, swaying and
off-centered by the tightness of the cord binding hislegs together. Then Eil withdrew hishold on the
arm-ties, Milt tottered—and crashed to his knees.

The cool-voiced woman sighed. "It will do. Look a me, Grounder.”

He craned his neck to do it, hating the attitude of supplication. Shelet him look hisfill and when
he had memorized her from her short, pale hair, to her enormous black eyesto the hash-mark on her
fraying deeve, hesaid, "Y ou're the one who was organizing the evacuation.”

Surpriseflickered in her bony face. "Mad Faztherot,” she said, "Acting Captain and First Mate.
Y ouwill have aname.™

"Will 17" Hisvoice carried an unwise suggestion of snarl, and she frowned.

"Churlish, are you not, Grounder?'

"Y ou want my opinion?' He glared at her. "I think I've got causeto be alittle rude. Y ou scare me
to death, you tie me up, you don't untie me, you—where's my partner?”'

Sheregarded him blandly. "Partner?’

That frightened him. He stared at her dumbly, tongue darting out to moisten lips gone suddenly
dry.

"Your name," she prompted him.

"Milt Jnkins" he gaveit around the terror in his heart. "There was awoman with me—my
partner—when the, the—"

"When the Arachnid found you drawing wegpons upon it,” shefinished for him, "and took steps
to defend itsdlf." She paused. "It seemsto methat | do recall another Grounder. Perhaps | will et you
see her. After you answer some of my questions.”

"I want to see my partner!" Milt cried. "And | want to see her now!"

Shockingly, she laughed. "But you are scarcely in aposition to ins st upon anything, are you?
Churlishness does not buy your partner peace. Recall it, and answer well. What isthe frequency of the
reporting lineinto the mother ship that hangs outsystem?"

Hegared. "l don't know," he said findly, with no hope of being believed.

She shook her head. "Now that is a pity, because there are severa other things aong this same
linethat | need most desperately to know. Perhaps an aid to your memory?" She snapped her fingers and
Milt heard the small clicking sound he had heard in the hallway just before Riahad called him to the
control room. The—Arachnid?—hove into view and extended a claw.

Milt whimpered and bit hislip.

"Come," said Mad Faztherot. "Why makeit painful ?1 will have the data eventudly, you know,
and it matters not at dl to meif you are dive at the end of my questions. If it mattersto you, then spesk,
andlivetotel talesto your children.”

"l—I don't know," Milt whispered, staring at the Arachnid in fascinated horror.

"Ah, garstake astupid Grounder!" the woman said, sounding thoroughly out of patience. "Eil!"

Thefirst blow went across the side of hishead, just above the right ear, hard enough to snap his
teeth together through the end of histongue. The second disintegrated hisvison into aflare of piercing
colors.

"Come, man," said thewoman. "Y oure apilot, and I'm loath to see such ruined. Tell methe
frequency and have done."

Heturned his head aside and spat blood. Looked a Eil—atowering brute with the same
gartlingly pae hair and out-of-proportion eyes—and then at the woman.

"Frequency ten eighty-eight,” he said, not caring that his voice shook, "on aduplicating sub-light
and hyper-band.”

A look of infinite sadness crossed Mael Faztherot's face. She sighed and shook her head. "Eil,"
shesad.



CHAPTER SIXTY

"But," Ven sad, and not for the first time since breskaway, "how can we know what'sto do,
Uncle? All very well to say we're aiding the Captain againgt enemies of the Ship—"

Finchet threw him an amused glance. "That'sinsufficient for you, isit?

Veln stamped hisfoot on the date floor and glared right regdl, for dl he was every hit of ten
Standard Y ears old. Finchet was hard put to hold hislaughter insde.

"All the universe" Veln said, in the tone of one reciting Regs for those of less encompassing
intdlect, "isthe Ship'senemy. The Crew must ever be, be—"

"Vigilant," said Finchet, running an eye over the various gauges st into the back wall. "Vigilant,"
repeated Veln, unmoallified, "and ready to give battle. To die, if Ship or Captain demandsit.”

"Wel|?" asked the gardener mildly. "What's amiss, then”?"

"The Captain sets most of the Crew to battling The Combine, while he and, and—the
Grounders—while they go to aid other Grounders, who are dso our enemies!” cried Ven. "Surely you
seethat's wrong! My father—"

"Y our dawas afierce man and ahard one, and | mean no dishonor when | say s0. Theré'sno
dishonor in the truth, nor ever there was, no matter what they might be teaching you tin-sde." Finchet
frowned and rubbed his chin, considering the hot young face before him. "It's no sense saying what
Indemion would have donein such awise" he sad, in amilder tone, "for truth isthat he'd have never got
himsdlf tangled in Grounder affairs. He was a Ship's man, your da, and he thought aways of the Ship's
best." He shook hishead. "Not to say that he dways thought right or well. But he did hisbest. No
dishonor there, ether.”

Veln'sjaw was s. "But the new Captain—"

"Wadl, and therésacase like | wastdling you, about your da not dways thinking right. Hes the
one st the boy among Grounders, seeit? Small wonder now he says folksisfolks and undertakesto
solvefor Crew and Grounder. He's got ties, does your cousin Anjemalti. Think on it and see how it
makes sense. Would you have him honorless, and turning his thoughts from hisfriends, because the Crew
that threw him out suddenly crooksitsfinger and cals him home?’

The boy waslooking abit less sure. "But he takes—Grounders—ingtead of Crew—"

"Ven, Veln! And what's Corbinye but Crew to the core of her?' Finchet held up hishand. "Or
areyou thinking like some, that she dighted us? Tale | heard was she died for the Captain's sske—her
duty, will you say? And for doing her duty she gains areward—a new body, comely and strong, so that
the Captain not lose her service. What'sill with either of them in that?"

Venblinked. "What | heard—"

"Wisdom," Finchet interrupted tartly. "Listensto al, and thinks onitself.” Hiseye snagged on a
certain reading, there dong the wall, and he stood. "Here'stime for business now, boy. Attend me.”

Together they went to the board, and sat down in the piloting chairs. Finchet touched a series of
colored wooden buttons, and shutters peeled back from eight small screens Situated at eye-level.

"Y ou see these sharp, boy?"

Veln squirmed in his seet, craned, and Sighed. "It would be better if | had ahigher seet, | think,
Unde”

Finchet nodded. "Therésthe pillow off the bed,” he said, checking readings and comparing them
againg theimages held in the screens. "Or, if you like, thereésthe Book."

The boy stared. "Use the Book to sit on?"

"It's been used for ruder things," the old man returned, and threw the child agrin. "Hurry,
whichever. I'm set to need your eyesright quick."

Veln ran quiet across the stone floor, nimbly avoiding the furniture, ducking under the strings of
herbs and onions hanging from the raftersto dry. He returned somewhat dower, the Book clutched to his
chest with both arms, placed it careful on the chair-sest and reverently lowered his rump.



"Better?" Finchet asked.

"Yes Uncle

"Well enough.”" Finchet made an adjustment to the resolution and then glanced over to the boy.

"We're st for astep-orbit. Best we can do—and that on an emergency system | doubt me was
ever meant to work. Wouldn't havetried it, truth told, except the Captain got that Arachnid to comein
and put thingsin top shape. Anywise—we're going down to the planet, step by step. Take usalittle
more than two Ship's days. Reason we're doing it thisway, aside from its never smart to just set down on
astrange world without some Situation study, isthe Captain is desirous of maps. Y ou scan it?'

Veln frowned. "The automatics can map while we're on the way down, Uncle. Theré's no need
for usto watch—"

"All, but thereis. Thisworld is prisoner of The Combine. The Captain needs understanding eyes
on these screens—eyes that know the shape of afortress, or an anti-ship gun, or atransponder site.
Hear what | tell you, young Veln?'

The boy's eyeswere very bright. "Is—we're going to invade? M ake the planet ours?' Hedrew a
deep shaking breath and leaned acrossto grip Finchet's hand. "Isthisthe, the Promised Land, Uncle?Is
thiswhat GriffithPod sent the First Captain and Crew to find?"

The Gardener shook his head. "Starwind, child, what do | know about GriffithPod's intent or the
First Captain's commission? If you've been dlowed the Logs, then you know more than ever | do." He
chuckled and withdrew his hand. "What | know is present orders, present course and present possibles.
Areyou able to scan five through eight?"

Veln was gtting very tal, shoulders square, eyes shining. "Aye."

"Doit, then. If thereés aught out of common—even if you don't have its name—press yon blue
button to noteit. If you've got something you know will be bad for us, let me know about it, too. I'll be
spending part of our last orbit calculating landing coords. Won't do to set us atop a barracks of Combine
Marined"

Veln laughed at that and turned his face attentive to the screen, right hand poised over the blue
stud. After aminute of watching him, Finchet bent to the weary task of monitoring his own screens.

CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

The gun swept down and Corbinye moaned, certain that the next instant would seeit fire.
Certain, certain, that he was dead, and not athing she might do except run forward and die in hiswake,
and gill Anjemdti walked onward, oblivious dike to the gun, his death, her anguish.

The gun swung closer and compressed alittle, firing tube diding into locator as those who had its
keeping fine-tuned the setting. It shuddered once, dl along the barrdl, then froze as Anjemadlti strode into
range—

—And out again, swinging under the lowering muzzle as Finchet might stoop beneeth abranch
dung too low across a Garden path.

"Hah!" The cry broke from her lips as her heart lurched back into life, beating with ajoy as
excruciating asit was short-lived.

True enough, the gun had stopped and Anjemdti now walked well ingde the ship's safety ring.

But as she watched this and that of the ship's minor hatches and go-ways began to cycle;
armored doors began to dide away, ramps to descend.

From the first such stepped afigure prudently clothed in alight, non-vacuum suit. And asthis
figure stepped from the end of the ramp, it raised a high-powered rifle to the ready.

Corbinye found hersdlf racing forward, palm gun snug in her hand, running after Anjemdti without
thought, nearly as heedlessto danger as he, rgoicing that here at last was a service she could render—a
danger she might, with skill and with luck, shid him from.

* * *



The pathway was as along shining ribbon, stretched out before hisfeet. He need only follow it
from where he had been to the place where it was necessary that he be. Follow the ribbon and strike
truly at the vessdl of the enemy. Do these things and his enemieswould be ddlivered unto him—this he
knew.

The voice had told him so.

Questioned, Gem could not have said when first he had apprehended the shining trail, nor when
he had first heard the voice. It might have been that they manifested smultaneoudy, at the moment when
he had given over hisdread of the gun and, subsequently, of his own degth, and allowed the blazing need
to stop them override every sense.

They will not kill the Bindalche, he promised himsdlf, siooping under the gun's barrel without
breaking stride.

NOR SHALL THEY, MY BOLD, the voice assured him, caressingly.

They will have no hesernym, he continued, half-chanting as he followed the glimmering trail.
They will cease to hound me. They will be powerless!

YES, the voice soothed. EXACTLY SO, BELOVED. YOU MAY STRIKE THEM
POWERLESS. YOU ARE SO STRONG, SO CLEAN OF THOUGHT. DRINK THEM FOR ME,
MY BRIGHT, MY ONLY, MY WARRIOR! DRINK THEM DRY AND SLAKE ME. | HAVE
THIRSTED SO LONG!

The pathway was widening and before him he saw the ship of the Vornet; saw it asa spider's
web of energy, crossing, recrossing, pulsing with life. Therewasadark cloud hovering over it, seeming,
indeed to crossthetrail, diminishing its brightness. Gem hesitated, but the voice only laughed.

EVENT FORMSTOO LATE, it cried. FORWARD, BELOVED! WHAT ISIN A CLOUD
TO STOPYOU?

Y et dill hetarried, and it seemed that the path grew less bright, the ship of hisenemy less vibrant
with power. He heard, where he had heard nothing but the voice for some while, the unmistakable sound
of gunfire, and he half-turned from the path

THEY WILL BEST YOU! taunted the voice.

They will not! he snarled, remembering Shilban's body dumping in the arms of his tormentor;
seeing again Corbinye's eyes widen with shock on beholding the face that never was hers....

He heard another sound—a human voice, crying out in anguish and in love—"Anjemdti!"—and
he tarried a heartbeat longer.

There was a coarse cough near at hand and Gem screamed, going to his knees upon the pathway
as his shoulder took fire from pain. The Trident fel from nervelessfingers—and he caught it in his other
hand, flinging to hisfeet in the next instant and running along the blurry, disintegrating pathway.

He hurtled into the cloud and screamed again at acold that was agony. But he did not hat his
pace. Somewhere—somewhen—avoice was murmuring, caressngly, passionately, caling him al sorts
of beloved, urging him on to the ship, promising him worship, an eternity of sensuous delight—none of it
mattered; indeed, he barely heard it.

He broke from the cloud and charged on, the ship looming in hissight, energy linespulsing. Heall
but flew the last feet to the hull he did not see, Trident raised for the Strike.

And as he brought it down, into the very center of a power-knot, the thought that lifted above dl
others, even above the gloating of the voice, was. Corbinye!

* % %

They'd not done much that was good by the boy, and quite abit that wasill. Riaknet by himin
the GenShip's gloomy Common Room, her finger tracking the rickety wrist-pulse and her mind busy.

She was hardly bruised, having only endured abit of routine dapping about by the captain's
bullboy, in order to verify what Milt had told them. The accuracy of that information was what had
frightened her, not the blows, for she knew Milt's head to be stuffed with ballad-hero nonsense. He



would have never spat that datafree.

And so they had beaten it out of him, as he must have known they would.

"Boy," Riamurmured in the dark, "you're dmost too stupid to live." She sghed and ran knowing
fingers over him, wincing at the damage. "Almost too stupid to live," she said again, sitting back on her
heds

The GenShip crew had taken their lights and their comm-links—only sensible. She considered
and discarded the idea of using the GenShip's comm: She could count on Dez to get antsy after abit and
send someone over to fetch them. The most urgent task at the moment was making sure Milt was dive
when that happened.

Riafrowned in the direction of aceiling dim—ocouldn't very well cdl it a"light," after dl—and
mentally retraced their progress through the ship. They had—she was dmost certain they had—passed a
sick bay of some sort.

She cameto her feet, ignoring the protest of her bruises, peded off her jacket and tucked it
around the boy, who moaned alittle, and twitched, and then was quiet.

If shewent careful, there was enough light to navigate by. Sick bay would likely have a stretcher
and a blanket. And she might luck into bandages, painkillers...

"I'll be back soon, boy," she told her unconscious partner, and left him, walking dow and
cautious in the warm, noisy dark.

* % %

"There!” Ve n hit the blue button and snatched at Finchet's deeve. "Seeit, Uncle? Screen eight
anddiding ..."

Finchet made adjustments, captured image and datafrom Ven's side of the board and fed them
through the cruncher.

"What isit?" the boy demanded excitedly. "An ocean?’

"Not likely that,” the man returned, sorting the data deftly and with agrowing sense of dismay.
"Oceansaren't ringed in by walls, young Veln. They come and go asthey will...." Heleaned back inthe
chair as hismind grappled with the enormity of what he had just seen, what the cruncher assured him was
true.

"Thenwhat isit?' Veln said impatiently, and Finchet sighed.

"It looksto be adam, boy. A big dam.”

CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

Her firg shot struck therifle-wielder high in the arm, deflecting hisaim. He spun, riflerising again,
and squeezed off a shot that tore into the earth just aside of Corbinye and she returned another shot,
cursing the poor palm gun, with its modest firepower. A marksman could score on such distant targets,
but the chance of amorta wound was negligible.

The man with therifle staggered, dipped, or o it seemed, and tumbled off the ramp. Corbinye
gave attention to two other potentia ns, encouraging them to keep their heads prudently down.

Anjemdti was directly ahead of her, till walking in that leisurely, dmost dreamy way that alowed
of neither danger nor death. Corbinye broke her stride for an instant and scored a shallow wound across
agunwoman's skull, abright red ribbon showing sudden against black hair. Satisfied with her work,
fearing that the palm gun's charge was nearing astate of depletion, she stretched hersdlf into aflat run,
meaning to catch up with Anjemdlti, to use her own body asashield....

She saw him hegitate in his steady walking. Saw him stop and half-turn, asif he had just become
aware of the mayhem around him, of the gunfire and the shouts and the Straining hum of the ship's
sysems

She did not see the gunman lying in the shadow of the ship take careful am with hisrifle, though



she saw others, who were just as deadly adanger to him.

"Anjemdti!" she screamed, meaning to warn him, and saw him gtart; saw the flash of the hidden
killer'sgun and heard Anjemadlti cry out a the same instant—saw him go to hisknees, Trident faling from
shocked-open fingers.

She dammed to ahdt and stood tall there amid the storm of projectiles. Stood tall and took
careful aim, pulling on every ounce of her skill. Stood, untouched, for awonder, and pulled the trigger,
hating the man who had wounded him—

Shemissad; heard her bullet whine off the hull of the ship.

Anjemdlti was on hisfeet, not so blackly wounded as she had feared, though the blood flowed
fredly down hisarm, dripping off dack fingers. He turned toward the ship and with a speed she did not
think he had in him legpt forward. The gunman in the shadows shifted to take better aim and Corbinye
screamed, charging forward, gun up—fired, and fired again and again—four times, before the little gun
coughed empty in her hand and by that time the rifleman lay still and Anjemalti had lifted the Trident and
dammed it, prongsfirg, into the skin of the ship.

She expected an explosion, or aflash of light; achoir of angels—something that would begin to
bal ance the death of the Bindache chief, Anjemalti's wound, her own terrors—

There was instead—silence.

Absolute, utter sllence as every light on the ship went out and the gun drooped initsturret and
the engines s mply—stopped.

Before her, Anjemalti's fingers gave up their hold and he dumped, diding boneesdy down the
hull. In the silence, she began to wak toward him, and heard one last sound: The cough of along-range
rifle

The pain that followed the sound seared and she cried out. Then her knees buckled and sheféll,
unconscious before she hit rock.

* k% %

There wasindeed a stretcher in sick bay, and ablanket. And much, much more.

Riasettled the boy into avery modem doctoring unit, punched gppropriate buttons and got a
gratifying reading. She okayed the outlined course of trestment, the machine buzzed to life and she
stretched out on the abandoned gurney to sare a the relatively bright ceiling and think.

Theline of the GenShip captain's questioning said plain that she meant adtrike at the Big Ship.
Riadidn't think she could take the Big Ship, even with the codes and line approaches. Getting docked
was onething, after al. Taking control of the tower was something quite ese.

Still, Riaconceded fair-mindedly, a Combine Star Class mothership specialy outfitted for frontier
duty was a prize a GenShip captain might work to win. Y ou couldn't blame her for trying. Though shedd
probably earn death for trying—her and as many of her crew as were caught. The Combine was not
forgiving of piracy and the GenCaptain surely knew that.

Riafrowned at the ceiling. The more she thought about it, the odder it seemed that the
GenCaptain would abandon aworking, if ederly, ship in agamblefor an admittedly sparkling ship of The
Combine. Even if her act of piracy succeeded, she would have made The Combine her active enemy,
which was foolhardy in the extreme. The Combine would think nothing of dispatching hunter shipsto
track down and destroy the pirated Star cruiser.

And if shelost her gamble, which seemed the most likely outcome, she would have annoyed The
Combine and given up her ship—al for nothing.

Riasghed and blinked at thefading ceiling. "GenShip crews," she muttered thickly. "They'redl
crazy."

With that comforting thought in mind, shefell adeep.

CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE



Star Class Two, Number Six-Three-One-One-Nines; the Combine Felucci, known to both her
crew and the outriders reporting to it asthe "Big Ship,” rode placid among the starfields surrounding
Spangiln System.

Third shift had been dedling with the various darms and excurs ons emanating from the Inning and
the mood on the bridge was one of high good humor only dightly leavened by puzzlement. A treat likea
GenCrew abandoning ship within Combine space didn't happen every tour, after dl, and the joke was
made more precious by the startlement of the Inning pilot who had been setting his salvage beacons when
the garden pod jettisoned. The shift historian liked that bit best and played the tape severa times,
chuckling and shaking her head.

The garden's destination bothered the security guy, and made him lessthan patient with the
historian's antics. He snarled at her and the shift chief called them both to order and the historian
shrugged her shoulders and went back to trying to trace the GenShip's numbers. Security muttered and
bit hislip; cleared his screen and tried again to plot atrgectory for the garden pod while he worried
about whether or not it was manned. The historian would probably know the answer to that, but he was
reluctant to ask her—yet.

The mood on the bridge steadied as people settled back into their routines. Inning
communications dropped back from the nove to the comfortably boring; OutRing reported no sightings
of GenShip escape pods or of anything else out of the ordinary. The shift hit the half-way point and began
to dide down toward quitting time. Security finished running his possibles and stretched where he sat.
The shift chief got up and ambled over to the refreshment bank to thaw his mid-shift jolt of caffeine. The
historian cussed mildly and leaned back in her chair, running distracted fingers through her aready untidy
curls. She cleared her throat, preparatory to addressing the bridge at large, but the quartercon man beat
her toit.

"Holy shit.”

"Attack globein place, Acting Captain," the second mate reported respectfully and Madl
Faztherot nodded.

"Open comm lines," she directed, leaning back in her chair and laying her hands casudly aong
the arm rests. "Release override program.”

* k% %

The mood on the bridge was one of vast dishdlief asal stations stared at the overscreens, which
showed aring—nay, aglobe—of ships, encircling the Big Ship at auniform one-quarter light-second in
al directions.

They were largish ships—each the Sze of asmdl yacht, or an InRing siege-rider—built long old,
but very serviceablelines. There were guns, severd to aship; aso old, but potent enough; servicegble.
The historian cleared her throat.

"Generation Ship lifepods," shesad, asif any of the shift doubted it.

Security moved a hand toward the toggle that would adert his section chief—and jerked it back
asthe ship-to line crackled to life.

"ThisisMael Faztherot,” awoman's cold voice washed over the bridge, "Acting Captain and
First Mate of what had been the Ship Gardenspot .

Security bent to his board, isolating the line, sarting atracer, barely heeding the words that
issued impossibly from the sedled bridgeline.

"It has been brought forcibly to our attention that our Ship hasfaleninto disrepair, thet, indeed, it
presents a dangerous environment in which to engender and raise our children,” the GenCaptain
continued. "We have thus abandoned it and several of your battle-sworn are even now in the process of



claming it for themsdlves. Thisisgood.”

The tracer went bad, the entire board shuddering into amess of crazy readings. Swearing,
sweeting, Security punched up the auixiliary board and initiated another trace,

"The ship we have abandoned is reparable,” Magl Faztherot was saying, "but we are sadly
degtitute. Since The Combineisin part responsible for this state, Snceit denies uswork, and hounds us
from system to system, it seems only just to usthat The Combine give over this Star Class ship in trade
for which the Crew of Gardenspot doesfredy giveits shipto The Combine."

The tracer ran aflutter of insane readings and went dead. The third aux board refused to come
up at al. Security looked around wildly.

"They'reinto the scan lined!"

Quartercon swore and began dapping at keys. The shift chief jumped for his board, spoke four
words into adead mike, dapped up an aux board and threw the mike down. He stood looking helplessly
up a the overscreen; at the unmoving globe of ships, each with guns pointed dead center, directly at the
Big Ship.

"Y ou have fifteen minutes," Madl Faztherot said, "to surrender the inner system keysto meand
begin an orderly evacuation of your vessdl. If evacuation has not begun within that time, we will take you
by force."

The secure, intruder-proof bridge comm went dead. The shift chief didn't move. Security levered
himsalf out of the chair and looked over at the historian. "1'm going to the captain,” he said. She nodded.

He made hisway across a bridge that was pandemonium as each crew member cameto the
conclusion that his station was dead, that even ambient readings might be untrustworthy.

He was astonished, and not redlly relieved, to find that the door to the main corridor opened at
his approach.

Ve n had long sincefalen adeep, drooping like athin, fair doll in hisweb of shock straps. Finchet
had debated carrying the boy to bed and had decided to leave him where he was, cushioned by the
straps, in case the going got rough.

He now had occasion to celebrate the wisdom of that decision, though not the leisure. For the
going had gotten very rough, indeed.

Finchet gamely struggled with the contrals, fighting to keep the Garden stable in aturbulence that
threatened to overturn them. He had expected atmospheric agitation, though he had not expected so
much—nor that he would encounter it so quickly. And he had expected that the Garden would fly only
dightly better than arock.

But there, he thought, fighting for equilibrium in a planetary overwind that might eesily disorient a
garship, the Garden had never been built to fly—or only to fly in the direst emergency. The most the
builders had envisioned was the Atrium descending under its own power, carefully guided by anet of
workpods. They could have never thought of this madness, with an ancient gardener and a deepy boy
trying to bring the thing down asif it were a proper ship....

The Garden shuddered, began to tip, and Finchet leaned to the board, pulling thislever, playing
that did, asif the physica work would correct thelist.

For the Garden had to stay oriented in its certain manner as it descended—treetops must
invariably be UP, rocks, stream beds and moss must aways be DOWN. Not like aproper ship at all,
where up and down were dismissblerelativities, saving only that the pilot was correctly oriented to the
board.

Incredibly, the agitation grew; the Garden rocked and somewhere Finchet heard a snap, asif a
branch had broken from one of the treesin the glade. Swearing, he dapped up the last-ditch stabilizers:
those to be used to aid landing.

Within hiswebbing, Ve n stirred, moaned and then screamed to wakefulness asthe Garden
bucked and outside atree gave up entirely under the strain, shattered and came crashing acrossthe



cottage roof.

CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

Anjemdlti the Seeker dedlt the ship its death-blow and Witnessfor the Telioswas aready
running, secret heart and duty completely at one.

He saw Death's Warrior fal, the bright blood blooming like roses across the back of her white
shirt and heraised up hisvoice in song, that thislatest of her sacrifices not go unmourned.

A man stepped forward, blocking the way to the Smiter, gun raised and eyes glittering murder.
Witness killed him with aknife-stiroke, bresking neither stride nor song.

He heard, above and between the sound of his own voice, the speech of guns and the panicked
words of the gun-wielders, who only now noted that their ship was dead. Between and below the
pounding of his own feet upon the hard earth of home, he fdlt the pounding of others—many others—and
his secret heart soared.

At the base of the dead ship, Anjemalti moved, dragging himsdlf erect by fingertip holds upon the
hull. He tottered where he stood and made a grab for the Smiter, which came willingly into his hand.
Witnessfor the Telios stopped his running and his song, and dropped flat to the ground beneath the last
of thefoolish bullets, his eyes upon the Seeker'sface.

Anjemdlti leaned on the Trident like an old man upon his g&ff, one arm limp and red to the
fingers, hishair wild aswindchaff and hisfey eyes gleaming cold.

"Surrender!™ he shouted and his voice was neither old, nor worn, nor anything else so human.
"Surrender or die!"

The gun-wielders ftirred, and one among them laughed. Witness heard the shot, saw the flash as
the Trident ate the projectile.

"Surrender!" Anjemadlti cried again. "Y our ship is dead and you are a the mercy of the Bindalche,
who have no causeto love you."

They muttered at that, and Witness heard some say that there were alot of them, uphill and
down—Ilook, look at the dust they raised ...

"Foolg!" snapped a voice from among the others. A figure strode forward, yanking at the ribands
holding the war-helmet in place and throwing the helmet itsdlf aside, reveding awoman'sluxurious hair.

Bold, she stepped forward, rifle riding her hip—across rock and baked earth, to the place where
Death'sWarrior lay.

A grin, full of tooth and maice, she sent to Anjemdlti, then she pulled the bolt on her rifle and
lowered the muzzle until it lay againgt Corbiny€'s heed.

"Surrender?’ shetaunted. "Think again.”

One-handed, Anjemalti raised the Trident.

The gun-woman laughed. It seemed to the Witnessthat he saw her finger tighten on the trigger—

Thefirst bolt kicked her backward, rifle snapping upward, rleasing its charge into the sky.

Shegot her feet under her, swung therifle down, and braced herself, Anjemalti squarein her
sghts...

The second bolt consumed her, rifle, hair and war-suit; swalowed her in onefiery flare that | eft
nothing at al behind, save aglassed-over ring of earth where she had been standing.

"Surrender!" Anjemdti shouted athird time and his voice carried such blood lust Witness secret
heart went cold. " Surrender, or I'll et you dl!"

"Trident Bearer!" A voice Witness knew al too well cried from therear. "The Teliosand the
Bindache are herein your service. Shal we rend now the enemies of our world? The Trident Bearer
need only ask!"

The gun-wielders stirred and Witness for the Telios cameto hisfeet, dared face hdf-away from
Anjemalti and the Smiter—and saw the green of Tdiosrobes, forming abarrier dong the high ground,
while below spread the hundred of Tremillan Tribe, their weapons bright and bristling.



One of the gunners moved, jamming the safety up on hiswegpon, undinging it from his shoulder
and throwing it far from him.

In amoment, al the rest had done the same and Anjemalti the Seeker nodded and |owered the
Trident and leaned againgt it, looking nothing but ill and wounded and mortal weary. He turned his head
toward the green robes grouped upon the high ground.

"Thesearemy prisoners,” he said, voice shuddering. " Secure them for me.”

Then helet go the Trident and fell.

The board sparked and something blew with asharp snap! Finchet swore at screens gone dead,
tried to dap up an auxiliary board that wasn't there and coughed as he took alung full of rancid smoke.

"Number Six screen gone,” Veln was saying, voice steady as aveteran. "Data Bank Two blown.
Forward stabilizers on the wobble." A pause. "Thefront half of the house is down, Uncle. We're trapped
inhere

"Gods be thanked it's not the back half,” said Finchet, daring amoment to glance behind him, to
thewall of rubble, and the place where the bed had been; "else we'd lose our chance to bring her down.”

Veln threw him asick look. "Bring her down?Were blind, Uncle. Surely we can't go down—"

"Oh, well go down," Finchet said grimly. He glanced over at the boy and did him the grace of
saying it draight. "No choice on that.”

Veln's mouth tightened in aface dready hullplate gray. Finchet nodded.

"How much wobblein that forward 'lizer?"

The boy glanced at the readings, frowned, and called for arecaibration. "Fluctuating,”" he said
eventudly; "twenty to forty percent.”

"Strain." Finchet nodded again, took his hands from the board and closed his eyes, feding the
Garden around him; fedling how it bucked and tipped, but mostly—mostly, by the gods of space—kept
orientation. Maybe....

He opened his eyes.

"Assign your board to main," hetold Ven. "Tip that chair back and engage the crash-webs.
Y ou've been taught the Hemvils?'

"Yes Unde”

"Use'em," Finchet directed. "1 want you limp asawillow wand, hear me?'

"Yes, Uncle" said Veln, and did ashewastold.

"Good boy," said Finchet and then forgot everything but the boards.

* % %

The timer on the hedling unit chimed and Ria opened her eyes, rolled off the gurney and went to
pop the hood.

Milt looked up at her with drug-hazed eyes, blinked and rasped out, "Ria?"

"Who else?' shewondered. "Y ou're not dying on me, are you, boy?'

Memory stirred—his face scrunched and he shivered some, but the grin he gave her wasredl.
"Naw. Y ou don't get off as easy asthat. Old woman."

"Yeh"

His eyes sharpened il further. "Still on GenShip?”

Shenodded. "Dez taking histime.”

"Might be busy," he said and he was suddenly entirely back in hisface. "They're going to take the
Big Ship."

"Going to try," Riaagreed and put a hand on his shoulder, though he hadn't tried to get up.
"Nothing we can do about that. Just Sit tight. Plenty air. Probably a canteen. WElI look, pretty soon.
Light's not so bad, after your eyes adjust.”



"Yeah." The urgency had left hisface, leaving it drained and grayish in thedim light. "Might take a

"Good idea," shesaid. "I'll look around. I'm not here, you wake up, relax. Be back soon.”

"Those big spiders...."

"GenCaptain probably took ‘em with her," Riasad practicaly. "Look useful. You tuck in."

Milt closed his eyes, opened them. "Ria?’

"Now what?'

"Y ou've got blood on your chin."

She cocked an eyebrow at him. "Thanks| get,” she said and dragged a deeve across her mouth.
"Better?'

"Better," hereturned. "Thanks"

"Go to deep,” she said, and stood by the side of the cot until he did.

* * %

It was not to be expected that the captain of The Combine ship would be so fainthearted asto
surrender his secret system codes without afight. Madl Faztherot perfectly understood his position in the
meatter.

It was with no tinge of anger, then, that she gave the order for thefirst pass.

Three of the Crew'slifeships, manned by three of the Crew's best pilots, broke formation and
went sweeping toward The Combine ship.

Surprise played for them—by the time The Combine had understood that they were under active
attack, it wastoo late to adjust range. Each of the three lifeshipsfired, asthey had been instructed. Each
scored a hit upon non-essentid targets.

Each swept periloudy close to the docking bays of the huge vessdl, discharged their payload and,
mission complete, went tumbling away.

Surprise did not play so well on the out-trip. One of the Combine gunners gained control of his
board—or rode the luck high—and scored on one of the smaller ships, destroying it in asoundlessflare.

Mael Faztherot gripped the arms of her chair and forced hersdlf to watch asthe two remaining
scrambled for safety—and made it, as the voices of the Combine techs came clearly over the pirated
lines, cursing computer readings that went from sensdessto mad.

Mael Faztherot relaxed ddliberately back into her chair and looked across at her second.

"Now?" he asked, eyes gleaming in anticipation.

Shedrew acareful breath and let it dowly out. "Now," she said, drawing adeeve back so she
could monitor the wristcomp, "wewait. And trug, if you will, in Grounder madness.”

CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

Severd of Tremillan Tribe came forward, wegpons leveled, and herded together those of the
Vornet ship, who went docile within aring of warriors up the hill to the Grotto of the Telios.

Green robes fluttered on the edge of Witness vision, where he knelt in the broken earth by
Anjemalti the Seeker.

"| greet you, Shlorba's Eyes." Thus, the voice he knew as his own. His heart shuddered, but he
kept to duty.

The green robes rustled and she who had borne him moved out of vison's edge—then came
entirdly within hisrange as she kndlt at the other side of the Seeker.

Carefully, she pulled back her deeves, carefully, turned Anjemalti over; carefully, and with greet
reverence, laid bare the wound. She conjured akit from the depths of her robe, brought out padding and
twine. Carefully, shetied the rough dressing into place and raised her eyes.

"Wewill carry him to the Grotto and give him better there. Does your Witnessing tell you if the



Trident ill damshim?

He drew a deep breath and met her eyeswithout aquiver.

"The Seeker'swork isnot done," he said.

She bowed her head; raised it.

"The Smiter isatered.”

"Itis" hereturned, forcing her to ask the question.

She did so without apparent anger: "By what means?"

"Anjemdti the Seeker, seeing with eyes beyond those of men, was given to know both the
Smiter'sinjuries, and that which would hed them.”

"Praiseto Anjemdti the Seeker," she murmured. "Praiseto his eyes, which saw, and to his hands,
which built." She glanced a him sharply.

"We have tended the woman with the braid. Sheis of some importance to the Seeker, ah? One
would know her status.”

"Sheis Corbinye Faztherot, Death's Warrior."

"Hah." Surprisethere, and no little wonder. "We bear them both to the Grotto. Have you Heard
the Smiter'swill?'

Hewas dlent for atime, eyes dreaming on the Trident. When he returned to himsdlf, Anjemdti
was gone, but his mother still knelt on the earth, patient and tireless.

"L et there come one who has neither fear nor desire,” he said, noting how hisvoice cracked and
how his head fdlt airy and overfull with light. " The Smiter will go with such aone, asfar as Anjemdti's
Sde”

"One shdl come," hismother said. She stood, and shook out her robes, and left him.

He returned to the Witnessing, hovering in aplace not unlike trance, though no dreams cameto
him there. Foating, he marked neither the failing of the sun, nor the five Bindalche warriors|eft to guard
his honor. He was brought again to himself, indeed, by the merest spider-touch upon his shoulder and a
dight, old voice murmuring, with bewitching irreverence, " Shlorbas Eyes, open, and see theworld.”

He looked up into the Gatekeeper's wrinkled face without comprehension and she smiled, eyes
gleaming intheir net of wrinkles.

"I am cometo carry the Smiter to the Seeker," shetold him gently. "Bear me company, do."

Asif he had choice. Mechanically, he got hislegs under him—and amost cried ouit &t the pain of
cramped muscles. Histhoughts floated high above his head, distant and cool asthe night clouds now
forming.

The Gatekeeper bent and picked up the Trident. Held upright, it towered far over her head, and
looked too heavy for her frail hand.

Asif reading histhoughts, she chuckled, deep in her hood. "No dishonor, should an oldster use
the Smiter asagtaff. True, Eyes?’

"True enough,” he heard hisown voicetdl her. "Anjemalti the Seeker usesit so, more than not."

"No harm, then," she concluded and turned uphill. She took two steps and looked over to him,
extending abird's claw hand. "Three stepsto home, Eyes, as| know the way. WEll rel ease these others
to the care of their kin, and you will bear witness, asyou must. Three steps, | promise you; then we tend
your hurts and settle you down to Witness more seemly.”

"All Witnessng isseemly,” he heard himsdlf say. "It iswhat must be done."

"Indeed, it must," she agreed, and captured hisanm in her thin, strong fingers. "Walk with me
now. One step, eh? Two steps ... Three steps and—"

Home.

* % %

The ground shook, trees screamed, rocks split, streams | eft their courses.
Finchet battled the controls, beyond swearing—or praying. He rode the buffets, kept fal asdow
as he dared, trusting more to hisingtincts than to instruments that flickered and flashed and gave forth



giddy, usdlessreadings.

Hed logt dl but one screen; that one was enough to show him the ground rushing up a arate that
would have terrified him, had he not passed beyond terror some time ago.

Thewind dapped them into a hard spin. He did nothing to fight it, dl hisfight going to keep the
Garden UPright; to save what he could while trees broke and died around him and the boy lay
unconscious, stretched over aBook that was as useless to him now as prayer.

The ground came roaring upward; in the grainy screen he saw distant hills and an unending gleam
of water. Thewind gavethem alagt, playful tap and findly let them go.

Finchet sucked in his breath and sent al remaining power—pitiful though it was—to the
stabilizers and sat, hands taloned above the usaless controls, staring at the dark screens, waiting for

impact.

Without the computers the Big Ship might aswell just throw the docks open and invite the
GenCrew on board. That the pirates had managed to subvert the System One codes and render dl
instrument readings suspicious was—disturbing. In light of this disturbance, the captain ordered the ship
to System Two, and sent the techs scrambling for the access hatches.

CompTech Kandra Dinshaw swung the jitney off the main track and onto the Core A repair
spird. Shekicked the speed up and whirled down and around—three full times around—before
damming on the brakes and rolling out.

The access hatches for the main computer cores were mechanica, designed for exactly the sort
of unlikely emergency that faced them now. Kandra set akey the size of her pam in akeyhole bigger
than her fist and turned, putting her back into it. The tumblers resisted for a second, then fell—click,
click, click!—and the hatch sprang open.

Sheran her fingers over theitems hanging from her utility belt, nodded, and chinned hersdf on the
overhead bar, scooting feet-first into the core.

Carefully, she worked her way down-core, shining her light overhead and keeping asharp eye
out for the axis numbers. At 38-6-1, she stopped and squirmed into position, reminding herself that there
were good reasons why an opsystem changeover needed to be made mechanically. What if the ship
were being invaded, asit was being invaded now? A computerized realignment could be reed by the
enemy, who could then conceivably capture the second computer's codes....

Swegting, but in position at last, Kandrafdt in her belt for the hex wrench, fit it over thefirst of
three holding bolts and applied torque.

The bolt spun and popped out into her hand, as did the second and the third. She eased the
pand aside, squirmed some more and did eventudly into the changeover bank.

Her light picked out adazzle of multicolored wires, gleam of meta and plastic surfaces, dull
tubing and the glitter of amber spider-eyes, watching gravely from atop thefirst turn-joint. Kandrafroze,
garing a thetiny insectoid. "Wheat the—"

The spider blinked, one yellow eye after another, then turned on dainty gold-wirelegsand
minced away from her, down the joint—and disappeared into the less-than-hairline crack at the juncture
into the second computer.

"A spider 7' Kandra demanded, snatching at her belt-comm. A shower of static rewarded her
effort to call the bridge and she cursed, and backed out into the core, siwearing al the way.

She braced her shoulders against the core wall and thumbed the link again. Therewas a sprinkle
of dtatic, then Security's voice, snapping: 'Y es?'

"Dinshaw," shetold him, sngpping hersdf, "CompTech Seven, dispatched to Core-A, computer
redignment. Therésafucking spider in the backup!”

"Spider?" Security's tone was not encouraging.

"Spider," shereterated. "Amber glow-eyes, eight legs, dl out of gold wire, nice little transcaeiver
body—a mechanical, you reading me? The backup computer's subverted!”



"By aspider.” No belief there, maybe atouch of wondering if she'd cracked. Kandra gritted her
teeth.

"By arobot," she snarled and glanced up at a sound—a very dight sound—in the core above
her. Her light picked out the legs, the huge, shining body ... "Oh, hdll ..." she breathed.

"What?' demanded Security, and Kandra shrank back against the core wall and knew there was
nowhereto run.

"There's another one," shetold the comm numbly, watching it come down-core. " Ancther spider.
Andit's big..."

CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

He woke screaming, pursued by demons that whispered fase ddlights, bloody talons
outstretched to rend him.

Half-dazed, he fought therich, scented furs, breath rasping, eyes wider than nature had ever
intended—seeaing nothing.

"Corbinye!l" One sensible word in atangle of fever-garble. Both of the room'swatchers tirred at
that. One rose and approached the bed, wrung out the cloth until it was damp and laid athin hand against
his shoulder, pushing him gently back.

"Down, child. Bedlill. Sill. Good." She smoothed tangled yellow hair back from his brow and
laid the cool cloth there. Blue eyes stared blankly into hers—and blinked, brows pulling together.

"Who areyou?" he asked, with the wondering half-interest of achild.

Hisvoicewasrough, for dl itsinnocence. She reached again and brought the bowl of inthil-juice
tohislips

Hedrank thirdtily, and when he had drunk hisfill, he turned his mouth away and asked again,
"Who areyou?'

"The Gatekeeper,” she said, and put the bowl back on the stand. Facing him, she set the hood
back, so he could see her clearly. " Gatekeeper for the Telios. The place is the Grotto of the Telios,
where the Smiter rests—betweentimes. The hed ers have dressed your wounds and the singers have
been praying for you thiswhile. The Grotto is safety. No need for ill dreams here.”

"Il dreams...." He frowned and shifted alittle where helay, asif to see around her.

Guessing a hisintention, she moved aside. "The Smiter iswith you gill. See—thereit—"

A violent shudder shook him and hetwisted asif he would fling himsdlf off the deeping ledge,
save that the furs ensnared him.

"Tekeit away!"

The Gatekeeper stared. "The Trident Bearer speaks?”"

"l said," he repested, with awful clarity, enormous eyes bright asif with fever, or with that certain
excitation which from time to time overcame those who bore the Trident, "take it away. | want none of it.
It belongsto the Teliosand | have returned it to the Telios. I'm done with it! Where is Corbinye?”

The Gatekeeper wet her lips, wondering if thiswere honest ddlirium or something sinister and
beyond the ken of mortalkind. "I—" she began, meaning to say that she would go for one of the Five, but
shedid not get sofar.

"Anjemalti." Two broad hands reached past her, possessed themsalves of the Trident Bearer's
shoulders and pressed him firmly down into the furs. "Be till. It is not thus that a man comports himself."

"You!" The Trident Bearer glared up. "Y ou know its history—who better? Do you want me
mead, with alegion of dead men bleeding on my hands? Isthisfriendship?' He twisted away from the
hands that held him and sat up, hisface near level with that of Shlorbas Eyes.

"l say toyou | do not want it! Takeit away and let another fool take it up!" He drooped back
againg the pillows. "I want Corbinye," he said in amilder tone. "Fetch her for me, if you love ether of
e

"Degth's Warrior may not cometo you, Anjemalti,” Shlorba's Eyes said sadly. "Her hurt was



more potent than yours and the hedlers have labored hard, yet without full confidence in the outcome of
their labors. And | cannot in anywise go away from here. For, though a man may love aman and aman
may love awoman, | an Witnessfor the Telios and that isno duty | may lay down smply because it has
faled of being joyful. It isnot aduty | chose, who was happy in study and in song and never yearned for
greatness." He closed his eyes and opened them, his mouth tight.

"My heart must dways bow to duty,” he said, "until such time asduty lays me down.” The Trident
Bearer's eyeswere less frenzied. The Gatekeeper alowed hersdlf to hope that the madness had passed.

"And you wish me, an outsder and none of the Bindalche, to emulate you—to willingly sacrifice
my self and my soul to—that.”

"Y ou are Chosen of the Snifter, Anjemdlti, and you please the Goddesswdll. It isnot Recaled
that al who have borne the Trident have gone mad, though some have. It is Recaled that many who have
lived to lay the Trident down walked away whole, with light in their faces and joy in their hearts and were
the most blessed of men thereafter.”

The Trident Bearer closed his eyes, leaned his head back and said nothing.

After amoment, Shlorbas Eyes sighed. "Thereis no one e se who may bear it," he said softly,
"while the Trident craves your touch. When the timeis cometo lay your burden asde, Anjemalti, your
heart will know it. Until that time, any who seek to take the Smiter from you will die. Recal Jarge
Menlin."

From the Trident Bearer, asigh, long and shuddering. He opened his eyes and looked hard into
the face of Shlorba's Eyes. Then he turned his head and stared at the place where the Trident lay, ringed
‘round with holy stones, apdl of incense aboveit.

The Trident Bearer rubbed at his head, discovered the cloth il there and brought it away,
holding it silently out. The Gatekeeper took it from his hand and dropped it back into the bowl.

"S0." He began, methodically, rationdly, to put asde the covers. "If Corbinyeisasill asthat, |
will go to her. She should not wake aone, without kin by her."

"Heders say you must rest,” protested the Gatekeeper, and found hersdlf caught in the brightness
of hiseyes.

"I will rest," hetold her, "assoon as| am at my cousin'sside. The hedlers may complainto me, if
the arrangement offends them.”

Shlorba's Eyes stepped back, and the Gatekeeper was shocked to see asmile on his mouith.

"Spoken like aman, Anjemalti. Gatekeeper, the Trident Bearer requires arobe.”

Shelooked at him, whom she had known from the moment of hisbirth, and saw there was
nothing she could do to sway him from his course. A glance at the other man's face revealed the same
cam madness. Sighing, she went to the acove and fetched the Trident Bearer hisrobe.

* % %

Hewas aboy again, running along Garden paths he had known hiswhole life—paths magicaly
remade by the one he pursued. He had known Marjella Kristefyon nearly aslong asthe Garden, but
never had he known her so beautiful, so gay, so desirable.

They were both fourteen, and in the Garden it was spring. Finchet stretched his strong young
legs, knowing he would catch her a the next bend in the path

The path pitched and buckled and Finchet fell—kept falling as trees broke above him and
crashed down, everywhere a once. Herolled into aball, shielding his head with his arms, face pushed
tight into the dirt. Within the chaos, he thought he heard Marjella screaming. Or maybe it was himself.

He must have siwooned, for the next sound he heard was the steady thok-thok-thok of an axe
biting wood, and he carefully unwound his cramped body, and opened his eyes.

Above him, tilted a an insane angle, broken strgps dangling down, was the pilot's chair. Finchet
dared at it for severa minutes, trying to make sense of its presencein light of hisrace with Marjela, and
the continued sound of the axe.

Memory sorted itsdf, dowly, until hefindly knew himsef for sixty-four, with Marjelladead this



weary round of years, and her son, grown to adult, and Captain in his own right, who had ordered the
ploy that might well have killed the Garden.

"Wl and it'sthe Captain's part,” Finchet muttered, "to say what loss the Crew can take." He
closed his eyesthen, the better to attend the whirling of his head, and listened to the rhythm of the axe
strokes.

These presently stirred him to acuriogity sufficient to overcome lethargy and he climbed painfully
to hisfegt, moaning just alittle.

The cottage lay wasted al about him, stone walls crushed benegth the corpses of hundred-year
trees. The control wall aone was upright, speared by abroken branch, ready to crumble at atouch.

The axe wielder was Veln. Even as Finchet watched, the boy let the blade sink to the ground and
rubbed at hisforehead with ahand that shook.

Finchet shook out hislegs and began to pick hisway across the rubble. The boy turned, agrin
turning hisface young again, despite the grit that stained it.

"Uncle! Areyou—how areyou?'

"Wl enough,” he returned and stopped to cough. "Smoke," he said to the boy's suddenly
anxious eyes and offered agrin of hisown. "Told you we'd get down. True speaking, young Velin?'

The smile came back, but wearily. "True speaking, Uncle.”

Finchet nodded and made a show of surveying the path that had been cut. "Been busy, | see.
Bdikeyouveaplan.”

Veln pointed away across the tumble of ruin, beyond the edge of what had been the cottage and
into the maze that had been aforest. "Access hatch.”

"True enough.” Finchet thought a moment, considering the boy's sweat-soaked shirt, grim face
and trembling arms. ""Happen we can get ourselves there without cutting usaboulevard,” he said. "Let's
have ast-down and think it out.”

They sat cross-legged among the wood chips, the boy straight-backed and tense, the old man
leaning his shouldersagaingt alog.

"If wego lightly,” Finchet said, "happen well makeit across to the hatch without trouble. Y ou've
uncovered arope?’

Veln pointed shakily to acareful pilein the corner of two locked branches. Finchet frowned;
nodded.

"Rope, small axe, knives, canteen, Book, belt comm—uwell done, young Veln! Werrein afair
way to being out and about and seeing where we've cometo rest.” He looked closely at the boy. ™Y ou're
wanting to tart now, or rest abit?'

"Now," said Ven with decision, and Finchet nodded again, creakily stood and bent over the
careful little cache.

"WEII rope ustogether, for safety's sake," he murmured, more to himsdlf than to the boy. "Il
take the large axe and one of the knives and arope coil over the shoulder ..."

"And I'll take the small axe, aknife, the canteen,” said Veln.

"Right you are. Then I'm for the comm. The Book can go down the back of your shirt." He
plucked the items out, one by one, and handed VVeln his share. He had just made certain of the comm
snapped to his belt when he felt atough young body dam into him and thin arms go tight around hiswaist.

"Oh, Uncle, I'm so glad you'redl right!" Veln cried out, words muffled by reason of hisface
being buried in Finchet'sside. "'l was so afraid—you were breathing, but when | tried to straighten you,
you moaned and | thought you were broken and so | was going to cut apath and go—and go for
hep...."

"There now, there now ..." Finchet put hisarms around the heaving shoulders. "Y ou did well,
boy—aswell asany could. It'sonly that us oldsters take our knocks alittle more to heart. I'mright as
right can be. Welll just rope oursalves together and stroll on out of here, eh?

Snuffling, Veln nodded, and pulled back and stood patient while Finchet knotted the rope around
hiswaist and measured out alength and tied the opposite end about himsdlf.

"All right, now."



"A groll," he heard the boy say behind him, and they swung out toward the hatch.

* * *

Of course, it was much worse than any gtroll. 1t was anightmare of tricksy footing and rolling
logs, stones that turned under unwary boots, and branches crashing down random-like. Whole groves
had gone down in impenetrable tangles, so that twice they had to make lengthy detours, and those
weren't the worst of the bad moments.

Hourslater, they reached the hatch, both of them grimy and sweating and trembling, and they
took turns chopping at the vegetation piled beforeit. When it was clear, Finchet stepped forward,
sending a prayer to the gods of stars and pace that it wasn't jammed tight, leaned al hisweight against
the crash bar and pushed.

Againg al hisexpectations, it popped open and he was catapulted quite neatly into the arms of
the person directly before him.

Caught, Finchet blinked againgt the strong light—sunlight!—and got his captor's face into focus.
It bore amarked resemblance to aface he had seen before.

He cleared histhroat. "I'm afriend,” he said into the Grounder's startled eyes, " of Witnessfor the
Telios. It'd be thought akindnessif you'd take the boy and meto him."

CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

The room was smdler than the one where he had awakened, and its walls were covered with fur.
A fireburned in apit near the center. Against the back wall wasabed, and on it aprince'sransomin
furs.

A diminutive figure hurried forward as Gem crossed the threshold, waving smal hands
distractedly.

"Please, sheisvery ill. She must rest and not bein any way distressed. Please leave. We will
send word."

Gem stopped and |ooked deep into the hood, seeing aface as young as the Gatekeeper's was
old. "Do you know who | am?" he asked.

The boy pushed his hood back irritably, revealing black braids and aring of white metd piercing
oneear. "You arethe Trident Bearer," he said. "But she'sill. She might die, the hedlers say. Please, you
must not call her now—take someone else!”

"You, for chance?' asked Gem and saw the boy's face tighten. He reached out and touched the
earring lightly with afingertip. "What doesthissgnify?

"I trainto be aheder," theboy said. "L et me fetch another to watch in my place, Trident Bearer,
and | will comewith you."

"Brave heart. But | am wounded mysdlf, you know, and bound to rest. I've only cometo sit with
my cousin, that she not waken kinless." He glanced over at the fur-piled bed. "And if she should die, |
would be with her then. Can you permit me these things, heder-in-training?"

The boy heditated and from behind him, Gem heard the Gatekeeper's soft voice. "How will you
gop him, little one?!

The boy's shoulders sagged. " True enough,” he dlowed, but then he looked sharply up into
Gem'sface, and snatched at hisrobe. "Swear to me," he said, "that you will not disturb her rest.”

The Gatekeeper's gasp was audible. Gem smiled, seeing for amoment not this small apprentice,
but athin yellow-haired waif, with fierce eyes and demands of his own. For Edreth's sake, he extended
hishand and laid it briefly on the child's dark head.

"l svear."

Satisfied, the boy stepped back and Gem walked on to the bed. He thought he heard the
Gatekeeper's voice, but failed to note the words. Nor did he note that shortly thereafter sheleft himto



the care of the small gpprentice. All his attention was on the bed, and the one who lay there, so ill.

Her face was pae againgt the richness of the furs, the honey skin gonetoivory. Linesthere were
upon her brow, aside her eyes, around her mouth, asif even in deep she were pain-full. Thelong golden
hair lay limp and lusterl ess, snagged here and there like spiderwebbing, and the hand atop the furs|ooked
srengthless, fingers curved and impotent.

Gem sank onto the stool at the bedside, watching the labored rise and fall of her breast, hisown
breath strangled in histhroat. Carefully, he did hishand over her cold, lifeless one, and intertwined his
fingerswith hers.

"Corbinye," he murmured, softer than her breathing, "it's Gem."

He sat quiet then, holding her hand, watching her face and thinking of nothing, or so he would
have said to any who asked. He may even have entered a doze, for he did not see that her eyes were
open until she spoke hisname.

"Anjemdti?"

"Yes," heleaned forward, so that she might see him more clearly, and tightened his grip on her
hand. "I'm here, Corbinye, and well enough, though | seem to have a gift for getting shot in the
shoulder...." Hefancied he saw asmile quiver on that tight, tired mouth and smiled himselif.

"I promised your physician, there, that | would not tire you,” he said, nodding to where the boy
kept vigil by thefire. "But | hope youwon't mindit, if | Say by."

"I will deep easier for it," she whispered. "Gods keep you, cousin." Her eyes hazed for a
moment; cleared. "How faresthe Vornet?"

"In the keeping of the Telios," hetold her. "I expect well have to decide what to do with them
eventudly. But you must rest.”

"Inamoment,” she said, but then lay ill, breath coming in shalow gasps, cold fingers gripping
hisweekly.

"Corbinye..." Fear brought tearsto his eyes, and the boy's frantic voice cried from memory: She
might die! "We must get you to Hyacinth. The heding unit ..."

"I doubt | would survivethe journey,” shewhispered, asif it were of no moment. She seemed to
wilt further beneath the furs; her fingers dackened in hisand her eyes drooped shut. "I am happy you are
with me, Anjemdlti...."

Around theterror in his heart, Gem murmured, " Sleep, Corbinye." He touched her cheek, laid a
finger againg her lips. "I will be here when you wake."

"Seep ..." shemurmured, and subsided, bresth evening somewhat, her hand curled, resistless, in
his

He leaned back, seeing the Signs of degth in her, thinking of Hyacinth, so near, yet inaccessible
to one in such desperate need. That Corbinye should die for the sake of akilometer'stravel ...

There was a sound, as of something scrapping againg stone, and Gem started, haf-turning on the
ool

And bowed his head to the green-robed figure standing at the end of the bed, hood pulled up
and hands tucked into wide deeves.

The figure returned the courtesy, pulled its hands free and set back the hood, reveding the
pleasant face of aman of middle years. "Trident Bearer," he said softly. "I am Third of the Five Telios.
The Gatekeeper spoke to me of turmoail, and revolt against being chosen. It isfor the Teliosto teach and
for all Bindalche to provide those things the Trident Bearer asksfor." He dipped his hands back into his
deeves and stood, apparently willing to wait thusal day.

Gem dared a him. "1 ask for thelife of thiswoman.”

Third of the Five moved his shoulders, face expressing infinite sadness. "The Trident Bearer isnot
achild”

"No," Gem agreed. "Nor ishe quite afool. | require the following items, and | require them now:
Any and dl information regarding the Trident's past deeds, its manufacture and its ultimate purpose.”

Third blinked, bowed. "The Trident Bearer need only ask," he said formdly. "Runners shdl be
dispatched this very hour to each of the holy troves. The writings shall be brought you with dl haste,



though | regret that you may not have any but the current writings now."

"Itisaufficient,” Gem sad. "Y ou will teech me—immediately—the manner inwhich | may
communicate with the Trident."

Third tipped his head, puzzlement showing in hisface. "Communicate?

"Communicate," Gem sad sharply. "Play no gameswith me, Sr. | amill and my cousinisfailing
before my eyes. Shlorba's Smiter has chosen me, so you say, for partnership in its present endeavor.
That iswell, | shal beits partner. But | have received the tuition of amaster. | have skills and necessities
of my own. | am no child to be molded to the Smiter'swhim, nor an empty vessdl to befilled and,
mindless, used. If thisisto be apartnership, the will of Gem ser Edreth shdl be active withiniit."

"Ah." The man's eyes were shining, and he bowed most deeply. "The sngers shdl betold of
this" he cried, and held out hishands. "I had been taught that the Smiter speaks, but the lore you demand
isnot mine. | will go now, with the Trident Bearer's permission, and send the First of the Telios. She may
teach you these myseries.”

"l don't care who teachesme," Gem snapped, his eyes on Corbinye'swaning face. "But | will
have it taught at once."

"Atonce," Third reiterated, bowing himsalf feverishly out of the room. "At once, Trident Bearer."

Gem took a deep breath, closed his eyes—and opened them, startled, at the unexpected
pressure of fingers upon his.

Corbinye's eyes were open, watching him with some puzzlement. "It—speaks, Anjemdti?'

He sighed and reached out, cupping her cheek in hishand. "1t spesks,” he said, and the tears that
had pricked at the back of his eyes spilled over. "Corbinye, do not leave me.”

* % %

The Grounder's name was Borgin Vo Riss and he professed himsaf more than willing to lead the
way to the Tdios. He then offered the information that evening was fast gpproaching and hinted that
perhaps the aged one and his boy would care to bide the night in Borgin's village and set out for the
Tdios on the morrow.

"Not abad notion,” Finchet allowed. "We're abit done up, truth told.”

Borgin was glad of the old one'swisdom, and said s0. He dso said that his chief would welcome
the opportunity to speak to one who claimed friendship with Witnessfor the Telios. He waved his hand
and two stepped forward from the half-dozen warriors he had brought with him to investigate that which
had fallen from the skies. "These may carry your burdens, father.”

"Gracious of you," Finchet sad. "But well carry our own.”

Borgin effaced himsdlf, took rapid thought and waved his hand again. Water bottles appeared
from among the troop. Borgin offered histo the old one, who drank thirdtily. Rifta, his second, gavethe
child to drink, and for courtesy each of the six then took a mouthful before al moved out, the boy and the
old man safely enclosed within aring of warriors.

Finchet sumbled, and wished he hadn't been so tiff-necked about the offer of having the axe, at
least, taken from him. Still, it wouldn't do to be without a wegpon, with them far from Ship and not
knowing the Captain's estate. Though this Borgin seemed reasonable enough, and aswilling to aid them
asif they were Shipmates.

Thevillage, come upon abruptly at the base of ahill, was settled in among some scraggly
trees—gticks merdly, Finchet thought, with thin, ill-nourished leaves—maybe twenty tents and a handful
of more permanent structures, al set up in arectangle, facing in on an cleared space.

In the cleared space there was activity: A group of young ones, each seated before aflat stone.
All the stones were the same shape, Finchet saw, asif ddiberately worked that way, and on each was an
array of smdler stones, twigs and bright bits of pottery.



Finchet stopped. Around him, thering of warriors stopped and Borgin glanced aside. "Aged
one?'

"Liketolook over hereatick, if that's permitted.” Finchet pointed at the group. Borgin bowed
and stepped out of the way.

"Surdy."

One person, abit older, Finchet thought, than the ones at the rocks, sat on a stone in the center
of things, from timeto time calling out a phrase in what might be these Grounders nétive tongue. When
shedid, each of the other children moved their handsin rapid pattern over their rock, dapping at this
twig, or that shard....

"What do you make of this, young Velin?' Finchet asked.

The boy shrugged, bardly glancing &t theflurry of activity. "Grounder madness, Uncle. Nothing to
dowithus"

"No?Look again. Seemsto meit looks familiar, but I'm further away from my lessons than you
ae'

The girl on the center stone called out another phrase and quick hands flashed across
half-a-dozen rocks. Veln stiffened; stared.

"Itsaboard test,” he said dowly. " She must be calling the drill-patterns...."

"Thought so," said Finchet, and nodded to the girl, who had turned to look at them curioudly.
"Borgin and his mates carry spears, and these younglings are learning their drill-patterns. Wonder why."

"There must beaship, Uncle" said Ven.

"Must there? Doubtlessyou'reright.” He straightened, sighing alittle at the complaint of hisback
muscles. "Wdll, let's not keep the chief waiting, young Veln. Happen hélll have something fineto feed us.”

CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

Anjemalti the Chosen would travel to the Vornet ship, forsooth, there to demand of the Smiter.
Power the Smiter must relinquish, in kind of what had been eaten, to spark the motor that would bring
theheding unittolife.

That in turn would save thelife of Death's Warrior.

Witness for the Telios could scarce contain his secret heart. Thiswas the way the very oldest
Memories went: That Smiter and Seeker were each half of awhole great enough even to shatter event
and rework worlds. The very greatest of the Seekers were thus partners of the Smiter. The rest, Witness
suspected within his secret heart, were merdly toys of the Goddess.

Firg of the Five wasless exultant than Witness heart. For the twefth time she said to Anjemalti,
"Thereisno need to put yoursdlf to the train of travel, to the danger of crossing the Smiter'swill. The
Smiter itself can be used to animate. The old tales are very clear, Trident Bearer...."

"No," Anjemadlti said, his dozenth repetition, aso, though now not accompanied by the shudder
that had wracked him upon first learning of the Trident's power in thiswise. Helooked hard at First
Tdios, blue eyeshrilliant to the point of insanity. "Understand me. It isnot animation | seek; itis
Corbinyes life. Do | make mysdf sufficiently plain?’

First Tdios 9ghed and did her handsinto the wide deeves of her robe, agesture of resignation
Witness knew well. "Yes, Trident Bearer."

"Good," Anjemdti said and stood, stamping hisfeet into his boots. He plucked acloak from the
bench, sivung it around his shoulders and twisted the brooch shut. "Then et us begin.”

* % %

The night was far advanced, but their way waswell lighted by the servants of the Telios.
Thedrained Vornet ship was merely an easy stroll down the hillside in the coolness, even for one
recently wounded. Gem used the Trident as a staff, aswas his habit, and reviewed the instructions he had



gained for its proper use.

As he understood it, the Fearstone was the key to communication with the Trident. He had a
moment of disorientation and nearly stumbled on the stony path as Shilban's voice chided him out of the
night: "Sarialdan isn't aive, it'sjust adumb tranamitter. All it doesistranamit fear, boy. Just fear.”

But Firg of the Telios had taught him that Sarialdan transmitted more than fear. Transmitted, in
fact, the whole range of emotive energy. Gathered it, refined it and released it encoded along the various
paths swirling around the Trident's length, opening and closing Synapses, tripping switchesin sequence, to
produce a predictable outcome.

All that was needed was practice.

Firg of the Telios had aso taught him that the Trident had become less and less effective over the
years. Thewise had understood that thisindicated alessening of the qudity of those who Sought. But
here came Gem ser Edreth, with a Trident made whole, capable again of miracles—she had thanked him
for showing her thislesson. She had requested, diffidently, that he alow the singers and the scribesto
hear theway of the Trident's mending, so that, if any damage should occur in the future....

Gem put that thought away; concentrating instead upon the technique she had given him to clear
his mind and smooth his emotions. He must see himsdlf standing at the center of agreat peace, so the
ingtructions went, with al of hisinner resources spread before him, yet gpart from him. He must see his
emotions—hisanger, hislove, hisfear—astoolsto hishand. Interfaces, he had trandated for himsdlf, as
the wristlet was the interface between his thought and the spiders actions.

Stll, the spiders had never, for al their faithful service, sent their own thoughts and necessities
back aong the line to the mind of their creator.

"It speeks,” he had said to Firgt of the Telioswhen she cameto him.

She had bowed her head. "I had heard that it was sometimes so, Trident Bearer. But not dways.
Y ou are indeed among those Chosen for greatness.”

Of the mechanism by which it spoke, of the probability of its speaking, she had no wisdom. The
old talestold of the Trident speaking, but only the Trident Bearers had ever heard it.

"Ddightful," Gem had murmured then, and directed her to teach him what she did know, which,
initsway, was considerable. Gem only hoped, for Corbiny€'slife, that he had learned enough to do what
must be done.

* % %

Gen walked up the ramp, leaning heavily on the Trident now, nodded to the Bindal che standing
guard at the gaping hatch, and hesitated, caught by the one who stood to the right, flowers and feathers
braided into hishair, awide belt hung with amulets round hiswaist.

"Y ou are the chief now of Tremillan Tribe?" he asked.

The other laid hishand flat over hisheart, "I am Ven Cabrise EnTdlia, Trident Bearer," he said
warily. "l thank you for your notice.”

"No trouble,” Gem said. "Ven kel Batien Girisco was agreat chief. | honor her sacrifice for her
people.”

In the flickering torch light, the man's face dtered, warinessmelting. "'l will tell the Singers so,
Trident Bearer." He hesitated, then added, " Joy to you."

"And to you," Gem returned and stepped into the ship.

Torches had been set here and there on the silent bridge, casting dancing shadows. Out of
kindnessfor First Tdliosand Witness, following him into what must seem to them unrelieved blackness,
he plucked one of the torches free and bore it with him down the narrow companionway, past crew
quarters, gdley, gym and findly into the doc's office. There he pulled afire extinguisher from its bracket
and st thetorchinits place, so that the dancing light illuminated al corners of thetiny space—more or
less

He found the emergency generator, bent to get a grip on it—and suddenly gasped as hiswound
protested. Straightening, he set the Trident on a convenient cot and beckoned to Witness. "Help mewith



this"

First of the Tdiosbridled. " Shlorba's Eyesis bound to watch, and to recdl truly for the Telios"

"Yes," said Gem, mustering what patience he could, "and as soon as he helps me hook up this
generator, there will be something for him to witness."

"It isnot done—" Firg Tdios began, and then clamped her mouth as Witness strode past her and
went to the Trident Bearer'sside.

"Where mugt it be, Anjemdti?'

"There." The Trident Bearer pointed. "Cable's not long enough to reach from here." Shlorbas
Eyes bent, grabbed hold of the built-on handle and heaved, amoment later placing the generator in the
spot the Trident Bearer had indicated.

"Thank you," said Gem camly and yanked out a cable, clamped it into place on the hedling unit,
pulled out another cable and seated it, then bent and flipped several switches set in the face of the
generator. He walked over to the cot where he had laid it and picked up the Trident, but he did not
immediately go back to the generator.

Instead, he leaned acrossthe cot, catching First Tdios eyeswith his. "Undergtand this: If that
generator comesto life, send for Corbinye immediatdly, place her within the larger unit and seal the door.
Wait until a chime sounds and then help her out. Do this first, even if something should seemto have
happened to me or to the Trident. Do you understand me?"

She gave him back, stare for stare. "' understand your words," she said coldly.

"Will you obey them?' Gem asked softly, wondering at the note of danger that made the softness
hard.

Credit her for toughness and along life lived imposing her will upon others strong-willed as she.
Firdt of the Teliosdid not drop her eyes. But shedid lick her lips. "1 will obey them," she said and Gem
nodded.

" am happy to hear you say s0," he said, till with that deadly softness; then he turned back to
the generator.

He took the stance that had become most natura to him, since First Telios had not been ableto
teach him one better—Trident-end braced againgt the deck between his boots, both hands wrapped just
below the Fearstone, fingers entwined. He leaned on it dightly, because he was so tired, and looked at
the generator between the wickedly sharp tines.

Hetook a deep breath and strove to clear hismind, to set aside hisirritation with First of the
Tdios, hisworry for Corbinye, histerror that this might not work, that she would die after al, in spite of
the best he could do. He, who had killed her once aready.

Ddiberately, he shut each of those concerns off, making his mind a clear white space, where he
seemed to hang, weightless, the universe narrowed to the generator, seen between the barring of the
tines.

Within the white space of hismind, he spoke: | want that operating.

It seemed to him that hiswords echoed, asif they went far beyond himsdf and hismind, into a
region unthinkably vast.

Faintly, really much too faintly for it to be more than the trickery of onesown tired ears, he heard
atrill of laughter. Then nothing.

Frustration spiked, and fear of failing. Hefdt the Trident warm in his hands, saw Sarialdan glow
to surly life—and ddliberatdly closed his eyes, breathing deeply and evenly, clearing hismind of
everything. He must consider hisemotionstoals, so First of the Telios had taught him. But what did he
know of emotion? It had been Edreth's care to show his apprentice the path around such things, so
limiting to athief's success.

Never give your name to the roomgirl. Never, never ask hers. Keep all at arm's length, or
further. Trust no one. Reserve your care for your craft and for your spiders. A thief is always
outside—an intelligent observer—al oof, uninvolved....

"Corbinye," Gem whispered, unaware that he spoke doud. "Linzer. Shilban. Edreth. Edreth, you
lied...." For what but love explained sacrifices made on behaf of achild not of his body, the son of his



soul, the heir of al hisworldly goods? What but love had forced Edreth into that last mad scheme, when
he might as easily have followed his own advice, stayed doof and turned hiswayward ‘prentice loose....
The scheme where he had taken his degth, yes, and never aword of blame ...

The Trident had warmed hisfingersto the point of discomfort. He gripped it tighter, seeing only
the past, where Edreth was busy weaving protections around the only thing he had ever loved, striving to
makeit invulnerable....

Gem gasped, shuddering as the tears came, bent his head—and felt the flare of heat, saw through
closed eyestheflare of light

And heard, in the sudden, fire-shot darkness, the hum of agenerator, coming to life.

* * *

Riahad her walkabout and Milt had woken from his nap. They'd wandered down to the canteen
and puzzled out the sequence for drawing rations, and they'd dawdled over the medl, talking some, and
then not, with the din of the life support system al around.

Riafindly pushed back from the table and looked at the kid, seeing her worriesplainin hiseyes.

"Let'sfind comm,” shesaid. "Seewhat'staking Dez dl year."

"All right,"” said Milt and came with her, down the rickety hallsto the core, and up acouple levels
to dead center.

Riagrunted satisfaction and hit the prime chair, fingers flashing over the antiquated board, caling
up thelights. Milt wilted into the assistant's chair and leaned back, watching her and surreptitioudy wiping
the swest off hislip.

"Out line?" Riamuttered to herself, and a second later: "got 'er. Now for beam-adjust. And now
for Dez." She punched the buttons with assurance, taking atick to send Milt agrin.

The line crackled live and Ria sang out their ID and their position, adding a " So, Dez, what's
keeping the party? Y ou fall adeep?’

No answer.

Milt stiffened at that, and Riafrowned. "Must have wrong line," she muttered and went through
the routine again, running the trandationsin her head.

"Y o, Dez! Inning crew three-three-six on GenShip attention required quicktime! Get us outta
here, man. Vacation'sover.”

Only line-crackle came back to them. Milt ran ashaking hand over hisface, fingertips coming
away Wet.

"Try Generd Alert," he said, but Riasfingers were dready on the board, dapping up the
emergency numbers, chanting the Company's Mayday with the precison of aprayer. The lines buzzed
empty.

Riasat back hard in her chair, staring at the old board, seeing the places where the meta was
worn dull, and where toggles had been replaced with wood, rather than plastic; the places where the
colors had worn right off, so you needed to know the drill by rote....

"They did it," the kid whispered next to her. "They've got the Big Ship."

"Shit," said Ria, and bit her lip, thinking about along, mostly misspent life. Thinking about ending
it here, on aship so old it gave her the spooks.... She put her hands on the arm rests and levered hersalf
out of thechair.

"Wher€'re you going now?" asked Milt.

"Engineroom,” Riasad grimly. "Going to seeif we can get thisbuggy moving."

CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

It was afour-day walk to the Grotto of the Telios, though Finchet thought Borgin Vo Rissand his
group of hearties could have quartered the time, Ieft on their own.



Still, they set an old man's pace, and after thefirst day Finchet was glad of it—and glad of the
Grounder custom that dictated he be waited on by those younger. There was no wood-chopping and
assorted camp tasks for him, though Ven drew aman's share of those.

The boy brought him ahorn cup, full to the brim with water, and Finchet had seen enough of the
land by now to know how great agift that brimming cupful was.

"Thank you," he said and took asip of thetepid liquid before asking, "Y ou doing well, are you,
young Vdn?'

Theboy grinned a him out of agrimy, exated face. "Well and more than well, Uncle. Have you
ever dreamed of such aplace?

"No," said Finchet, with perfect truth, and took another sip, holding it in his parched mouth
before swallowing. "Y ou till have the Book?!

Veln looked, Finchet thought, alittle hurt. "Of course.”

"That'sfine," hesaid. "Y ou keep that close, hear me? If something untoward comes my way, you
get the Book to the Captain. That'smy rede.”

The boy sraightened, face losing alittle of its heedlessjoy. "Yes, Uncle.”

Finchet smiled and reached out to grip the thin young arm. "Y ou're agood lad. Go on with the
rest of your chores, now."

Hewas | €ft then, with hiswater and histhoughts, but not for aslong asthat. Another shadow
found him where he sat on arock out of the way of the bustle of mid-day camp and he looked up to see
Borgin, hands clasped diffidently before him.

"'day toyou, lad.”

"Fine day to you, father,” the warrior said in the gentle voice he reserved for Finchet and for his
chief. He hesitated. "It is permitted that one Sit and converse?”

"Sit away," Finchet returned, waving ahand at the various rocks nearby.

Those, however, would have put Borgin on aleve with the old one. He made one of the
complicated hand-signs he was prone to and sat himsalf down on the ground.

Looking up at Finchet he said, "Wewill be with the Tdliosthis evening, father. But | fed you
should know that it islikely that Shlorba's Eyes—Witnessfor the Telios, your friend—may not be with
them. Hisduty is such that he may, indeed, be very far avay."

"Y our chief told methat,” Finchet said unworriedly. "Well take the chance of him not being to
home. Mayhap hisfolk will know how to get agrip on him. Unlessyou're thinking the Telioswon't et us
in"

Another flash of those big fingers. "The Tdios gladly house any seeker. It ismy duty to say thet,
though we come to the Tdios this evening, your seeking may not yet be done.

"Understood. The Crew's been seeking for centuries, so thelogs say. Reckon the boy and me
can seek alittlewhilelonger.”

"The old oneiswise." Borgin bent his head, looked up. "What shall become of the growing

things?

"Good question,” Finchet said and then stared off into the never-never, rubbing hisfingers
absently down the satin finish of the cup.

He cameto himsdlf with astart and glanced down at the warrior, patiently waiting. "Land
hereaboutsisdry,”" he offered.

"Old one, itisso.”

"Been that way since when, you know?"

"Since The Combine came and broke the backs of the Bindache," Borgin said in aflat voice, as
if it were something he had by rote, "hurling us down into barbarism and building the Dam to be Hated
upon Traitor's Point, just beneath the polar ice cap.” He blinked and added in amore normal tone. "The
Tdioswill know more, father. | have only thetaes.

"Hm. Saw that dam on the way in. Better for everybody, she wasgone...."

Borgin looked up, purejoy in hiseyes. "The old one will show ustheway to kill it? To freethe
land and renew the Bindalche?' He cameto his knees, yanked the big knife out of hisbelt and laid it flat



across Finchet'sknees. "I am yours!™

"No," said Finchet firmly, "you aren't. Blessyou, child, I'm no Captain. Y ou want to be swearing
knife service, you wait 'til you talk to Captain Kristefyon—he's the one for knowing how to go on with
things and how to get broke mended. Now take that up and put it away. I'm too old afelow for such
foolighness"

Borgin looked crestfallen, but he picked up his knife and stowed it and sat back on his hedls.

"Father?'

"B

"How shdl | find this—Captain Kristefyon? If heis so great a chief asyou say, | will cedehim
the use of my blade."

Finchet sipped the last dregs of the water gratefully and put the cup aside. "We're hoping to find
him with Witnessfor the Telios," he said dowly. "He's the one who needs to decide about the green
things, too, seeit? Hoping hell bein shape to decide it soon. Though, truth said, he'sabit fond of chancy
adventures. If we find him dead, then we're on our own, for the Garden will never lift again, that's
certan.”

The other man frowned. "Why does your Captain travel with Shlorba's Eyes, O aged one?’

"Because my Captain is promised to carry around something called a Smiter or a Trident and
where he goes—"

"So goesthe Eyes of Shlorba," Borgin breathed reverently. "Y our Captain is Trident Bearer, old
one?'

"Just said so, didn't 17

"Indeed, indeed, you did!" Borgin leapt to hisfeet so suddenly Finchet flinched on hisrock. But
thewarrior smply stood for amoment, back bowed, face tipped open to the sky, arms outstretched.
The moment passed, and he was as suddenly bent forward, hands moving incomprehensibly.

"Father, your ingtruction is most excellent. Accept thanks from the center of this one's heart. Y ou
bring tidings of greatnessfor dl Bindache." He sraightened, agrin that had nothing to do with humor
illuminating hisface. "Thet it should happenin my lifetimel" He collected himsdlf with an effort. " The boy
approacheswith your meal. Eat well. A blanket shall be brought to you, so that you may rest for the final
stage of the journey. O joyous—" He turned away and strode back toward his mates.

Finchet shook his head and took the dab of dried meat and the handful of small sweet fruitsfrom
Veln and then sat with the med in hishand, saring very hard at nothing.

* * %

The book was old—as old as the oldest he had seen in Shilban's house—bound in heavy lesther.
A picture had once been painted on the front cover—the chips of color that remained were purple, and
green, and gold. The edges of the pages were gilded and those pages were not, as Gem had expected,
thinner, more supple leather, but athick, fine-grained paper that had taken theink well and held it without
fading.

"The second of the Books of the Telios" said First from her station at his shoulder. "We have lost
the secret of that ink, aas, and later books are not so easy to read asthis.”

Gem ran hisfingerslightly over the pages, noting the ridges where the pen had scored the paper.
"And thefirst Book of the Teios?' he asked.

"Iswritten on rock walls and on tablets of marble, malachite and gold. It may not be brought to
you. You must go toit. If you think it will avail you. The Seeker must know that we have those among us
who have devoted long lifetimesto the study of that sngle Book."

"Hm," said Gem, more than haf-concerned with the study of the Book within hishands. "And is
the Smiter spoken of from the very beginning?'

Firdt of the Telios moved away, tucking her handsinto her deeves. Witness, watching the Trident
initsresting place across the room, spared a moment of his attention to ook at her face.

"The Bindache," she said dowly, "were without the Smiter for many years. So the Booksteach
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Gem looked up sharply. " So the Booksteach you," he repeated. "In what Book does the Smiter
first appear?’

She avoided his gaze. "The old writing—you understand, it is very dense, very difficult to follow.
The Books that come after this one are faded, some pages impossibleto read...." She squared her
shoulders and looked at him graightly. "Thefirst clear mention of the Smiter isin thethird Book," she
sad. "Therewasabadttle..."

"Between the god and his children, the goddess and the younger god," said Gem and Witnessfor
the Telios cameto hisfedt, saring.

Firgt of the Telios dso stared; regained her composure. "Y ou have that tale from the Smiter?"

"No," said Gem, "from avery old book, on aplanet called Henron ..." He glanced over and
Witness saw humor in the depths of the large, fey eyes. "A fragment only—the kernd myth. Never any
clue of what the myth might mean—or if the god had aname.”

Witness for the Telios sank back to his seat upon the floor and disciplined hismind for duty.

Gem turned back to the Book before him, looked to Firgt. I will study this and consider what
best isto be done from here," he said, in tones e oquent of dismissd. "Plesse, if you will, et me know
when the other volumes arrive.”

She stiffened, but retained enough sense of what was due the Trident Bearer to bow with
courtesy and retire.

Gem ran hisfingers once again over the fine paper with its ridges where the pen had passed over.
He opened to the middle and studied a page there; opened to the end and did the same. He inspected
the binding and frowned at the remains of the illumination upon the cover.

Then helaid the Book carefully back down upon the table and stood. Without aword to
Witness, he passed from the room into the second chamber, where Corbinye dept off the effects of her
wound and its heding.

The heding had not been as compl ete as he had hoped for—she was still weak, exhausted—but
the learned of the Telios and the physician incarcerated with the Vornet crew both agreed that she was
out of any danger. Rest and nourishment, they al had counsded, quietude and exposure to the kindness
of those who loved her.

Thislast had been from the youngest of the Telios healers and Gem had thanked her most
profoundly, while he wondered in his heart where there were any who cared for Corbinye, besides
himself, inept at love, and Witness, who bowed to duty first.

He was forced to hope that his ineptness would not hinder her progress and he visited hourly,
gpeaking with her if she were wakeful; just watching, if she were adeep.

Presently, she was restless, tossing and twisting under the fur covers, asif she could find no
easeful pogtion.

Gem leaned over and smoothed her hair, murmuring her name, bidding her, softly, to lie till. She
did quiet somewhat, to his surprise, and he straightened the furs over her and turned to go.

A dim hand caught his and he looked up to see her eyes open and bright. "I put you to agreat
ded of trouble, cousin.”

"No trouble," he protested and then grinned wryly. "L esstrouble than the damned Trident, at
least, and not nearly so much asFirgt of the Telios."

She chuckled, her fingers stroking the hand she held him by, so that he nearly snatched it avay
before forcing himself to be patient with the touch and ignore the flame it ignited.

"Areyou hungry?' he asked her. "Thirsty? | can send for something...."

"Only wakeful," she said and pulled on his hand, urging him down to sit beside her on the bed.
"Tdk to me, Anjemdlti. What have you been about while I've been deeping the day away?"

"Therésabook," he began, meaning to tell her the tale of the Books of the Bindalche, but he got
no further than that before the mat was thrust back from the door and one of the servants of the
Bindal che burgt into the room.

"Trident Bearer, your pardon! Thereiscome severd of the warriors of the Bindalche, escorting



an old man and aboy. They say they belong to you, Trident Bearer, and send the names Finchet and
vdn'"

CHAPTER SEVENTY

Finchet followed the short green robe down the stone corridor. He kept one hand firm on Veln's
shoulder and one ear on the comforting dight sounds made by Borgin and his mates, keeping pace
behind.

They traversed severd corridors, going deeper and deeper into the mountain. Finchet took care
to memorizethe turns: Right, right, right, left, right, left, left and—

"Thisisthe place," the robe said, sweeping aleather curtain back and stepping hadtily aside. "The
Trident Bearer iswithin."

Finchet sent asharp look into the depths of the hood, finding a pair of wide brown eyesin aface
no older than Veln's.

"Huh," he said and pulled Veln close, so they both went over the threshold together.

Thefirgt thing he saw within the room was the Captain's trident, gems al a-gleaming in the
firdight. And sitting before it, bland-faced as ever, was Witnessfor the Telios.

Finchet stopped and raised ahand. "Good to seeyou, lad.”

Witnessinclined hishead. "Gardener. Velin Kristefyon. A man isjoyful to see you both well."

"Very nearly didnt," Finchet said. "Captain about?"

Witness turned his head and Finchet followed his gaze to the right and middle of the room, to
where a stone table stood, with a gaudy big book upon it, and adender man in adark gray robe standing
behind both, hislong yellow hair neatly tied in atail down his neck and his eyes Crew-szed and blue.

"Well, now, therédsasight for worried eyes," said Finchet, letting Veln go at last and coming
straight across the room. "Feared we'd find you in severa odd pieces. Happy to know an old man can
be aswrong as ayoung one."

Gem smiled and held out both hishands. "Hello, Uncle”

The old man gripped the young one's hands and cocked a grizzled eyebrow. "Uncle, isit? Well,
and its true enough, gene-wise—cousins, aunts and uncles, al. Doubtless that's the long and short of why
weredying out.”

"Doubtless,” Gem agreed. "Buit tell me, do—in what way was | wrong?"'

"Hah." Finchet stepped back, glanced over to tally Veln and Borgin's crew. He looked back to
meet those bright eyes. "Garden crashed.”

The eyes moved, flashing to Veln, then back. ™Y ou both look hale enough. Have we lost the
wholewood?"

"Might well make arecover,” Finchet dlowed. "Given workers and an agreeable system.
How-to'sin the Book. Thing is, somebody's been adjusting this system aready, Captain. Big dam up
under the pole—saw it on the way down. Winds not how they ought to be, according to what the Book
tells me, stream-flow—uwheat thereis—altered.” He shook his head. "Don't look that good for the
Garden, present conditions prevailing.”

"So the operators of the dam must be persuaded to reason,” said Gem. "Who might that be?

"The Combine, that one says," Finchet jerked athumb at Borgin.

"He saystruth," Witness put in from the floor. Gem nodded, eyes gleaming.

"Why, inthat case, | think weredly have no problem at al, Uncle. We've dready doubtless
annoyed The Combine by taking their ship—" He looked up. "Have we taken their ship?’

Finchet fished the comm out of hisbelt and laid it on the table next to the book. "Not a peep out
of thissince we hit, but it took afair bit of knocking about."

Gem nodded again and rested hisfingerslightly againgt the comm-case. Out of hisdeeve came a
spider, watzed down the back of hishand and onto the comm. It walked to the place where the power
pack was seated and vanished insde the unit.



"L et usassumefor the moment,” Gem said, "that we have been successful. Already then the
Crew of the Gardenspot is struck from The Combine's guest lists. How much angrier can they become
over alittlething like adam on aworld that doesn't even belong to them?”

Finchet grinned. "Reasoning worthy of aKristefyon, that. Y our mother'd be proud to hear you. |
recdl me—"

But what he recalled was not to be shared at this moment. A big voice cried out, "They will kill
the dam!" And abig body surged forward, faling to its knees between Finchet and the table, offering a
knife high on outstretched pams.

"Captain Krigtefyon, haveme! | am Borgin Vo Riss of Wyadin Tribe and theseare mine
hunt-mates. | pledge usdl to you, only send us with Finchet Gardener to destroy the Dam to be Hated!™

Elegant eyebrows lifted above astonished blue eyes. Gem reached across the table and took the
offered wegpon up in two hands.

"Rise, Borgin VoRiss™"

Thewarrior stood, facelit with a hatred akin to holiness. Gem weighed the knife in his hands,
looked into the other's eyes.

"You know that | bear Shlorba's Smiter."

"l do."

"And you know, | presume, the old taes, which should be sufficient warning of dl theill that
might befdl you asaservant of the Trident Bearer."

"Let mekill the dam,” Borgin breathed. "Trident Bearer, let me only come near it and know it is
todie. | shdl gladly die mysdlf, and Sing your praisesto the goddess ever after.”

"I may well hold you to that,” Gem said, and extended the knife. "1 accept your service, Borgin
Vo Riss. But | ask that you alow each of your hunt-mates to speak for themselves.”

One by one they came forward, then, fell to their knees, and offered up their names and their
knives.

One by one, the Trident Bearer accepted their service and when he had gathered dl of their souls
into his hand, he stepped back and beckoned the child waiting at the door.

"Takethese and let them bathe and eat and rest. Tomorrow, | shall send for them.”

"Yes, Trident Bearer," said the child and swept the leather back from the door, stepping asideto
let them passinto the hallway.

When they were gone, Gem looked again a Finchet and the boy. "Y ou'll be wanting the same
things, | expect. But before you go, perhaps you would like, Uncle, to step into the next room and
vigt—"

"I am here, Anjemdlti," aresonant, beautiful voice said from behind him. He turned to see
Corbinye, clad in the loose blue robe they had given her, one hand braced against thewall.

It was Veln who moved firgt, who cried out, " Aunt Corbinyel™ and who flung himself againg her,
amsgoing tight around her was.

She swayed, and leaned into the wall, put both arms around the boy and hugged him tight to her.
The face she raised was bestific and she smiled at Finchet like agoddess. "Uncle."

"Corbinye. Youdl right, girl?"

"Mending," she said, and gave Ve afierce, find hug before pushing him gently away. "Go and
get fed. Rest. Vigt ustomorrow.”

"Likely s0," said Finchet, cocking an eyebrow at his Captain. Y ou'll betelling us how to go
about blowing up thisdam then, | expect?'

"Possbly," said Gem serendly. "I'll have to ask the Telios what they know."

"Hah," said Finchet and went over to give Corbinye a hug and proper kin-kiss. When he looked
again, there was the short green robe back again, or another just like it, holding the curtain aside and
waiting for them to leave. He gave Corbinye another squeeze, flung hisarm around Veln's shoulders and
headed halward, giving anod each to Captain and to Witness.

* * *



He coaxed Corbinye back to her room and called a servant, as she asked. By thetime he
returned to the table, Number Four was standing atop the comm+-link, purple eyes glowing.

He offered a palm and the spider clambered into it, then up hiswrist and arm, leaving the skin at
last to cling to theinsde of the deeve. Gem sat down and thumbed on "receive.”

Therewasasmal bloom of static, followed immediately by avoice: "GenerationShip Five, Class
One, on cyclethree of fifteen. Scattered Crew orient to second world perihdlion and activate ID
beacons. Y ou will be tagged and recovered. Any who have taken damage, load assessments onto
BroadCode, establish emergency measures and wait. Y ou will be tagged and recovered.”

Sowly, Gem put out ahand and hit "send.”

"GenerationShip Five, Class One," he said. "Captain's override and scramble. Madl Faztherot to
the comm. If sheisnot available, | will spesk to—"

"Mad Faztherot here, Captain,” her cool voice held an undercurrent of pure glee. "Y our plan was
perfect in every particular—successis oursl The mother ship istaken and the outriders scattered. We
have only to pick up our blade-ships and complete refinement of the key codes.” There was a pause, as
if she heard her own exuberance and stopped to school hersdlf. "What are the Captain's orders?!

Orders? Well, and there it was. He had hardly thought past the taking of The Combine ship and
returning the Trident to the Bindalche. One plan had succeeded, but the second had failed, and he was
caught here, surdly asif the Vornet dill held himin their intrigues, not to mention Finchet and his crew of
Grounders, mad to kill the dam ... He glanced over at the Trident; laid his hand upon the Second Book
of the Telios

"How fares The Combine?' he asked Madl Faztherot.

"Those we captured were put into a cargo pod and towed to Gardenspot, where they are even
now unloading. The outriders are but momentarily confused by our attack. They will be back, Captain.”

"Doubtless." He stared hard at the wall opposite him, weighing needs and desires and fears.
Eventually, he touched the "send" button once more.

"Collect your ships, then do me the favor of making a pass over the pole. | need amap of the
dam | amtold isthere. Download the information to Hyacinth's bank."

"Yes, Captain. And yoursdf?'

"Mysdf?' He shrugged, wryly. "I am detained rather longer than | had anticipated. The Garden
took damage in descent and must be attended to—and it is not so easy to return the Trident to those
who should hold it." He frowned. "Thereis something ..."

"The Captain need only command,” Mael Faztherot told him, and he very nearly laughed.

"On aplanet cdled Henron, within the Renfrew System, thereis—was—alibrary. If it fill exidts,
itisin OldTown and the one who had owned it was named Shilban." He bit hislip, nodded once, though
there was none but Witness and Trident to see.

"l want thet library."

"Ordersreceived and acknowledged,” Madl Faztherot said. " Are more specific coordinates
avalanle?!

He closed hiseyes, caled up the grid-map of Henron in his head and read off the location of
Shilban's Library. "If it is<till there," he repeated. "Understand that we are speaking of bound books—in
some cases, of scrollsand hieroglyphics. Many of them arefragile.”

"l understand. The utmost care shal be taken in the loading and the books shall be brought back
toyou here” A small pause. "The Captain has further orders?

"How goestherecoding?’

"The engine codes have been removed and replaced with clean codes. We are presently
operating with the backup computer while PrimeComp's signature is rewritten. We have work boats out
repainting thevisuas."

"Good," Gem said. "When you are ready, call and | will give you coordsfor acourier boat
landing. | have here severd prisoners who should be returned—alive and hae—to Henron."

"It will bedone," Mad Faztherot assured him.



"Good," Gem said again. "1 have no further orders. Proceed with your necessities.”

"Captain," shesad, respectfully. "Acting Captain out.”

For somelittle time he sat, staring a the comm-light, then finaly moved a hand and turned the
comm off.

So, then, he thought, the Ship will map the dam, and | will need to hear from the Tdios what they
know of thething and if thereisaCombine garrison there, then to get the Garden sorted, and The
Combinewill be back, no mistake on that. Defenses will have to be made. Perhaps the Ship can leave us
outriders, and | will need to study the Trident, refine the operating system, study the Books ... A hand
gripped his shoulder gently and he gasped, starting so badly he knocked the comm to the floor.

"Anjemdlti," her voice was s0ft, the scent of her as sheleaned over him like the finest intoxicant.
"Anjemdlti,” shesaid."Y ou cannot solveit al tonight. Cometo bed.”

"Bed." He looked up at her, the lovely face, the space-black eyes, the hair that had been newly
washed and hung unbraided across her shoulder and over one breast. "Bed," he repeated, "is where you
should be. To rest and regain your strength.”

"While you worry yourself into adespair,” she said with atouch of her old asperity. "Very good.”
Her fingerstightened on his shoulder. "Cometo bed, Anjemadlti. | swear to let you deep.”

Desire washed through him, and ayearning near pain, yet sill he hesitated.

"Go with her, Anjemdlti," Witness said from hiscorner. "A man may."

Corbinye laughed and he fet her hand leave his shoulder, felt warm fingers sveep down the sde
of his cheek. "We have been given approval, cousin. What more would you?'

Helaughed himsdlf then, and pushed back from the table, and |et her take hishand and draw him
across the stone floor and through the curtain to her chamber.

After atime, Witness got up from his place before the Smiter, walked over to the table and bent
to pick up thefalen comm-link. He placed it carefully beside the Book, then stepped into the
center-space and did certain exercisesto ease his body and clear his mind. When those were done, he
returned to his seat before Shlorba's Smiter and began to order the beginning of this, the greatest of the
Teios most recent Memories.

His name was Anjemalti Kristefyon and he had been born a Chief of star rovers. While he
was yet a child, event did move upon him, and the star rovers cast him out, to be caught by a
master wise in the ways and intrigues of event. The boy grew and learned, at the master's behest,
a new role and a new name, so event for a time was confounded. Thus, in respect of the master,
whose wise trickery preserved the outcast for the Smiter, the tale begins:

His name was Gem and he was a thief...

END



