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A STRANGE ALLIANCE UNDER DIAMOND SKIES

Kayle—the Concord advisor with the power to link minds, he is torn between his oath of obedience
and aloathing for dl things Mdian.

Ryth—representative of a legendary and complex race with astounding powers of perception, hefals
hopelesdy into a forbidden love.

Faen—a proud and bitter aristocrat known for her beauty and vengeance, she is the reluctant key to
the secrets hidden in the shadows.

IT CAN BE DEADLY TO DISTURB THE SHADOWS

Mdia s prismatic atmosphere transformed sunlight into a vibrant fal of energy; on Mdia, everything
was more vivid, more varied, more vitd. Even the shadows seemed dive.
Some of them were ...

“ARE YOU THE SHARNN?’

“Ves”

“Comein.”

Ryth entered the room with the lithe grace of a dancer or a Mdian assassin. Kayle watched, orange
eyes hooded; few people had ever seen a Sharnn in the flesh.

“I didn’t know that Sharnn ever left thar planet,” said Kayle, gesturing to ading for Ryth to st in.

“Not much is known about Sharnn,” said Ryth, his face changing with what could have been a amile

Kayle's glance flicked over the tal man whose slver-green eyes compelled attention. Though Ryth
was ganding motionless, his floor-length cape seemed to gir sulbtly, twidting light into new shapes.

“That’'swhy you interest the Caifil,” said Kayle. “You're the first person from Sharn who has asked
anything of the Concord.” Kayl€' s dark face fdl into the many creases of a Nendleti frown. “And what
you've asked is—" Kayle's arm snapped out.”—difficult. Probably impossble”

“But the Carifil will consider it

“Yes. Andin return, you will use your pattern kills to hdp us understand Mdia”

“Before the Concord destroys it.”



“If we destroy it,” corrected Kayle. Then he laughed, athick and husky sound. “If | didn't know the
Caifil, I'd not waste another moment with you. Tdl me, Sharnn, how a man from one of the Concord's
maost Smple cultures can help the Carifil to understand one of the Concord’s most complex and secretive
cultures?’

Thistime, Ryth's amile was unmigtakable. He flowed into the ding without taking his eyes off Kayle.
“May asmple Sharnn ask why you cdl the Mdians secretive?’

“They’ ve been Concord members for nine hundred years, yet we know nothing about them that the
Firgt Contact team didn't teach us”

“Perhgps,” said Ryth blandly. “But a secretive culture would never have dlowed Maran's Song to be
heard by any but Mdian ears.”

Kayle made a gesture of digmissd. “Maran’s Song is a great work of the mind, perhaps one of the
greatest the Concord knows. It is the summation of crysta music. Any race would be proud to display
such an achievement. And,” added Kayle dryly, “Mdians are nothing if not proud. Arrogant beyond
bdief.”

“Little is beyond a Sharnn’s bdlief.”

Kayle stared at the dien who sat s0 eadly in the reslient ding. Ryth's eyes shone greenly, lit by inner
knowledge or amusement or strength; Kayle did not know which. He did know that Sharn’s culture was
less primitive than it appeared, if Ryth was a product of it. And the Carifil had been so eager to sudy
Ryth that they had promised him what was denied to every person in the Concord—entry to Mdia

“Do dl Sharnn have your adility to find patterns where others find only chaos?’ asked Kayle
aoruptly.

“Sometimes”

“When? And how many?’ demanded Kayle.

Ryth's amile would have made anyone but a Nendleti uneasy. “A few,” said Ryth. “When they mus.”

“There'sasaying in the Concord,” muttered Kayle. “As supid as a Sharnn.”

Ryth's amile increased until Kayle dmost heard the Sharnn’ s inner laughter.

“But the Carifil have a different saying,” continued Kayle. “As dudve as a Sharnn.”

“Are there smilar phrases to describe Mdians?” asked Ryth.

“You're a hard man to inault,” said Kayle softly.

Ryth smply amiled like a Sharnn.

Kayle gestured in amused defeat. “The Caifil told me that you would ask seemingly random
questions, but that | should answer in spite of confuson.” Kayle frowned again, didiking the dliptica
conversation, sendng that the Sharnn was at least three questions—and answers—ahead of him. “The
Fra Contact team agreed that Mdia was beautiful beyond imegining; that Mdians as a race and Mdian
aristocrats in particular had a primd dlure that transcended culturd prejudices, that Mdian culture was
obsessed with sensud experience.”

Kayle waited, but Ryth did not comment.

“The Firg Contact team,” continued Kayle, “dso had a saying about Mdians” Kayle stopped,
goparently finished.

“And that was?’ said Ryth softly.

“‘Trugt a Mdian to betray you.”” Kayl€'s orange eyes brooded over the Sharnn’s muscular frame.
“Do you dill want to go to Mdia?’

“Ves”

“Why?" said Kayle bluntly.

“Many reasons, none of which you would understand.”

Kayl€' s eyes narrowed. “I suppose | earned that one, Sharnn. Now tdl me why you want to go to
mMdia”

“l want to hear Maran’s Song played on the Sandoliki sarsa.”

“Impossible. That song is never played on Mdia”

Ryth became absolutely dill, savagely intent; for an instant nothing existed but the ramifications of that
gangle fact, as his Sharnn indinct for patterns focused his mind. Then the moment passed and he was once



agan jus atdl man resing in ading.

“Areyou sure?’ asked Ryth mildly.

Kaylée sfingers stroked the multi-textured surface of his robe as he tried to convince himsaf that no
men could be as dangerous as Ryth had appeared to be for asngle ingant.

“Yes, Sharnn. It's one of the few things | am sure of about that accursed planet.”

“Why is the song forbidden?’

“l don’t know,” snapped Kayle. Then, less harshly, “I once asked aMdian.” Kayle flipped back the
deeve of hisrobe to reved along scar down his forearm. “F n’een amog killed me. | never mentioned
the song again.”

“But not out of fear,” sad Ryth, looking a the Nendleti with an intensty that should have been
frightening. “You respected the Mdian F n'een, in spite of your hatred for Mdians as a race. Perhaps
you even loved her.”

“The Caifil told you more than | would have.”

“No one told me anything. Except where to find you.”

“Am | that easy for you to read?’ said Kayle, sparks of anger legping deep within his eyes.

“Easy? Not at dl. But she was Mdian, and an aristocrat.”

“She was Fneen,” sad Kayle smply, as though no other explanation was required. “But that
doesn't hep you, does it?” Kayle made an abrupt gesture. “Just what isit that you want, pattern-man?’

“Maran’s Song.”

“Why?

“A Sharnn game. | doubt if you would understand it. | don’t.”

“Teechme”

Ryth's green gaze turned inward, and when he spoke, it was in the tones of a man choosing words
from alanguage that was impossibly limited.

“I might have ... logt ... something. If | did, it probably can be discovered on Mdia” Ryth hesitated,
then shrugged, a muscular movement of his torso that made his cape ripple like water. “Until | know just
whet I’ ve log—if I've logt anything at al—I can’t explain more clearly.”

“You'll have to do better than thet, pattern-man.”

The edge of Ryth's cape lifted restlesdy, moving over itsdf with a sound like sk rubbing over amber.

“My pattern indinct works best when I'm not persondly involved,” said Ryth. “But | am involved in
this ... game”

Kayle amiled, showing two rows of amdl, bright teeth. “'Y ou’ re human, then. I'm rdlieved.”

Ryth amiled ironicdly. “The Caifil sad the same thing. Then they told me what they knew about
Mdiaand Mdians. It wasn't enough.”

“For what?’

“For a Sharnn conception.”

Kayle made a frudtrated noise. “The more you tak, the less you say.” He stared narrowly at the
supple man whose cape dill moved restlesdy, “Can you prove that you're more than a mouthful of
beffling phrases?’

“Yes—if you let me go to Mdia”

“You know that Mdiais under secondary proscription?’

“Yes”

“You know that primary will begin in no less than seven Centrex days and could begin sooner,
without warning?’

“Yes”

“You'll risk your lifefor a Sharnn game—a concept?’

“What are Caifil and Concord if not aspects of a concept?’ countered Ryth.

Kayle looked a Ryth for a long moment. Both men were so 4ill that the sound of Ryth's restive
Sharnn cape seemed loud in the room.

“You irritate me, Sharnn,” Kayle sad findly. “But not enough to let you die. | can’'t recommend
opening Mdiato you. The Caifil can’'t play a game where neither the rules nor the stakes are known to
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“If,” said Ryth dowly, “I told you that | could lead you to a finder whose gift was not limited by time
or space, would that be a stake worth Carifil risk?’

“Isthis person Sharnn?’

“No.”

Kayle amiled, but his eyes were lit by something close to anger. “Is this another Sharnn game? The
Caifil gft and resft races, looking for mentd gifts, and then a Sharnn who has never been off-planet
offersusthe rarest gift of dl. A finder. But this finder is not Sharnn.” Kayle swore in the hissng phrases
of his native tongue. “My patience is gone, pattern-man,” he said disdainfully, turning away. “When | next
look, you would do wel to be gone, too. | speak now as a Nendleti, not a Caifil.”

Ryth did not move. Even his cape was Hill.

“And | speak as a Sharnn. F'n’een did not die on Skemoale.”

Though Kayle's muscles bunched benesth his orange robe, his voice was cam. “Every member of
the Second Contact team died on Skemole”

“Fn’een survived.”

“Impossible. The Carifil searched—and mindsearched—for survivors. Only two bodies were found.
We found those who had assassinated the team. All dead. Very dead. Suicides. They knew the Concord
pendty for murdering a Second Contact team.”

“Fn’een survived.”

“No. | knew her mind. | was the union for the Carifil mindsearch. | balanced the minds that searched,
held them together. They did not sense F n’'een, Sheis dead.”

“Fn’een’'smind rolled back upon itsdf. Regressve shock. Her mind became unrecognizable and/or
unreachable. The Caifil even have a name for that state. Q-consciousness.”

Kayle, his back ill turned, said nothing.

“When she emerged from g,” continued Ryth, “she had changed, a change forced by hatred and the
need to survive”

“Goon,” sad Kayle, hisvoice husky.

“Was F n’een capable of killing?’

Kayle laughed shortly. “ She was Mdian. Raised in the code of darg vire—vendetta to the death.”

“A team member who died was her hushand/mate/lover,” said Ryth, his voice as soft as the liquid
movements of his Sharnn cape. “If F n’ een survived, wha would she do?’

“Dag vire,” said Kayle, his husky voice clipped again.

“Yes. And twenty-three Skemoleans died. Not suicides. She is on Mdia now. She is the Sandaliki
Ti”

Kayle' s body jerked subtly, but he did not turn to face the soft-voiced Sharnn who had become his
tormenter.

“Are you tdling me this so that | may die again when my mind-daughter dies again?' asked Kayle
angrily.

“The Sandoliki woman is afinder.”

Kayle' s hand flexed in a gesture of negation. “Then sheisnot Fn'een. A gift as rare as that would
have been discovered during her Contact training.”

“F n’ een—the Sandoliki woman—nhad not even entered her fird maturity when you knew her. Some
gifts develop only with time. Or severe stress.”

Kayle said nothing, but his bright robe moved in sudden jerks.

“Whoever the Sandoliki womaniis or is not,” said Kayle harshly, “she can't be alowed to die when
Mdiadies. Her gift and her genes are too vauable”

“Yes..”

Something in the qudity of Ryth's smple agreement brought Kayle dowly around. His orange glance
flicked over to awadl where various times on the planet Vintra were coded in light.

“You interest me, Sharnn,” said Kayle at lagt. “If | survive tonight, I'll take you to Mdia”

“If it sa question of survivd,” said Ryth, “perhaps | should come with you.”



Kayle amiled like a predator. “Y es, Sharnn, perhaps you should.”

Kayle stripped off his outer robe, reversed it so that orange was replaced by somber tones of purple,
and pulled the robe back on. Ryth noted the three curved knives strapped to various parts of Kayle's
heavily muscled body, then the weapons vanished beneath the loose clothes. Out of sight, but not out of
reach; the robe had conveniently placed dits.

With a ralling movement, Kayle settled the robe around his body. He glanced a Ryth's cape. The
cape seemed dulled, as though light no longer made any impact on the materid’s drab surface. Ryth
pulled up aloose hood that concealed everything but his slver-green eyes.

“Can you fight?” asked Kayle matter-of-factly.

“Yes”

“Jug yes? No daborations, no tales of epic brawls?’

“No.”

Kayle hdf-smiled. “Good enough, Sharnn. Hand-held or projectile weapons?’

“Whatever is necessary. Though,” Ryth added, “I prefer fad-hnim,”

“Fad-hnim!” Kayle turned to face Ryth so quickly that his robe belled into ralling shades of purple.
“How did a Sharnn learn that lethd discipline?’

“People come to Sharn,” said Ryth. “Some of them tak to the children. | was a child, once.”

Kayle made a sound that was hdf admiration, hdf frustration, but did not doubt that Ryth was a
practitioner of fad-hnim’s difficult and deadly dances. It explained the Sharnn’s extraordinary grace.

“l suppose,” said Kayle dryly, “you once talked to a pg madter.”

Ryth's lips moved in slent laughter. “Whét little | know of the mentd arts was taught to me by the
Caifil. Very difficult concepts. And for a Sharnn of the Seventh Dawn, not particularly ussful.”

“Oh?

“The Seventh Dawn is a solitary discipline”

Kayle's mind reached out and deftly touched the fringes of Ryth's awareness. For an indant Kayle
sensed a savage radiance tha was qunning, then the incandescence thinned to an gpparently
inexperienced mindtouch that concealed immense depths and distances and raw power.

*|s mindgpeech uncomfortable for you, Sharnn?*

*Jud ... unexpected ... but each timeit happens, | learn*

Kayle sensed their contact strengthening, sabilizing as the Sharnn’s protean mind found patterns in
Kayle's kill and learned from those patterns. Ryth learned with shattering speed. Between one bregath
and the next, his mind-speech darified.

*You learn very quickly, pattern-man.*

*| am Sharnn.*

Kayle turned abruptly and walked to the door. Ryth followed, wondering if he had insulted the
Nendleti—Nendleti pride was legendary. But as they descended the winding stairs of one of Vintra's
older kels, Kayle spoke in a husky whisper.

“Don’'t you want to know where you might die tonight? And why?’

“l can guess” sad Ryth, unamiling. “We are in Sma, capitd dity of the planet Vintra We are
probably going to Old Smg; it isthe center of Vintran discontent. And danger.” While he spoke, Ryth's
eyes took in the shabby lilac wdls and faded rose and cream murds that decorated the Access room
between the street and the kel’s degping rooms. “As for why—" Ryth turned suddenly, but saw nothing
more than a shadow dipping down the wall. “Someone mus have promised you informetion about
Mdia”

Kayle stopped. “Keep taking, pattern-man. What information?’

Ryth's cape flared, then snuggled around his soft leather boots.

“l don’t know,” said Ryth.

Kayle blinked dowly. “You surprise me, pattern-man. | thought you knew everything.”

The Nendleti turned and walked around the Access platform. Blue energy blazed across the Access,
and for an ingant, Kayl€e's eyes were as purple as Vintra s amoldering moon. When the energy died, four
people stepped off the platform. Ther tight leggings and eaborately jeweled armbands proclaimed them



buyers of the sort who flocked to the scene of the latest humen disaster, purchasing the wreckage of
dreams at bargain rates.

* Scavengers*

Kayl€e's scathing thought echoed in Ryth’s mind, dong with the implications of such people appearing
on Vintra

*How do they know?* mused Ryth.

*They have the indincts of carrion eaters.* Kayle twitched the hem of his robe aside as though to
avoid contamination. *They mugt be going to the kla'rre district. There was an outbreak of pekh there
ten days ago. The survivors will need money to mourn thelr dead.* Kayl€'s lips thinned in a slent snarl.
*Madia has much to answer for.*

Ryth watched the scavengers vanish into Sima’'s seething lavender brick streets.

“Why Mdia?" asked Ryth.

“Maa is the cause of Vintra's drastic decline. Vintra never recovered from the Undeclared War.
Worse, Mdiais sabotaging Vintra even as we walk these streets.”

HWI,,Iy?l

“If I knew, my work would be over. The Caifil asked me to sudy Mdia and Mdians before they
are destroyed by the Concord. Unfortunately, Mdia forbids dien vistors and Mdians rarely leave their
planet.”

“Some diens mudt be permitted,” said Ryth. “No pattern is perfect.”

Kayle laughed. “Maybe, pattern-man. But the Carifil never found the exception. That's why I'm here
on Vintra, Mdid s colony, learning by inference and extrapolaion about the Mdian mind.”

“What have you learned?’

“That Mdians have earned their extinction.”

Y e Ryth sensed an echo of anguish that was the name F n’ een.

“If Mdid s pattern is so obvious and so guilty, why do you need my kills?’ said Ryth softly.

Kayle looked casudly around the street. There were many people out and they waked too close for
privecy.

*The Carifil want to know why Mdians could not adapt to the Concord's Sole Redtraint. When we
know that, the First Contact teams can look for the Mdian syndrome in newly discovered cultures. Then
we can Smply proscribe that type of culture, rather than admitting it to Concord and then eventualy being
forced to eradicate an entire genepool .*

Kayle' s mindspeech dipped beyond the conversationd leve and became information wrapped in a
rich complex of emotions.

*Mdians are too beautiful to destroy—yet we mug, for they have twice ignored the Sole Restraint.*

Then the emotions vanished, leaving echoes of sadness.

*Yedterday, a Vintran spoke to me from behind a door, whispering about a srong men and a
black-haired woman with eyes like ice. He said they were Mdians who came to Vintra often. He said
thet when they were here, death followed Like the long shadow of night.

*He said they would be in Old Sma tonight, on the Street of the Purple Blossom, in a célar cdled
Regret.*

Kayle glanced sdeways, but whatever reaction Ryth might have had was concealed within the folds
of his Sharnn cape.

*If what the Vintran said is true,” continued Kayle, *the Concord will have dl the proof it needs to
destroy Mdia* There was weariness rather than triumph in Kayle's thought, resonances of regret that
tore a Ryth's mind. *And | pray,* added Kayle, *that the Allgod forgives my part in Mdias
annihilation.*

Kayle's mind withdrew. Ryth walked soundlesdy, his green eyes noting and naming and corrdating a
range of details that would have astonished Kayleif he had known. Findly, Kayle emerged from his dark
thoughts.

*ThisVintran,* began Ryth dowly, feding hisway through a maze of pattern possbilities *Where is
he now?*



Kayl€e sironic laughter was dmog panful. *Exactly, pattern-man. He was supposed to come to my
h'ke tonight. But you came instead. | wonder if that is an even trade?

Ryth had no response for Kayle's laughter. Restless Sharnn eyes measured the subtle Sgns of
disrepair in the black stone building facades and despair in the subdued faces lining Sma's sunbrick
dreets.

Vintra was tone on tone of purple, from lavender day to amethyst evening and dense violet-black
night ruled by a huge purple moon. Even Vintra's sun did not banish the thousand shades of purple, for
Vintra wore a thick atmospheric shdl that absorbed dmog dl but the longer waveengths of light.
Because Mdia, the Vintrans firg world, turned benesth a sky of incredible darity, colonists had had
dfficulty adjusting to Vintra's light. Everywhere on Vintra, noon and midnight, atificd illumination
glowed, but not enough, never enough to bleach Vintra s purple sky.

If the colonigts had difficulty enjoying Vintra's extraordinary light, others did not. Vintra became
famous for her eerie violet skies. People from dl over the Concord came to be transformed by lavender
light. They swam in lilac seas, climbed magenta mountains and ate heliotrope fruit whose sweet core was
yet another shade of purple.

In a high window above Ryth and Kayle, a suncaler preened and sang a few notes, as though
preparing its pre-dawn song. Ryth glanced up, but did not redly see the bird. His mind had findly put into
words an anomay that had been nagging at him: colonigts invariadly brought native flora and fauna to
their new homes, but nowhere in Sma had Ryth seen anything that did not fit seamlesdy into Vintra's
environment.

*Where are the Mdian plants, the animds, the living links with Vintrans' firg home? asked Ryth.

*Dead. The digparity in environments killed most. The few survivors were destroyed after the
Undeclared War, when dl things Mdian became anathema.*

Kayle sidestepped a group of revelers whose frayed robes displayed fuchsa dogans prodaming the
joys of chemica psychosis. Though the five people were too uncoordinated to be dangerous, other such
groups had triggered twelve lethd riots and numberless street brawls in the few months Kayle had lived in
Sma The groups were both symbol and accelerator of Vintra s decline.

The dtreets narrowed when Ryth and Kayle approached the boundaries of Old Sma. Tourids rardly
came here, for there was nather entertainment nor beauty nor commerce within the crumbling sunbrick
Sructures. Most residents had abandoned the huddled kels after the third earthquake in the Year of the
Suncdler. Only the human debris of afailing society remained, as dangerous as venomous fruit.

The Street of the Purple Blossom was little more than an dley twiding between sagging rows of
lifdess kels. Only afew faded, cracked lightstrips dleviated the purple moonglow.

Ryth and Kayle waked carefully, twiding as the dley twisted, turning three-quarters of the way
around old buildings, spilling out onto two brightly lighted streets and then setting off in another direction
entirdy, back into darkness. Further ahead, at the end of a long, shadowed tunnd, there was a glowing
dgnin the shape of awhirlpool. Though most of the letters were shattered or dimmed by a crust of dirt,
enough remained to make out the word “Regret.”

No one could be seen in the poaling shadows benesath the sgn, yet the Street suggested hidden life,
bresth held in anticipation of a moment that was long past.

*Wat for a twenty-count, then follow,* ingructed Kayle. *If my shy Vintran is here, | don’t want
you to frighten him.*

Kayle closed out Ryth's unspoken objections with a deft menta twist, then moved down the
rubble-strewn path with a speed and slence that belied the apparent dumaness of his ralling Nendleti
gat. After argpid count, Ryth moved lightly through the darkness, avoiding clots of debris. Once agan
he tried mindspeech with Kayle, but the Nendleti’s mind was as closed as a stone.

The Sharnn’s pattern inginct clamored of danger. He looked a the dley ahead through narrowed
eyes. The incandescent violet moon made everything appear gigantic, menacing, but that was not what
hed roused his indinct. There was something about the placement of debris that was no longer random.
Ahead, Kayle was pursuing a zigzag course, seeking clear ground where he could wak without sending
trash claitering.



Ryth tried mindspeech again, but it was as futile as shouting a the moon. Unease gnawed a him as
Kayle dowed, picking his way among piles of trash that nearly overlapped each other. Abruptly, Ryth
decided that Slence presented the greater risk.

“Danger,” cdled Ryth softly.

Kayle flattened into a recessed doorway and effectively vanished. Ryth fdt the Nendleti’'s mentd
query sweep through him.

*Where?*

*Sx kels ahead, just by the cdlar. See how the trash closes in? Thereé's only one way to walk.
Cover your ears and eyes—and don’t move.*

Ryth picked up a stone that was bigger than three clenched figs. He weighed the stone in his hand,
learning its balance, then he closed his eyes and brought his aam around in a powerful throw. The stone
shat through the gloom and landed in front of the Regret on the only piece of ground not covered by
trash.

The dley fractured into noise and light and jagged fragments of trash sent flying by the force of the
bomb. With along rumble, the cdllar caled Regret collapsed in upon itsaf.

*Kayle?

*| owe you alife, Sharnn.*

*If you want to enjoy it* returned Ryth dryly, *I'd suggest we leave this wretched trap to its
shadows.*

*Agreed,* came Kayl€e s thought after along hesitation. * Nothing waited here for me but death.*

Ryth sensed Kayle's mind legping out in search of something, but could not guess what. At Kayle's
slent command, Ryth turned and ran back up the choked street, his dulled Sharnn cape invisble in the
dense shadows. In the distance, Smd s inhabited streets glowed with Mac light.

* Ambush ahead!*

Kayl€e's thought sent Ryth diving behind the nearest pile of rubbish. He heard a knife hiss past his ear
and clatter againgt a sunbrick wal. As herolled to a new postion, he pulled a long-bladed hunter’s knife
from beneath his cape. Then he sensed the attackers dosng in and rolled again, just avoiding a steel-toed
kick.

With superb timing, the Sharnn brought his knife up in a thrust that met flesh. A man’s pain echoed
through the narrow street. Ryth sprang up, fighting in darkness, blind but for a sure sense of Kayle's
presence didng a the attackers.

*Alive, if possble* requested Kayle.

Ryth's answer was to drop and rall through the attackers, hamdringing two who did not move
quickly enough. When he rose to his feet, he fdt Kayle a his back. Ryth's foot shot out, connecting with
aman's chin. The man was unconscious before he fdl to the ground. For a few seconds the narrow dley
was dlent, then there was a shadowy rush. Kayle and Ryth lashed out, blows meant to sun rather than
kill. One man remained on his feet, drding them, dodging among the bodies of his fdlen comrades in an
goparently random dance. His face glowed as he feinted toward Kayle, bent over another man—and
vanished.

*Can you see him? demanded Kayle.

*No.* Ryth strained into the darkness.

*He must have hidden his face in his robes!* Kayl€'s frudration seared across the Sharnn. *| can't
even sense his mind!*

Smultaneoudy, they dove and ralled in opposite directions. Ryth fdt the edge of a robe on his knife
and dashed upward. His knife did away, deflected. The man legped into darkness and was gone.

Ryth held his breath, ligening. At firg he heard nothing but his own blood pumping, then came the
faintest sounds of a light-footed man running away. Ryth rolled to his feet and sprinted down the street,
legping over bodies and rubbish. Ahead the street twisted, then branched at right angles as it emptied
onto two larger streets lit by lilac lights He saw a glimpse of a dark shadow diding into throngs of
walkers and knew it would be usdless to follow.

Ryth ran back to Kayle, and found the Nendleti dudying the attackers by the thin beam of a light



pencil.

“Quickly,” sad Ryth. “He might be back with better fighters”

“Quedtioning won't take long,” said Kayle dryly.

A narrow beam of light moved over the bodies of eight men. Each man's throat had been cut. Ryth
swore in the twiding phrases of Sharn, then took out his own light pencil and began seaerching among the
trash.

“Why?" asked Kayle.

“Hexible plastic. As many pieces as you can find.”

When he had enough pladtic, Ryth rolled the attackers weapons into dumsy packages. Kayle
watched, then gathered wegpons with as much care as Ryth; a no time did ether man touch the
weapons. When dl the weapons were wrapped, Ryth piled them in the center of a large sheet of plagtic
and knotted the sheet into a rude bundle. While Ryth worked, Kayle examined the bodies again.

“Anything?’ asked Ryth, picking up the bundle.

“No. They are either Vintrans or Mdians”

“Mdians?’ said Ryth sharply.

“It's possible, after what | heard yesterday about the two Mdians” Kayle swept the light over the
corpses one lagt time. “Vintra was colonized |ess than ten centuries ago. Neither phenotype nor genotype
has changed from Mdia”

“Do you think Mdians would leave Mdiato hunt you?’

“Why not? In away, I’'m hunting them. And apparently, I’ m getting too close.” Kayl€e slight did from
face to face, illuminating death. Then he switched off the beam. “You fight wel, Sharnn, but | mus ingst
on leading the way or carrying the burden.”

Ryth laughed slently and said in Mdian, “1 can think of no one I'd rather fallow into danger.”

“So you know the Mdian language—and Mdian codes.”

“A little of both,” Ryth said. “Maran’s Song teaches a thousand patterns.”

“You interest me, Ryth,” said Kayle, his husky voice floating back from the purple darkness. “Just
enough to let you try for Mdia If you find your exception to Mdian rules, I'll give you an exception to
Concord proscription.”

Ryth and Kayle were the only passengers on the shuttle from Mdias inner moon. Kayle was not
aurprised; even before the Concord had proscribed Mdia, the planet was classfied as xenophobic to a
high degree. Mdians had permitted no direct Access route for travelers to Mdia' s surface, though dmost
dl other Concord planets had severd mgor Accesses and hundreds of minor ones on ther surfaces.
Mdia had one personnd Access located on the inner moon. There were only ten freight Accesses for
esch continent on Mdia And that was dl.

The scarcity of Accesses was not due to physicd law or to recent proscription or to lack of potentia
trade and tourigts. Rather, Maia amply forbade vistors and ignored the posshilities of commerce. Nor
hed proscription bothered Mdians. Even when citizens had been permitted to leave Mdia whenever they
wished, few did. Except for those destined for Vintra, only three Mdians had been recorded off-world in
any century since Mdia had joined the Concord.

But the Sharnn had found a crack in Mdia's apparent xenophobia. By Mdian rule, people of any
race who wanted to ask help from the Sandoliki Ti were permitted to spend one day on Mdia

Jugt one. And just once.

But that was a crack large enough for a Sharnn and a Nendleti to dide through.

Ryth sat quietly, ligening to Kayle and correlating new information while Mdia's slver and turquoise
gphere grew rapidly on the shuittle€' s screen.

“Also,” continued Kayle, “you will recelve no exemption from Mdian customs. Be prepared for
persona combat a any moment. And be prepared to kill. Although,” added Kayle, rubbing the textures
of his bright blue robe between his pdms, “I beieve Mdians usudly ignore off-worlders so long as they
are whally discreet.”

“Uaudly,” murmured Ryth, “is hardly comforting, given Mdians reputation as assassins. Did you



know Caifil Cryl?’

Kayle s face tightened into blesk lines. “Yes. | warned him. The Caifil ill don’'t know how he got
on the planet.”

“The same way we did,” said Ryth. “No other posshility fits”

“He was obsessed by Mdids crysd musc,” sad Kayle.

“And Maran's Song?’ asked Ryth softly.

“And Maran’'s Song,” agreed Kayle, his voice heavy. “He had a theory about Mdian culture that
depended on a certain interpretation of Maran's Song. Until he heard that song played on the Sandaliki
sarsa, he could not test hisidea”

“Yes” sad Ryth. “Concepts can only be tested at their sources.”

“Cryl died at the hands of k'm’'n Sandoliki Lekd.”

“Did he hear Maran’s Song before he died?” asked Ryth, his slver-green eyes suddenly hard with
intengty. But Kayle did not notice, for he was remembering a dead Caifil.

“No.”

“Areyou sure?’ demanded Ryth.

“Doesit matter, pattern-man?’ said Kayle irritably.

Ryth waited with the intense patience of a predator.

“Yes” Kayle sad, voice rasping in the empty shuttle. “I’'m sure he died without hearing Maran’s
Song. The death-cry of hismind was sngularly unfulfilled.”

Ryth sat back and resumed his meticulous visud ingpection of each aspect of the shuttle. Kayle
watched, then probed lightly at the edges of Ryth'smind. A cataract of savage energy nearly stunned the
Nendleti. He withdrew, and only then did he redize that the Sharnn was usng the shuttle, and whatever
other facts/theories’ guesses he had garnered, to andyze, corrdate and extrapolate patterns of Mdian
culture.

For the firg time, Kayle began to bdieve that the Sharnn might have atruly extraordinary gift, worthy
of Caifil interest. Kayle watched covertly, fascinated, dl through the long fdl to Mdia's surface. When
the shuttle bounced and sidedipped on entering Mdia's aimosphere, Ryth findly became aware of
Kayl€e's concentrated interest.

“Nendleti philosophers” Kayle said quietly, “bdieve that the past, present, and future of a culture can
be intuited from asngle object.” He amiled dightly. “ Do you find this shuttle educationd, sii Ryth?’

Ryth noted the Nendleti honorific “gi,” but said only, “The shuttle is overwhdming. The lights aone”
he gestured to an indrument pand whose information was displayed in colors rather than numbers, “tel
me as much as the First Contact tapes.”

Kayle eyed the pand, but saw only a rainbow of colors. To him, the pand was beautiful but
essentialy meaningless. To the Sharnn it was a revelation.

“Teachme” said Kayle.

Ryth's hands spread in a gesture of hel plessness, but after along slence, he spoke.

“I'll try.” His words were dow as he picked his way through the limitations and pitfals of the Gaactic
language. “How many colors do you see?’

“ Perhaps fifty.”

“How many colors are repeated? A few? Many? All?’

Kayle looked at the pand carefully. “Almog dl. Especidly the lighter colors.”

“None are repeated,” said Ryth softly.

Kayle started to protest, then decided againgt it. “Go on, Sharnn. | asked to be taught.”

“l see what might be afew repeats, but the pattern tells me that my eyes are at fault. Otherwise, the
ingrument readouts would be repetitious or usdess or both. So Mdian eyes must see digtinct color
separations, receive didinct information. Therefore Mdian eyes are capable of exquisite discrimingtion
among the waveengths of light.

“Mdians don't care that other races might be confused rather than enlightened by the ingruments. In
fact, Mdians don’t care about other races a dl. Not one aspect of this shuttle was designed for any but
aMdian.



“Which tdlls me that Mdians are indeed arrogant.”

Kayle snorted. “Isthat dl? 1 could have told—"

“No. There is a preference for curves over angles, textures over blandness, light over dark, space
over enclosures, warmth over chill, comfort over safety, sensudity over persona distance—" The Sharnn
gestured in frudration. “Gaactic has no words to describe what this shuttle teaches me about the Mdian
culture, the Mdian mind.” He looked around, his slver-green eyes lit by excitement. “Now | know—I
know!—that Maran's Song is more exquidte than | had redized, more semind than anything but a
Sharnn conception.”

Kayle sensed Ryth's dectric excitement; menta/emationd currents came from the Sharnn in waves
that were dmogt panful in ther intengty. Sensed, but did not understand. Kayle did not atempt to tak
anymore until they landed a a amd| pad in C'Varid, Mdia's capitd—and only—city. The shuttle area
was surrounded by an immense park where plants from dl over Mdia grew in exquistdy arranged
profusion.

There were no written Sgns directing vistors to various mgor compounds, kels or even the Sked of
the Sandalikis. Instead, there were “Sgnatures” patternsin flower and wood and stone, at the beginning
of every path that radiated out from the landing area.

Ryth and Kayle stood just beyond their shuttle, transfixed by the pouring beauty that was Mdia. The
turquoise bdl of the sky rang with pure light, light that defined and caressed each living color, each dow
scented breath of flowers open in slky invitetion, ther fertile throats cdling to insects quivering on
diamond wings, humming promise of consummation deep within petd softness. And in the distance a fdl
of crystd music more pure than Mdian light. After a long time, Kayle roused himsdf, but ill fdt as
though he were folded within the soft body of a lover.

“Even the Allgod must envy Mdians” he said to Ryth, his voice husky with many emotions.

But Ryth did not hear. He was logt in a compdling sensud paradise. His fingers reached out in
sudden knowledge, touched thetdl snging flowers, stroked their turquoise throats with gentle fingertips.
Hower throats stretched and pulsed dowly, deeply, until a cloud of dlver pollen spilled out, covering his
hand with perfumed softness. Faint crystd music called again, echo of flowers, pure sound, haunting, and
he suddenly understood that he was hearing the fragmentary sgnature of a Maian mind.

Ryth turned toward the crystd notes with a questing intdlligence that was dmost pa pable. Humming
zamay flowers brushed their slken faces across his hands, humming, asking, but he neither saw nor fdt
their diding caresses. Only music existed for im now, flawless notes cdling, crystd longing, a song both
superbly whole and crying for harmony, for an equa song to join with it againg the londiness of crystd
echoes returning aways the same, dways diminished.

Ryth walked through ranks of flowers until his Sharnn cape was fragrant and bright with nv'zamay,
the gphrodisiac pallen of the turquoise zamay. Then Snging flowers gave way to ebony nightvine, twined
around itsdf and the powerful trunk of a huge tere tree. Benegth the tere's high canopy of scarlet leaves,
suspended from an invigbly fine wire frame, a miniature sarsa chimed itslondly cal into every breeze.

Ryth stood benegth the fdl of crystal music, his pollen-bright cape lifting on the wind, his mind totaly
caught by the possibilities of the sarsa's song.

Kayle stopped severa paces away, hdf-sunned by Mdia's sensud assault. Just when he fdt as
though he mugt scream to break Mdia s hold on himsdf and the Sharnn, Ryth turned toward him.

“Do you recognize her?” said the Sharnn.

“Her?’ Kayle hdd his knuckles againgt his temples until pain brought a sense of sanity. “Her?’

“Fneen.” Ryth's eyes focused on Kayle with an intengty that made Kayle step back. “The pattern
of her mind,” said Ryth impatiently, as though five words explained everything. And when he saw they
did not, he spoke quickly, words and thoughts tumbling. “In the sarsa's notes. The music. Don't you
hear? Her song, enigmatic and powerful, graceful and deadly swift and sensud, yes, sensud beyond dll
knowing. And so aone”

Kayle ligened to the Sharnn and to the wind-dtirred crystds and amost heard, but not quite, yet he
ached with a grief that was not his nor yet the Sharnn’s.

“Thet can't be F n'een,” said Kayle hoarsdly. “ She was young and her laughter legped.”



“Laughter isin her past and future—hear its echoes tuning and returning?—but her present is this

Kayle looked at the Sharnn with something close to fear. “No. The song is not F n’een.”

“It'snot your memory. But it is F n’een as she became, as she is now. Magnificent.” Ryth turned in a
awift movement that flared his cape, scattering m'zamay's potent dust. “1 will show you.”

Kayle followed Ryth and a winding path through night-vine and scarlet drifts of fdlen tere leaves.
Crystd notes pursued, driven by afitful wind until Kayle wanted to run but could not because the Sharnn
ahead waked with consummate grace and ease, unburdened by memories of laughter.

“Where are we going?’ demanded Kayle findly, wondering if he could find his way back through the
meaze of branching and cailing paths. And wondering how the Sharnn had found hisway at all.

“Wherever the Sandaliki Ti's pattern leads us”

“What pattern?’ Kayle snapped, seeing more paths open out in a way he could only describe as
random.

The Sharnn stopped and turned back toward Kayle. “That pattern,” said Ryth, pointing toward a
sngle zamay humming againgt the polished grength of a black tere trunk. “Sensudity and power and
separation. The Sandoliki Ti's Sgnature”

Kayle looked and now saw the pattern repeated with variations in composition but not in theme.
Sometimes the sgnature was so subtle that it was only after Ryth chose the path that Kayle recognized
the pattern.

“How do people without Sharnn guides find their way to her?” said Kayle dryly.

“Mdian aristocrats are trained in Sgnature mazes. As for the others—the maze ian't large. Sooner or
later, those who redly want to will find a way. Those who don't,” Ryth's hands spread and turned palm
down, “mug have had needs that were less than compdling.”

The path wound up a smdl hill, leading to a view of the dglinting crystal domes and arches that was
C'Vaid. In Mdias pure light each color was unique, flavless and the city was dmog blindingly
beautiful. It was as though the maze' s designer made one find attempt to deflect people avay from the
Sandoliki Ti by showing them the brilliant possibilities of C'Varid, wrapped indl the colors of life

But the Sharnn bardy paused. A sdeong glance was his only acknowledgment of C'Varid’s Sren
cal.

“Wait ...” began Kayle.

Ryth's backward look was a compound of amusement and impatience.

“You have no soul, Sharnn!” snapped Kayle, waking faster.

Sill amiling, Ryth turned away, but he could not hep looking again, seding a second moment of
C'Vaid’s beauty. He would have killed his Sharnn cape for the chance to gt forever on this amdl
Mdian hill, savoring and solving C' Varid’ s complex mysteries stated in patterns of clear color that shifted
with the sun.

But dl of Mdid s forevers were past, and he would need his cape to survive the few Mdian moments
thet remained.

Slently, the Sharnn led Kayle to a landing area only large enough for a few three-flyers. The
meachines were slver, devoid of any status marks, and unlocked. With an assurance Kayle did not share,
Ryth mounted a flyer's ramp. Kayle followed, his orange eyes diding from sde to sde as though
searching for ambush. In slence, both men sat, fixed their crashnets firmly, and waited.

Within moments, the three-flyer quivered to life It legped off the pad, dimbing sraight into Mdia's
turquoise sky while the land below fdl away with staggering speed until everything ran together in a
watercolor blur that was yet another form of beauty.

When the detalls of C'Varid were subsumed by heght and the larger geographica patterns of river
and valey, lake and hills and the distant portent of blue-black mountains, Ryth turned his attention to the
interior of the three-flyer. Kayle waited, watching, but findly he had to ask.

“Are you sure that thiswill take us to the Sandoliki woman?’

“Yes”

“How long?" pressed Kayle, glancing down, far down, to a surface that distance and speed had



robbed of meaning.

“l don’'t know.”

“Thank the Allgod,” muttered Kayle. “There' s something in the galaxy that a Sharnn doesn’t know.”

Ryth dmogt amiled, but too much of his mind was focused on the rhythmic play of lights dong the
indrument panel. Ther pattern was direct, dmogst boring, but it was information and Mdian, and he
needed every hint he could gather.

Theflyer bucked and sidedipped through unseen turbulence.

“Could you fly thisif you had to?" asked Kayle uneesly.

“It's programmed. But if | had to. Yes. The pattern isvery direct.”

For along time, both men were dlent, caught up in their own thoughts. After Mdid s overwheming
senaudity, the dmogt agtringent interior of the three-flyer was refreshing.

Fndly the flyer entered a steep dide that brought it down very close to the land on the far Sde of the
mountains. Smultaneoudy, the flyer dowed, as though to provide its occupants with a detailed view of
the devastation beyond the blue-black mountains.

Where they expected zamay and beauty, they saw a tenuous brown haze cregping up from the land,
rock particles harried by a nameless wind. A ragged carpet of gold trees thinned into pale yelow, then
became sand-colored skeletons with leafless branches stabbing the wind. Soon even the shorn trunks
vanished and the land became a monatony of grey-brown stone and shdlow grey-brown rivers thick with
orit.

After tagting consuming sensudity, the land below was jaringly ugly. It was obscene. It was Darg
Vintra, Vintra's Revenge, legacy of the brutad Undeclared War between Vintra and Mdia, colony and
home world, daughter and mother. Vintran degth raiders had destroyed, utterly and findly, the vast
edtates of the two drategists who had nearly brought Vintra to defeat. Tare and Jomen Sandoliki had
died defending their home againgt an overwhelming force. An honorable degath for the two generds, and
an inevitable beginning for a bitter darg vire. But Tare had borne only two children for Jomen and those
children were dso ashes drifting in the wind.

Formerly fertile and thick with life, the Sandoliki Estates now were a monochrome wasteland
cratered by old hatreds and furrowed by remorseless winds.

“If death had aface ...” murmured the Sharnn.

“Yes, it would look like thet.” Kayle's voice was thin, tight. His face wore blesk lines that matched
the orange light in his eyes. “You're wrong about F'n’een. You won't find her living in this desolation.
She loved green water and laughter. She would rather be dead. And is”

But the Sharnn said only, “Check your harness. well be landing soon.”

Kayle peered out through the dusty canopy. “I don’t see anything but bare rock.”

“Nor do I, but the lights tdl me that—wait. The bench between mountains. The molecular fire passed
over it. See? That blue-green streak below with a scarlet center.”

“Ther€ s not much of it, is there?’

“The Vintran raiders were thorough,” agreed Ryth as the flyer logt dtitude rapidly.

The flyer cirded the landing area twice, giving diding glimpses of ruined goldstone kes and
abandoned gardens and one smdl wedge 4ill intact, shining with colors. The flyer dropped at the edge of
the fertile area, in a cleared spot marked by other landings. Kayle left his seat before the engine was
entirdy dlent. With open impatience, he swept down the slver ramp.

Ryth followed more dowly, pausng on the ramp to taste the odd, dmost rusty flavor of the wind
blowing off Darg Vintra But he soon forgot the wind, for the pad was surrounded by a circle of
shattered crystd monaliths in every tint and tone of turquoise. One monalith remained upright, whole,
carved in theimage of a forgotten god with faceted eyes saing, waiting for a future to sweep closed the
crde and begin anew, renewing rituas only the past could remember.

A random wind surged, belling Kayl€'s robes, reveding the intricate design of Nendleti boots. Part of
the curving moatif was repeated by a deadly double-edged knife strapped to Kayl€'s calf.

Ryth walked away from the ramp, fdt the rust-tasting wind tug at his cape. The ar was nether warm
nor cold, merdly dry, terribly dry.



“No,” sad Kayle as Ryth approached. “Not F n’een. Not here”

The Sharnn made no reply.

“She was 0 beautiful,” Sghed Kayle. “A living beauty like nothing I'd seen before or even
imagined.”

“She was a child. Two maturities have passed. Vintra and Skemole have passed. Even the most
beautiful children grow. And change.”

Kayle's orange eyes brooded over the horizon where nathing lived, nothing moved but wind sfting
the remains of dust enemies, old degth.

“My people are sometimes violent,” said Kayle dowly. “Many Nendletis die for reasons few diens
ever comprehend. But never have we destroyed our enemy’s land. Honor cringes from the thought. The
soul cringes from the deed.” His eyes closed. “How much hatred can one race hold?’

“Darg vire,” murmured the Sharnn.

“What?’

“Darg vire. Degth vendetta. And then the Ti Vire, the Great Degth, a seven-year vendetta waged by
one woman againg the entire race of Vintrans. But she did not die”

Ryth walked dowly to a powdery path where wind snatched at the dust puffing away from his feet.
After afew seconds, Kayle followed. As they walked, patches of faded blue grass appeared, then low
cream-colored shrubs whose lacy fronds were heavy with dust. Fndly the path twisted through a tere
grove, just seventeen trees, dl that had survived the molecular fire. Scarlet leaves rustled overhead and
the subtle scent and sound of water drifted on the breeze. Kayle inhded deeply, grateful for even this frail
barrier againgt devastation.

“Think what it must have been,” said Ryth, low-voiced, haunted by the memory of a dead god's
eyes. “Hawless air and tere groves burning scarlet. Silver insects drifting like music over immense flower
<as”

For an indant Kayle saw with Sharnn vison, then he blinked and it was gone, leaving an anger that
was as deep asit was unexpected. Blindly, Kayle waked toward a tiny dearing where an artesan pool
bresthed moidiure into the serile ar. Sunlight spilled into the water, making the pool incandescent with
slver light, silver-green currents diding through enigmatic depths. With a shudder, Kayle threw off the last
of his unbidden vison.

“A good omen at lagt,” Kayle said, an echo of anger ill in his voice. “The poal is exactly like your
eyes” He glanced at Ryth and was satisfied that the Sharnn did not understand. “No matter,” said Kayle
Softly. “You'll discover my symbols soon enough.”

“And you'll make it as difficult for me as you can,” said Ryth, not adding that he understood Kayle's
anger because it was the echo of hisown. So much log ...

Kayle clapped his hands in sarcastic comment. “Already you're unraveling me. But how shdl |
unrave you?’

“I'm as 9mple as that pool,” said Ryth softly.

Kayle s orange eyes raked over the Sharnn. Ryth fdt alash of mindtouch before Kayle withdrew far
more gently than he had come.

“My error,” sad Kayle. “I took your words as a dight to my intdligence, and thereby missed your
profound irony. Like a Mdian, you understand that the only true complexity is found in exquiste
amplicity.” Kayle let the last of his own anger dide away as he looked agan a the deceptively
trangparent pool. “I'm ready to see her now. Even,” he whispered, “if sheis F neen.”

They turned away from the dowly seething pool and followed the path out of the grove, through
wag-high shrubs hung with fading bronze flowers and a vague scent of mint. Blue-black vines crawled
over ruined walls, choked old rooms and gardens, hissed over Ryth's cape when the path narrowed.
Then the vines ended as though a an ungpoken command. Beige rock wals rose abruptly, topped by a
dome that shone like a mirror. An arched gate, or doorway, stood open.

“Invitation,” asked Kayle, “or Mdian inqult?’

“Think of it as a gesture of trust,” said Ryth, knowing as he spoke it was alie

“Or contempt. Isthat possible, pattern-man?’ asked Kayle dryly.



“Her dargs vire are legend.”

“Then I'll be wary rather than insulted.” Kayle sent a faint thread of awareness seeking through the
area. “Three” murmured Kayle. “One pd. Hers, | assume. Unusud aura ... incoherent to me, yet very
powerful. Fascinating. And,” sad triumph, “not F n’een.”

Kayle stepped through the open gate with a speed that belied his chunky stature. He stood and
ligened intently, yet heard nothing more than wind rearranging dead |leaves in the shadow of the wdl. Just
ahead, a mosaic wakway of carved stones wound among flowering plants and the murmurs of a tiny
sream. Smdl animds ghosted through trees and shadows. A bird, scarlet as the leaves it lived among,
cdled aliquid warning.

“Mdian?’ sad Kayle softly, ligening to the pure song.

“Everything hereis Mdian.”

“Then she, like most Mdians, so fears dien life that she refuses to have any of it near her?’

When his question brought no answer, Kayle's glance flicked briefly over the Sharnn, but Ryth
seemed logt in the scarlet bird' s call. Asthe last note faded, the inner garden’s sllence took on the qudity
of an absolute. With hushed steps, they followed the path, noting subtle changes as it approached the
boundary of the inner garden. The colors of the carved stones merged into umber unity and took on the
form of an oval. In the center of the ova was a polished Slver frame, tdler than a man. Varying lengths of
clear ndtive crystd hung mationless, suspended on fine glver wires. Crystd facets dlently solit sunlight
into dl the colors of desire.

“The Sandoliki sarsa,” breathed Kayle, gpproaching the indrument reverently, not even glancing
through a amdl arch that opened into the Sandoliki Ti'skel.

Nor did Ryth spare the arch more than a glance before he gave himsdf to the subtle patterns of
crydd and light.

“The sarsaisold, very old,” said Kayl€' s voice, near Ryth again.

“The Sandoliki name is older than the stones we stand on,” said Ryth absently.

“Tdl me how such beauty can be created by such destroyers?’

“Most people believe it's compensation.”

“You aren't most people, Sharnn.”

Rductantly, Ryth abandoned the fascination of the sarsa’s changing patterns. “Sometimes,” he sad
dowly, “people who know degth intimatey best appreciate the textures of life. Nendletis are jusly famed
for their esthetic nuances, as wdl as for ther ferocity. Mdians are known for ther incomparable
senaudity, as wel as for ther ruthless dargs vire. Paradox,” murmured the Sharnn. “Always paradox.
And irony.”

Ryth turned and faced Kayle fully. The Sharnn cape whipped as a sudden gust of wind stripped the
last bright motes of m'zamay from the cape’ s peculiar folds.

“Ti Kayle—" began Ryth softly.

“Tr, isit?” sad Kayle. “And just what unpleasant bit of information are you planning to ail by usng
the Mdian honorific?’

Ryth’s amile was a flash more sensed than seen. “Would you prefer to be cdled g7’

The Nendleti snapped hisfingersin a gesture of indifferencefirritation/impatience.

“You hate the people cdled Mdians” Ryth said softly. “You have a full measure of Nendleti pride.
You are a deadly fighter.”

The Sharnn paused, dearly didiking what he fdt compelled to say. Kayle waited impassvely, poised
and curious and dangerous.

“Unless your Carifil conditioning curbs your Nendleti temperament, you'll try to kill the Sandaliki Ti.”

Kayle moved suddenly, a quick flowing step that made his heavy purple robe lift on the wind. Agan
Ryth sensed uninvited mindtouch, but this time Kayle was gentle. With a hiss that was pure Nendleti,
Kayle withdrew, no longer able to penetrate the Sharnn’s mind without hurting both of them.

“Teach me, pattern-man,” demanded Kayle. “The Allgod knows that you learn quickly enough!”

Ryth ignored the reference to his now impenetrable mind and said, “The Sandoliki will be
congpicuoudy unarmed. Her robes will be so sheer that you will have no way of comforting your pride



with the idea that she is wearing concealed weapons. To underline that fact, she will aso wear empty
wegpon holders. On Mdiathat isa deadly insult.”

Kayle hissed a Nendleti phrase. “Is there more?’

“Her servant will wear only one samdl knife”

“And you dam her inaults should be ignored?’ said Kayle increduloudly. “ Teach me, pattern-man.”

“Her actions are not amed a offending you, si y'Kayle Menta Losu, Nendleti aristocrat. Her
actions are a gesture of tota contempt for the armed Vintrans who seek her aid, and for the Mdian ruler
who permitsliving Vintrans to walk this planet.”

Kayle frowned and Ryth lisgened to wind-harried leaves and waited for the Nendleti’s decison.
Methodicdly, Kayle began dripping off his weapons.

“Do you approve, Sharnn? Not that it would affect me either way. | won't wear more weapons than
asarvant!”

Kayle stacked his three knivesin alarge, deep wall niche made by amising stone. Wordlesdy, Ryth
removed his knife and his Sharnn cape and placed both in the niche. Kayle studied the cape with new
interest, redizing that Ryth classed it as a wegpon. But the Nendleti said nothing, not even when Ryth
dipped athin dlver m’sarsa from aloop on the sarsa frame and prepared to touch an indrument that was
sacred to Mdians.

unlight washed incandescent over the age-worn rod as the Sharnn raised the m'sarsa to the
suspended crystads. The rod touched along crystd and a deep, dear note sounded. Even as the crystd
vibrated, Ryth touched the m’'sarsato other crystas, cregting aripple of musc that evoked firg a brook,
then atumbling stream, and findly ariver, swift and potent, seeking an unnamed sea. The song was both
whole and unfulfilled an echo of a cry for harmony that had fird been heard near a hill overlooking
CVaid.

While the last notes resonated into Slence, Kayle spread his hands in a gesture of respect. “You are
amean of two gifts, gi Ryth.”

“Pattern is the essence of mugc,” said Ryth softly, his mind dill savoring the perfection of the ancient
Sandaliki sarsa. He replaced the m' sarsa carefully, then stroked the frame and m’ sarsa with his fingertips.
“A superb creation, superbly conceived.”

“And superbly played.”

Her voice was as low and resonant as sarsa crystd Ryth turned dowly toward the gate where she
hed appeared.

“l did not recognize your song,” she said as the wind rippled through her head vels and fragile mesh
clothing, “yet | came. The sarsa has waited long for a man’s tempered touch.”

Though the wind flared through her scarlet valls, the planes of her face were never fully reveded. The
lithe femde lines of her body showed dearly benegth the loose scarlet mesh, yet the effect lacked
invitation.

“l am cdled Ryth,” he sad, bowing in the Mdian syle with hands clasped in front. “And my
companion is caled Kayle” Without seeming to, Ryth waiched for a reaction to Kayle's name. “Wha
shdl we cdl you?’

“Fn'een,” sad Kayle, before she could answer.

Her head moved sharply and the val leaped. For an ingant her pale eyes sudied Kayle. Then the
val floated back in place as she turned toward the Sharnn.

“Do you aso wish to cdl me that name?’

“Itisa graceful name.”

“Butitisnot ming” she said didtinctly. “Cdl me Faen or cdl me nothing at al!”

“We regret offending you,” said Ryth, eyes narrowed, weighing her anger.

“We dl take our names from the dead,” said Faen, controlling her anger.

“But that name offends you,” the Sharnn said, pressing gently.

“You are not Mdians. Your ignorance cannot offend me. | will teach you a sngle Mdian
custom—and then you will never say that name to me again.”

Faen moved closer with a speed and grace that was dmog shocking. In that ingant both men



remembered that she was famed for her killing ills ... and that Sandoliki trandated as “ Deathbringer.”

But she stopped wdl short of touching either Ryth or Kayle.

“When you are mentdly and emationdly and sensudly tied with a person,” she said dowly, spacing
each word as though they were children, “and you see that person die in violence and hatred, you never
again speak the dead person’s name.”

“May | ask why?’ said Ryth, voice low and eyes dive with an intengty that was uniquely Sharnn.

She turned to him, scarlet vels floating like firdight and her eyes the color of ice.

“The dead person’s shadow dill lingers, for a time, fallowing those who saw its substance die,
fallowing and seeking true life. If you cdl the name of a shadow, it Steds some of your life” Her slver
eyes closed, then opened again, opague with something beyond Sharnn concept. “You can die naming
shadows.”

Thewind gusted, Lifting vells and dead leaves, shifting robes and shadows with a dry rugtling sound.
The woman who was no longer caled Fn'een saw a look of anguish and rgection twist deep within
Sharnn eyes and heard him whisper what could have been a name, but he used the language of Sharnn
and she could not be certain if his words fed a shadow or a dream.

“| was there when that child died,” said Faen in measured tones of certainty.

*SheisF n'een* indged Kayle ingde Ryth's seething mind. * The aura may be a stranger’s, but the
hands, the eyes, the voice. F n’een.*

*Did she recognize you?

*YS.*

“My companion meant no offense” said Ryth in a thin voice. “He once loved a beautiful child
caled—her lossis an emptinessin him.”

“Accepted,” she snapped. “But you did not come to Mdia to discuss death and the naming of
shadows.”

Then she sensed his anguish and flinched in the indant before she controlled hersdf. Kayle, too,
sensed Sharnn pain, and knew no more than she what was its source.

“We are seekers, Ti Faen,” sad Kayle into the uneasy slence. “I amn congdering a ... patnership ...
with another person. | would like to know if this person can be trusted. Can you help me?’

Faen's pde eyes did not leave Ryth's handsome, closed face, but she answered as though she spoke
only to Kayle. “Normdly, | have atime and a h'kd for such—but he played the sarsa like a Sandoliki
reborn.” She stepped back with the swift grace that was dill surprising, would dways be surprising, and
looked at Kayle for the firgt time since he had called her shadow.

“Do you have some object that the person wore or held often?’

Kayle reached into a fold of his robe and withdrew a worn leather sheath. An equdly worn,
beautifully crafted knife handle gleamed above the lesther. Kayle had not been able to touch the Sharnn
cape, but the Sharnn knife hed no awe for him.

The bright flash of metd brought gtillness back to the depths of Ryth's eyes. Kayle wanted to ask
whet pattern had so hurt a Sharnn, but before he could form the words, Ryth spoke in his mind with an
ironic amusement that made Kayle ache.

*Y ou would have made a gdactic class thief, Ti Kayle. Did you sted my knife while | touched the
sarsa?>

Kayle's only answer was a slent rush of compassion, a beginning of affection unfolding, for he had
seen the Sharnn hurt and knew he was vulnerable. Human.

Feen hesitated before she touched the sheath with a dngle fingertip. A amdl sound of surprise
escaped her, and her dim fingers curled around the sheath. When her eyes opened, they were focused on
an infinity few people ever saw.

“Made. Unigue. Enormoudy dive. Whatever he touches will hold his energy, radiant warmth like a
vad sun.” She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. “He can be trusted with your weapons, your honor,
your life, your dreams. But do not betray him. He is relentless.” At an expert movement of her wrig, the
knife flicked out of its sheath. Her fingers fdt the blade as ddicately as a 9gh. “This knife has not enjoyed
death, but has accomplished it more than once.”



She stood very ill, eyes open yet impenetrable, fingertips poised on the honed edge while the wind
dtirred her scarlet vells. Then the knife whispered back into its sheath and her eyes focused on Kayle.

“Does that hep you?’

“Yes..”

“But you wish more?’

“Do you know more?’

Her hand reached out to the m'sarsa Ryth had used. As she touched it her lips curved in an
unconscious Smile of pleasure.

“Should | tdl him?" she asked Ryth.

“He bdievesit is necessary,” sad the Sharnn neutrdly.

“And what do you believer?’

“l believe our ... partnership ... is necessary.”

Faen stood for a long moment with her eyes haf-closed, fingertips caressng the siver m'sarsg,
ligening to the dry wind.

“You have a primd, savage energy,” she said, her voice an echo of music he had never heard, yet
aways known. “But that energy is controlled by a powerful mind. You are intensdly private. Alone. Like
aspring murmuring only to itsdlf, yet bringing life to those who can find and drink from its deep waters.”
Her fingers did away from the m’sarsa, lingered over the supple leather sheath. * There are so few things
| can touch with pleasure*

Her lips had moved, but Ryth knew he had heard her more in his mind than in speech.

“Keep the knife”

Her face showed surprise, then anger that she had reveaed anything to him of hersdif.

“You don't know what you say,” she sad harshly. Then she turned toward Kayle and her voice
changed once again to musc. “Does that answer your needs?’

“My questions, yes. My needs are more clamorous than before. Why do you hide from me,
Fneen?

Ryth moved to stop Kayle with a fierce speed that was like Faen's. Then the Sharnn redized it was
too late; if Faen wanted to kill Kayle, she had her excuse.

Faen stood with éectric tendon. Then her hand moved in a blur that swept off her vels.

“A child loved you once,” she said, her voice strained. “But do not trade upon that again.” Her eyes
searched hisface. “Look carefully. Do you see the child whose shadow you called?’

Kayle studied her face in slence. She stood under his scrutiny with no more self-consciousness than
adatue. Her face had a perfection that was chilling, and her eyes were like ice caves, Slver and turquoise
and shadows and numbing cold.

“I hear her voice” said Kayle findly, avoiding the name that enraged her. “1 see her hands. The color
of her eyes has not changed.”

Kayle's words hung in the tillness

“The child you remember is dead,” she said quietly.

“And only the Sandoliki woman survives?’ asked Ryth. “A woman cdled Faen?’

The Sharnn’s questions were a subtle chalenge that she ignored.

“l regret Kayle's memories, but | can't assuage them,” she said. “The child he loved is dead.”

“How did she die?’ pressed Kayle. “Wasit on Skemole, or on Mdia, after the Undeclared War?’

“Does it matter enough to rake over old fires—and burn your fingers on hidden cods?’

“The child doesn’t matter,” said Ryth roughly. “The woman Faen is crucid to Mdia s future”

She stared a him while slence stretched into danger, then her hand dipped up to the m'sarsa he had
touched and danger thinned to invighility.

“Come” she said smply, turning away from both of them.

The scarlet mesh rippled around her legs, did off smooth curves of flesh and empty legther sheeths
bound to her thigh and ankle. The two men followed her into the huge impersona mirror dome and up a
winding black metd ramp. At the top, a large room commanded a circular vida of devagtation. Kayle
swore very softly at the naked ugliness of the land.



After aglance, Ryth ignored the view and concentrated on learning dl he could from the contents of
the room. No clear pattern emerged. Searching for one was like trying to hold a heavy, oiled bdl on his
fingertip; each time he sensed ba ance forming, the redity of it did away from his touch.

“You wear the scarlet clothes of a Mdian bride” sad Ryth, as he sat cross-legged on a cushion.
“Who is the woman Faen bound to?’

“l am the last Sandoliki. When | die, there will be no one to cdl my soul on the ancient sarsa.” Her
perfect lips framed a cold amile and her pae eyes searched Darg Vintra. “I am bound to the nameess
wind that blows over the face of death.” She looked into Kayl€'s orange eyes. “And | was once a child
you loved. But that does not ease your grief, Kayle. The one you loved istruly dead.”

“But the woman Faen lives” said Kayle carefully. “And hides.”

Faen looked again at the wasteland outside the room. “Yes, | live, as Darg Vintra lives Do | hide?’
Her hands went out to the curving window where the fdlen sun turned stone to blood. “No. No more
than the ruined land hides. We are both known, both avoided. Judly so. No one seeks reminders of
defeat.” She laughed. “How they hate me as they sweset ther fear and ask my help. They taste Darg
Vintra s bitter wind and know their own impotence. They remember my dargs vire and know themsdves
for bloodless cowards.”

Ryth fdt his skin gtirring as silence sfted through the room. The force of her hatred for Vintrans was
as papable as stone.

“What do you livefor? said the Sharnn findly, his eyes searching hers for the pattern he had not yet
found.

“An honorable death,” said Kayl€' s husky voice. “ Sheisthe last Sandaliki.”

Faen faced Kayle and bowed in the Mdian style. “Yes, Ti Kayle. An honorable desth for the lagt
Sandaliki.”

*Do you 4ill think she can help you find whatever you log?* Kayl€e' s thought was a mixture of anger
and sorrow.

*Yes. And in hdping me, she might save her own people.*

*How?*

*The pattern isdill beginning,* returned Ryth, his Sharnn eyes haf-open.

Ryth rose with afluid motion that echoed her grace. He stood behind her, watching the red-gold light
glow on her skin, ligening to the dow besat of her breaths. So great was her confidence in her lethd kills
that she made no move to change her seemingly vulnerable position.

“Wheat are your pleasures, Faen?’ asked the Sharnn, his voice as muted as the fdling light.

“This is one. Evening is kind to Darg Vintra. That long shadow could be a tere forest bregthing
drength into the twilight, and the river could be sweet and green again.”

Scarlet mesh whispered over the smooth muscles of her back as she hdf-turned toward him,
reveding a profile as delicately curved as zamay petals.

“Another pleasure is touching a life force like yours—bright and rich and fiercely burning, yet not
panful to me. Not panful.”

“I would be complimented, but you enjoy my ... energy ... as impersondly as you enjoy the evening
light.”

She looked at him, aflash of clear Siver in her danted eyes. Then she faced away from him for long
moments while brooding red-brown light flowed through the room.

“Sometimes” she said quigtly, “I touch the sarsa skillfully and live again in a land not ruined, laugh
with people not dead.

“Even the Great Destroyer’ s gift sometimes brings me pleasure. | have lost so much,” she continued
camly, “that it pleases me to find what others cannot. | have found their living children and their lovers.
Triumphs as sweet as my garden spring.

“And I’ ve found their dead. Too often. Always the dead and the rusty wind shifting shadows.”

Ryth watched evening diding over the clean lines of her face, softening lips that had been full before
they were narrowed by death.

“You're aprisoner,” he said, ungpoken emation tightening his voice.



When she turned toward him, scarlet mesh flared around her as though angry a his body so close to
hers.

“AmI1?

“Can you wak with us through that garden without someone warning Lekel the moment we step into
the flyer?’

“So you know of Leke, too,” she murmured.

“Have you any way of crossing Darg Vintra done?’

“No. Nor do | want to go out among people. | an here. It is enough.”

“A prisoner’s contentment.”

“Bdieve what comforts you,” she said coldly.

“Then what | was afraid of istrue,” whigpered Ryth, a Sharnn’s sadness lining hisfull ups. “You can't
touch without agony, because your gift touches the timeshadow of minds and so few minds fit without
tearing pain ....”

Kayle stared fird at the Sharnn, then at the woman whaose childhood he had loved. “Is thet true?” he
asked her hoarsdly. “Are you, a Mdian, unable to touch without pain?’

“Yes” she said, voice torn between defiance and pain. “Yed That, as much as Lekd’s jedousy,
keeps me here, done.”

“But why haven't you killed Lekd?” sad Kayle. “Then at least you would have the comforts of
power.”

Faen amiled but there was no laughter inthe line of her lips. “Lekd is a skavern, but there are worse
to take his place.”

“She doesn't want to rule Mdia,” said the Sharnn before Kayle could speak

“Y ou understland much, Ti Ryth,” she said. “Tdl mewhy | don’'t want to rule”

Ryth hesitated, wondering & the limits to her pride. “Because you don't trust yoursdlf, Ti Faen.”

“Ryth—" began Kayle, warning.

“Because” sad the Sharnn rdentlesdy, “there is dill enough hatred in you that you would enjoy
having Vintra beneath your blade. Because you know that the only way to defeat Vintra would be a
devadtating surprise attack. Undeclared war. And if that happened, the Concord would reduce Mdia to
amoking dag. A dishonorable death for your people. Ultimate victory for your enemy.

“So you avoid the temptations of power and recdl the past with crysd musc and wait for an
honorable degth,”

Ryth watched Faen intently as the Slence stretched between them. He was prepared to defend
himsdf if he mugt, but hoped that time and degth had given her control over her Mdian reflexes.

“Y ou understand too much. And not enough.”

Faen turned toward the darkness weling out of Darg Vintra's seamed face. Then, with incredible
speed, she soun and her hand locked around his wrigt, numbing. His other hand shot out and curled
around her throat, but before his fingers tightened he saw that her face was relaxed, and so beautiful that
it made him ache.

*She's not trying to kill you!*

Kayle' s glent warning came to Ryth at the same ingtant his fingers loosened and caressed her throat
where they could have crushed it.

“Not trying to kill you,” she murmured, slver eyes closed, amiling beneath his touch.

When he redized that she had caught Kayle's carefully directed mindspeech, Ryth closed his mind
with afindity that amazed the Nendleti.

“Yes” whigpered Faen, speaking as Ryth's thoughts formed, “1 am as dangerous as | am beautiful.”

And the Sharnn understood that he had no barriers againg her; she had repeated his thoughts as he
looked at her, amiling and deadly. A surge of revulson swept through him, a prima sense of violaion.
With an inarticulate cry she snatched her fingers from hiswrist They faced each other, equaly controlled,
equaly dangerous.

“My regrets, Ti Ryth,” she sad tightly. “I believed it was necessary.”

“Accepted, Ti Faen. Did you find what you sought?’



Emotions crossed her face too swiftly for even a Sharnn to read, and, when she spoke, her voice
was resonant with grief and anger.

“Jugt what have you logt, Sharnn? What is the anguish dimming the core of your radiance? Is it the
shadow you are afraid to name even in the safety of your mind?’

“I don't know the name of whatever | logt,” Ryth said, voice divided between anger and unesse.
“Perhgpsit had no name at dl.”

“All shadows have names” she said. “Learn your shadow’s name, Sharnn, or you will cal it,
unknowing, again and yet again until it becomes haf-dive and you half-dead, for a shadow’s strength is a
terrible thing.

“I know,” she said, leaning so close that he tasted her breath. “1 know because | have been driven to
naming shadows, touching them haf-dive and me half-dead but gill touching because | mugt. Touch.”

Ryth knew there was a pattern in her words, a pattern that would show him what he had logt, but he
was too close and the pattern did into darkness as she shivered and her eyes changed, pae turquoise in
the dying light.

Faen stepped back soundlesdy. “ There was one namein your mind,” she said, voice cam, as though
ghe had never spoken of shadows. “No fear tainted that name. Curiosity/affection/respect. Carifil.”

At Kayl€ sinvoluntary breath, she amiled and faced him.

“As| guessed. A secret.”

“Neither secret nor often known,” said Kayle carefully.

“l walit,” she said, her voice cool, “to find out how a Sharnn discovered me, who the Caifil are, and
how my finding whatever a Sharnn log—if he lost anything—ocould affect the future of my people.”

Kayle amiled to himsdf, for he was learning more about Ryth with each bresth he drew on Mdia
“Tdl her, Sharnn,” he urged. “If you can.”

Faen waited and watched the Sharnn’s changing eyes.

“The Caifil,” Ryth said findly, “are a group of unusudly skilled people whose work and pleasure is
s0lving Concord problems.”

“Group? Who rules them?’

“No one”

“Unlikdy.”

“But true,” said the Sharnn curtly.

“What planet do they belong to?’

“None.”

Faen's fingers moved as though she were tempted to test the truth of Ryth's words by touch.
Instead, she brushed araised area dong the low wal. A hidden rday closed and the room glowed with
wam light. She moved dowly, perfectly, conscious of his slver-green eyes. She turned toward him,
smooth and graceful as atdl zamay, asking.

“Teach me”

Ryth fet her sensud grace like a blow, but a Sharnn is nothing if not controlled. His expresson did
not change while he explained to her.

“Caifil loydty is to the idea of Concord, but they hold no formd position in the Concord hierarchy.”

“What kind of problems do they solve?’ she asked, her voice an echo of tadl flowers Snging, asking.

“All kinds of problems. Whatever fitsindividud skills”

“Example”

And he had none to give, for even a Sharnn’s control is not infinite

“The Singers” said Kayle into the dectric slence. “Ther problem was one that should interest a
Mdian.”

Nether Ryth nor Faen looked a Kayle.

“You know of the Singers?’ pressed Kayle.

She turned toward him. “Rumor. Myth.” Her hand moved in an ambivdent gesture. “None of it
comforting.”

“They sang on many planets,” Kayle said, hisvoice husky and his eyes dert. “Many people died. The



Singers who had sung vanished. The problem was to discover whether the Singers had planned the
deaths and thereby broken the Sole Restraint.”

“Undeclared War,” said Faen, low-voiced, walting.

“Yes. The Concord made little progress. The few available facts conflicted. Many Caifil worked on
the Singer enigma. The time of primary proscription was nearly gone. Because there were so many
bizarre, even frigntening aspects to the Singers, the Concord Council voted extinction for the Singers.
Thus, if the enigma were not resolved before the proscription expired, a possibly innocent, certainly
unique race would die in the ashes of tharr once-beautiful planet.”

“Grotesque,” said Faen, and her hands moved restively across the cool mesh of her garment. “War is
an honorable way to test—"

“I'm not here to debate culturd mores” sad Kayle coldly. “The Concord nether forbids nor
encourages war among mutudly eager enemies, the Concord’ s only request is that off-planet personne
have an opportunity to leave before the killing begins”

Faen's eyes gleamed like ice in the tanned planes of her face. “You were tdling me about the
Sngers”

Kayle shifted hisweight and the many textures of his heavy robe caught and held light. “There is little
eft to tdl. Carifil unraveled much of the enigma, but it was the Singers who resolved it ... ina way we il
don't fuly understand.” His keen orange eyes probed Ryth. “ Someday, pattern-man, I’d like to have you
work on that. But now we have more urgent knives to hone” Kayle clapped his hands together once,
softly. “Thetruth isthis, Faen. Carifil prevented the Concord from destroying whet it did not understand.”

“And you are a Caifil.”

“Ves”

“What isyour specid tdent?’

“Communications” said Kayle blandly.

“And you?’ asked Faen, facing toward Ryth again.

“l am not Caifil.”

“Brevity,” said Kayle, “but little information.” He leaned toward Faen. “Petterns. He found you by
the patterns your gift made.”

Faen murmured something too low for them to hear. Then, more dearly, “I didike being read like a
black sgnature on white matrix.”

The Sharnn amiled without warmth. “So do |. But | know less about your pattern than you know
about mine. | don't know whether you'll agree to help the Caifil understand Mdia and Mdians. Nor if
you will hep me find something that has no name, something that could prevent the extinction of your
own people.”

Faen was too shocked by the word “extinction” to respond. Kayle was dso shocked, but not by the
impending desth of arace.

“How,” demanded Kayle, “could a Sharnn have log Mdid's innocence? For Mdia is quilty of
dedsroying Vintra—Madlia has twice broken the Sole Restraint. Make no mistake about that, Sharnn.
Mdiais guilty!”

“Isthat a Nendleti or a Caifil talking?’ asked Ryth, his voice lazy and his eyes hard.

Faen looked from one to the other and remembered the pleasure and pain she had touched in Ryth, a
Sharnn’s compdlling presence. Her hand stretched out, pam up.

“l would ask this of Kayle if | could,” she sad dowly. “But probably the process would be so
destructive to methat | would gain no information.” She looked at Kayle with regret shadowing her Slver
eyes. “No offense intended, Ti Kayle. It isan impersond fact.”

“Like sunset light,” Kayle said. “I’'m not offended. | regret that anyone should have to dhrink from
smple touch. Especidly a Mdian.”

Faen' s face twisted, then became expressionless as she turned to Ryth. “Touch me when you answer
my question. Does anything in the Caifil pattern suggest thet they prefer any planet or race above any
other?’

It was an easy question, one Ryth had answered for himsdf. Yet the thought of touching her brought



warring emotions that he could not—did not want to—name. But he touched her, pdm warm over her
warmth.

“No.”

“You have my respect, Ti Ryth,” she whispered, letting her pdm dide away from his. “Touching me
is repdlent to you—" and when he moved as though to disagree she stepped back and her voice was
weary. “No. No polite words of gaactic Courtesy. Touching me gives you a feding of violation. Disgust.
Ye you went againg your deepest persond prgjudice and touched me because you beieved it was
necessary.

“You must need me very badly.”

“As does Mdia” sad Ryth, his voice controlled, uninflected.

“Mdlia could survive even primary proscription,” said Faen indifferently. “Except for shortened lives,
Mdians won't even notice the absence of Concord.” Her words were arrogant. And true. Kayle
muttered about pride and bravado, and the Sharnn pointed out another possibility.

“What if the Concord decides to annihilate Mdians?’ Ryth said softly. “And you know they will,
Sandoliki Ti. You know but refuse to know that Mdians will die among the ashes of their once-beautiful
planet.”

“We have not earned such a degth.”

“Some believe you have. Ask Kayle.”

“No one who knows Mdians could believe that,” Faen indsted, pride and scorn and the beginning of
horror in her voice.

“But no one knows Mdians” sad the Sharnn, eyes and body compdling her attention. “Teach us,
Sandoliki Ti Faen. Find the essence of your people for us”

“How?’ she whispered. “No one not born and grown Mdian can know our thousand moments, our
essentia soul.”

“I'm not sure how,” said Ryth, a difficult truth for a Sharnn. “But I'm sure there is a pattern. | have
conceived of it. What | ask is possble, given time. But Mdia has no time. You must come with us,
Faen.”

“Leave Mdia?’ Her eyes searched the planes of his face for clues to the urgency that radiated from
him, touching her though she did not touch him, “Do you meean that primary proscription will be enforced,
adl Accesses shut down?’

“Yes”

“When?’

“Too soon. No more than seven Mdian days. Then it will be too late, for dl Mdian Accesses will be
shut down.”

Her face closed beyond even a Sharnn's reading. Silence grew in the room until Kayle fdt it choking
him, but neither Faen nor Ryth moved so he did not move, merdy waited until she turned away, scarlet
mesh dashing softly.

“You'll have my answer in the morning,” she said, and the mesh whispered across the floor. “Unless
you're afraid to wait thet long?’

She waked off without walting for ther answer. Wordlessly, Kayle and Ryth followed the dow
swinging of her scarlet mesh down the long stairway, through a wide curving hdlway and into a circular
h'kd. Compared to the h'kd they had just I€ft, this suite was heavy with luxury. Findy wrought furniture
and ancient tapestries, a miniature sarsa, delicate slver sculptures and two large beds burnished by age
and care. Tiny metd tracks shone in the wood floor; a a touch partitions would dide out to provide
privecy according to individua desires.

When Ryth turned to speak to Faen she was gone.

“l want to touch those tapedtries,” sad Kayle wigfully, “but 1 don't want to ruin them for her
pleasure”

“Touch anything you want in this room,” said the Sharnn, admiring the ancient bed-frame with his
fingertips. “ She never uses this room or touches anythinginiit.”

“Areyou sure?’ said Kayle, hand outstretched to avivid tapestry.



“Would you wak willingly into a room where dashing colors crawled off the walls and iron drums
were beaten by madmen and gutted animds littered the floor?’

Kayle shuddered, his Nendleti esthetics outraged.

“That's how this room mugt be to her. Too many people have lived and died among the furnishings
The dome, and everything in it, is machine-made, new. Untouched.”

“Ahhhh, Faen,” dghed Kayle. “No wonder you bdieve your gift is from the Great Destroyer.” He
stroked the supple tapestry, a cool textured ddight to his sengtive fingertips. “Mdian objects are made
as much to please the touch as the eyes. Magnificent.” He lifted his hand at a sudden thought. “But then
why does she receive vigtorsin her untouched h'kd?’

Ryth tapped the miniature sarsa gently. A sngle high note, pure and haunting, hung in the gillness. He
listened raptly, then replaced the tiny m’sarsaiin its loop.

“She does't. Usudly.”

“Usudly? Oh, your ... energy.” Kayle released the fold of tapestry and it Sghed into place. “You
should be honored.”

“Is the sarsa honored when we touch it?’

“A question to tease even a Sharnn.”

Ryth spun toward Kayle, but the Nendleti’ s orange eyes hed compassion rather than mockery.

“My eror,” dghed the Sharnn. “There is something unsettling—if | had pursued her, invited her
pleasure, then | would enjoy it too. But isit pleasure Faen feds when she touches me? Or merdy rdief at
alack of panful gimulus? Or—" He made a sound of frudration. “I'm far better with group patterns than
individud ones. Especidly hers”

Kayle stroked the tapestry lightly, letting the subtly shifting textures feed his fingertips.

“Will she come with us?’

Ryth looked broodingly at thetiny sarsa. “The scarlet dress. No, I'm afraid she won't.”

Kayle hissed and shifted to the privacy of mindspeech. * Then | must force her.*

*Without insult, Ti Kayle, | give you less than even odds of taking her dive*

*1f you hdp me?*

*Threeinfive she lives. Sheistoo quick, Kayle. I've never seen reflexes to match hers*

*Have you looked inamirror? No, | won't argue. I'll just use less than honorable means*

* And make a deadly enemy of her.*

*| have many enemies. If any of her Contact traning survives, she might come without hatred.*

Ryth waited, sendng indecipherable fragments of thought/memory benegth the surface of Kayle's
mind-speech.

*There is a word,* continued Kayle, *a mentd override implanted in dl Contact trainees. Only the
Contact leader knows each trainee’'s word. After thar fird misson is complete, the trainees are
integrated. At the end of successful integration, the word is removed.*

*You know her word.*

*| was leader of the Skemole Contact team urtil an accident,* Kayle lifted his deeve to show the
long knife scar, *prevented me from leaving with them.* Kayle smiled reminiscently. *Even as a child,
Faen's reflexes were superb.*

* Are you enemies now?*

Kayle' s soundless laughter rang in Ryth's mind.

*Not at dl. The wound sedled our friendship as equas. Knife friends, as they say on Mdia* Kayle
let his deevefdl into place. * Two maturitiesis along time. | hope her traning holds.*

*S0 do I. I’d hate to provide the honorable death she seeks.*

When they were adeep, she dipped out to the garden where the sarsa waited, moonlight gleaming
over each facet until it seemed that crysta woke and breathed, beckoning. She lifted the m'sarsa a
Sharnn had held and her lips moved in what could have been pleasure or pain or a feding so intense it
transcended either.

And lighnt rippled off crystd, waiting.



Murmuring wordlessly, she replaced his m'sarsa and took two others from leather loops. She held
the thin slver rods high over her head, offering them to the three soaring moons, receving thar
benediction, triple light incandescent in her hands. She brought the m'’ sarsas down, touching crysd in a
torrent of notes that released shapes of light cadled by ancient songs, timeshadows of former minds
recdled by crystd musc.

Jugt beyond, in the amdl tere grove heavy with slence and time, a shadow watched, waiting to be
named, concealed among shadows that were no more than smple shapes pressed out of tere trees.

She did not sense hatred waiting, for she lived again in a land not ruined, touched again a man not
dead, crystd music soaring.

In a room heavy with tapestries and time, a Sharnn turned restlesdy, dreaming of light twisted into
hf-life, timeshadows of minds condensing, turning and returning with each perfect crystd note. His
haf-moaned protest rose no further than his lips, for cryst music pulsed in consuming moment and did
into haf-fulfilled slence.

He dept again, dreaming only Sharnn dreams.

While she sank exhausted onto worn stones,

And a shadow wept.

Faen found them in the garden, standing near the sarsaiin the pearl light of early morning. The scarlet
meta mesh of her long dress was very fine, hardly more reveding than loosely woven cloth; the metd
was the color of new tere leaves, the color of new blood. Though her expresson was remote, her slver
eyes were aware of every nuance of their bodies.

“l owe you pleasure,” said Kayle formdly. “Never have | dept in such magnificence”

“Nendlet,” said Faen, “has one of the few cultures in the Concord capable of appreciaing the tactile
complexities of Sandoliki Lere s tapestries.”

“An artigtry your own gift precludes you from enjoying,” said Kayle sadly.

Faen made no response. Her eyes flicked over the garden, paused at the base of a huge tere tree,
and settled on the diding colored shadows thrown out of the sarsa.

“I can't leave Mdia” she sad abruptly.

“Why?' asked Ryth.

“l am the lagt Sandaliki.” She looked a Ryth for a long moment, then her eyes did back to the
prismatic sarsa shadows. “My duty is here”

“Your duty?” countered the Sharnn. “Or your desire to die?’

Faen's lips drew back very dightly, hinting at her perfect, hard teeth without reveding them. “Mdians
do not hide from death. Sandolikis do not hide from dying. Neither do we leave Mdia”

“Not even to save your people?’ said Ryth, then saw her eyes change as her lips had and he bowed
smooathly. “Your pleasure, Ti Faen. | was dow to appreciate the depth of your needs.”

“My—needd!”

“Your needs,” repeated Ryth in the even tones of agreement. “Sentience has needs. We need you.
Y ou need the sarsa. The sarsa needs nathing, for it is not dive”

Faen gestured graceful agreement, but he sensed diding laughter as dream fragments turned and
returned in white light, tdling him something he could not or would not grasp.

Kayle spoke one word, hissing syllables peculiar to the language of Nendlet. Faen’'s body went rigid.
Her eyes deepened into pae pools of cold turquoise light.

“Why would you refuse me the honor of combat?’ she said tondesdly.

“You fight too well, daughter.”

“Isyour life so precious to you?’

“Your lifeis” sad the Sharnn, cutting across Kayl€'s gentleness. “You are no use to me dead.
You—"

Feaen's servant appeared benesth the arch. He walked over toward them, ignoring the sudden



dlence. Faen made no move to acknowledge him.

*Did he hear?* asked Kayle.

*Probably.*

A man stopped a few feet from Faen.

“Ti Memned cdls, Sandaliki Ti.”

He backed away severd steps, turned and vanished with the same muscular ease that had marked
hisarivd.

*That oneis afighter,* mused Kayle,

*And the other one is ether cook or poisoner,* agreed Ryth.

*Probably both. Hungry?

Kayl€ s ironic laughter was heard only in Ryth’s mind—as was the seductive rudle of scarlet mesh
rubbing over itsdf and Faen's smooth flesh as she walked away from them.

“Whois Ti Memned?’ asked Ryth when Faen was no longer in Sght.

“Lekd’sfirg mate”

“Faen' s friend? Equd ? Enemy?’

“Enemy. Faen has no equals. Leke took Memned only after Faen refused him publicly.”

“People have died for less overt inqults” said Ryth. “Second choices are usudly unhgppy ones.”

“According to rumor, Memned's father was Vintran and her mother was a traitor.”

“Proof?” demanded the Sharnn, urgency coiled in his abrupt question.

“None. The people who passed the rumor died under Lekd’s knife” said Kayle. “And Memned's,
of course. Only Faen escaped, and sheisthe lagt true Sandoliki.”

The Sharnn stood motionless, turning over each new fact in his mind, looking for patterns, or even
posshilities. The dillness was disturbed by the thin whine of a flyer landing. Ryth made a sudden gesture
of completion as the outline of a pattern condensed in his mind.

“I'll bet that Faen is about to receive more servants or offidd vistors” said Ryth softly. “When we
stayed last night and made no move to leave this morning, Lekd mus have become nervous”

“We have until sunset—one full Mdian day. But I'd be a fool to wager againg you, Sharnn.” Kayle
sghed. “I'll need quiet for atime. The Carifil should know what we know, just in case.”

Ryth smiled wryly but said nothing.

“I'll be in our room,” murmured Kayle, tuning away. Then he stopped, as though remembering
something. “Have you ever participated in a group mesh?’

“Not even asmple group link.”

“Isit tabu on Sharnn?’

“Only one thing is tabu on Sharnn.”

“Oh?’

Ryth amiled like a Sharnn. And said nothing.

The Sharnn’s amile faded as he faced the sarsa. A scarlet bird’ s warning rang through the silence, but
no answering cal came. A second searching cal ended in trilling unease. Ryth noted the cals absently
while he stood before the changing, changdess crygas, absorbed in the play of light and color and
motionless crysd facets, dudve patterns and promises, unessy ripples of color, running together,
running, warning—

The Sharnn threw his body aside with flashing speed, turning a death-blow into a thin line of red
across his shoulder. His hand swept back, twisted suddenly. He heard the sound of wristbones snapping.
A high scream tore the attacker’s throat as Ryth spun to face a man in Mdian dress. Ryth bent and
caught the assassin’'s ankle. The man kicked with his free foot, driving rigid toes toward Ryth's throat.
But the Sharnn’s arm flicked sideways, the Mdian's knee snapped and the lethd kick found only ar as
the man sprawled on stone.

“I'll kill you if I mugt,” said Rythin Mdian.

The man's good hand clawed out, but pain made him over-eager. Ryth's hard fingers twisted across
theflalling arm. The result was a sweling wrig for the Mdian; both men knew Ryth could as easlly have
broken the arm.



Ryth watched as the Mdian tried to gather himsdf for another attempt. Then the man's body relaxed
subtly, and triumph flashed in his eyes as he looked over Ryth's shoulder. Ryth threw himsdf down and
to one dde, a the same time pulling the injured men after m as a shidd. Metd screeched as two
star-shaped weapons ground lethd points across the stone courtyard. A third m'vire buried itsdf in the
firg assailant’s back. The man gasped and went dack.

Ryth's eyes searched the grove where his mind told him two people waited, but he saw nothing. He
gauged the distance to a nearby stone bench, threw off the assassin’s body, and rolled toward the shelter
of the solid stone. A m'vire hummed past his shoulder, diang fabric as eadly asit diced ar.

Ryth neither saw nor heard movement, yet afifth m'vire flashed in along, low curve designed to teke
it behind the bench. The curve was too shdlow, but the meaning was clear; if Ryth moved away from the
bench am'vire would find him. And he was certain that one of the assassins was cirding behind while the
other kept him pinned down.

The Sharnn waited. Soon the person gpproaching would be within range of the other’s m'vire. Ryth
knew that he had to move in the indant before the person drding around was able to see him. Without
gving an outward sgn, Ryth gathered his body, then he sprang from behind the bench like a man diving
into water. At the lagt ingant he curled his body and rolled into a shoulder-high growth of shrubs and
nightvines. He did not stop ralling until there was a wdl of plants between him and the attackers. He
ligened for the space of two breaths, then soundlesdy pulled himsdf dong on his somach until he was
deep into the nightvine tangle, where bell-shaped flowers were haf-open in the gloom and their creamy
fragrance drenched his body.

He heard the hissng whispers of the two who searched for him. With exquiste care he gathered
himsdf into a crouch and waited for the closer person to come within reach, A woman, knife ready,
pushed dowly through the tough vines. The ingant that she was hidden from her partner, the Sharnn
brought her down with a Sngle well-placed blow. He slently eased her body into the vines, then just as
slently dipped through the vegetation, pausing only to ligen for the remaining attacker.

A m'vire dashed through the vines then, nearly spent, dug into Ryth's thigh. Even as his mind
retraced the m'virée s trgjectory, his hand reached, pulled the weapon free and sent it spinning back to its
source. A startled grunt of pain broke the slence. Before the assassin could recover, Ryth was too close
for am'vire to be effective.

Theman cursed and unsheethed along, heavy knife. With his fird lunge, the attacker proved that he
was not as skilled with the knife as he was with the m'vire. Ryth's fingers locked around the knife wrist
and yanked. At the same ingant the Sharnn’s hed smashed across the man's knee. Between one breath
and the next, Ryth's assallant was helpless. The man crumpled into unconsciousness.

Ryth dipped back into the cover of the black vines, ligening with mind and body. When he sensed
no further attackers, he relaxed with along sgh. And thought of Kayle.

*Danger!*

*Kayle s answer was a dlent chuckle, * Danger? In alone, lamentably inept assassn?

*There are three in the garden,* returned Ryth tiredly. * And none of them lamentably inept.*

*Am | permitted to play?*

*| doubt if they fed like playing any more.*

*Greedy of you.*

Ryth laughed doud, a gartling sound in the hushed garden. *If they object to beng questioned, I'll
turn them over to you,* he promised.

*Then you didn't kill dl of them? Excdlent! |1 was doppy with mine* added Kayle, a tangible sense
of regret in his thought. *Don't start without me*

*Bloodthirsty Nendleti,* muttered Ryth to himsdlf, divided between amusement and respect.

*Thank you,* returned Kayle serendly.

Hadtily, Ryth opaqued his thoughts.

Ryth pushed through the fragrant vine flowers to the area where the third assassin lay. He prodded
the man in a particularly senstive area; no response. The man was truly unconscious. With a swift motion,
Ryth pulled the man up and over his shoulders. And swore when the knife-cut across his shoulder



opened panfully.

He waked across the courtyard toward the sarsa and dropped his burden next to the dack body of
the firg attacker. He returned to the tangle of vines for the woman. She was barely conscious. He carried
her out of the vines and dumped her next to the two men.

“illfully played, Ti Ryth.”

Faen's soft voice was totaly unexpected, close. He spun to face her, fingers rigid with fighting
reflexes. But she had moved as quickly as he and was out of reach.

“You are soft-footed, Faen,” he said, and deliberately turned his back on her.

“Thank you, Ti Ryth. May | approach you?’

“Asyouwish,” he said indifferently.

Careful not to make any quick motions, Faen moved as close as she could without touching him. Her
pae eyes flicked over the blood gaining his shoulders, his hands, darkening the back of his leg. There
was no way to diginguish his blood from that of the assassns.

“I cannot tdl the extent of your injuries, Ti Ryth. Can you remove your clothes without help?’

“Smdl cuts.” He faced her, his voice roughened by fatigue. “Nothing worse.”

“Thereisthe posshility of poison ...” She waited, her stillness underlining her deference.

Without further argument, the Sharnn pulled off his clothes. In addition to the dash across his
shoulder and the puncture on his leg, he was surprised to find other cuts among the various scrapes and
bruises.

“M’vire” said Faen briefly. “Coward’' s wegpon. May | approach more closdy?’

“Whatever is necessary,”

She stood very close, not quite touching, yet he could fed her breath warm on his skin and he could
count the dark lashes framing her intent, slver eyes. An involuntary response to her nearness shivered
through him, a response that was quickly chilled by the memory of persona violaion. He breathed
deeply, and the scent of sunshine and blood and Faen swept over his senses.

“The knife cuts are clean, as are mogt of the m'vire cuts. This wound, though,” she knelt to look at
the puncture mark high on the back of hisleg, “has dark edges. Does it hurt?’

“No.”

“Twice coward,” she said, glandng at the unconscious n'vire thrower, “to use the pardytic poison.”
When she turned back to re-examine the puncture, her hair fanned across his leg. “The vines absorbed
mogt of the poison,” she said, reeching into a narrow pocket at the side of her clothes. “This save will
neutrdize the rest. Pull the lips of the wound apart, insert the tip of the tube dl the way to the hedthy flesh
and squeeze very gently. No more than a drop. Quickly. The poison must not spread.”

He gingaly lifted the amdl, needle-nosed tube from her pam. He tried to follow her directions, but
the wound was too high on the back of histhigh.

“I will gpply it if you wish,” said Faen, her voice expressionless.

He hestated for a reveding moment, then dropped the tube into her open hand. She aso hesitated
and her fingers trembled dightly.

“Thiswill not be pleasant for ether one of us” she said hurriedly, low-voiced. “You can no more
curb your revulson than | can curb my knowledge of it. You can hdp both of us by concentrating on
something that pleases you.” She took a deep breath. “ Ready?’

“Yes”

And unbidden came the memory of her warm bregth over his skin and the cool caress of her har
across histhigh. Faen’s breath caught raggedly, but her hands were swift and sure.

“Done” She stood hadtily. “The other cuts should be washed—a drop of this sdlve to a basin of
water. Y our shoulder will require dosing tape. If you have no skill with tape, I'll gpply it.”

“I'minyour debt,” he said uneasily, wondering if she had caught his thoughts.

She turned away, then gtiffened; Kayle stood nearby.

The breeze moved fitfully and dead leaves swirled across the stones. Ryth shivered and pulled on his
loose, warm shirt.

“The cuts can wait until we've questioned the assassns,” said the Sharnn, half-expecting Faen to



object.

When she remained dlent, he leaned over and grabbed the closest of the three attackers. The man
hung limply in his grasp. Ryth checked for sgns of life, then dropped the man.

“Dead,” said Ryth, his voice heavy with disgust.

“Not surprising, Ti Ryth,” said Faen. “Broken wrist, smashed knee, the long finger of a m'vire buried
inhis spine”

Ryth glanced sideways a her for an ingant and suddenly knew that she had seen the attack from the
fird move. Seen and done nothing to prevent his probable death. But then, she was Mdian, and owed
hm nathing a dl. Certainly not hislife

His fingers locked in the dothing of the m'vire thrower. The man was dive. Ryth pulled him upright
and methodicaly began dapping him into consciousness.

“Why not the woman?’ said Kayle. “ She's awake.”

“She' s the least important.” Sap. “This one knows who wants us dead. And why.” Slap. “He hired
the others, planned the attack.”

“You knew of this before?’

“No.” Slap. “Pettern.”

Ryth paused long enough to glance at the woman. She was fully conscious, and could not have been
more terrified if the Sharnn had been peding flesh from her living body. The man groaned and his eyes
focused. The fear he displayed surpassed that of the woman. A strangled word, a convulson of muscles,
and the man was dead.

Ryth dropped the corpse and grabbed the woman. He wrenched her jaws apart, but it was too late.
Her body dtiffened, then did bonelesdy from his grasp.

Faen bent over the woman and sniffed warily. “Sd.” She draightened. “Leave them for a hundred
count. The poison will be harmless then.”

Ryth studied the three bodies, his face expressonless. Bronze hair lifting in a vagrant breeze, he
counted dlently. When he reached one hundred, he stripped the bodies, refusng Kayle's offer of help.
Each assassin’s dothing was removed, examined, and stacked neaily beside the body. Ryth examined
the corpses with equa care, noting as he worked that dl three had the subtle skin shadings of
Mdians—darker a the spine, lighter at the fingertips. The skin showed no trace of dye. Both men had
the multicolored hair characteristic of Far Idand Tdian.

Ryth studied ther hair closdy, but found no sgn of dye in any of the various patches of color.
Whether pale gold, chestnut, or darkest brown, their hair was naturd. Ryth let the last cool strand of hair
dide through his fingers. Without gppearing to, he watched Faen as he asked, “1s Ti Memned wdl?’

“The cdl was broken before | could speak.”

“Unfortunate,” said the Sharnn blandly.

Faen made adismissng gesture. “If it was important to her, shell cal again.”

The Sharnn’s smile made Kayle move restledy.

*Was Faen part of it? demanded the Nendleti.

*| would take bets on either sde. She saw, and neither warned nor fought.*

*SheisMdian. Did you ask?*

*| didn’t know she was nearby.*

*She treated your poisoned leg.*

*And if I had known about the poison without her warning?

*Yes* agreed Kayle rductantly. * Innocent or not, she had to tdl you about the poison.*

*The broken cdl was improbably convenient.*

*Sucking zarfdl*

Ryth's amile thinned even further as he watched Faen. “Do Mdian assassins routindy commit
uicide?’

“Few have the choice,” said Faen. “In ther profession the price of falure is death. It is a rare vicim
who has the ill to survive without killing.”

“Thank you, Ti Faen. But my question is not yet answered.”



When she understood the implied accusation of conspiracy, Faen's body became very 4ill. “The
assassn's code isintricate. Too intricate for easy answvers.”

“| await your indruction.”

“On which aspect?’

“gg”

“A potent, volaile poison derived from the roots of—"

“Did you know that | wanted to question the ns?’

“l assumed as much.”

“Did you aso assume that they might be carrying s ?’

“No.”

“Oh? said the Sharnn, his voice lazy. “Y et you knew just whet to look for when—"

“l do not buy my deaths.”

“Ti Feen,” sad Kayle hurriedly, “no one suggested that you—"

Faen saw only Ryth, heard only the Sharnn’s unfinished sentence. “After a battle” she said didinctly,
“we dlow fighters the thirteenth part of a day before we hold them responsible for the niceties of divilized
conduct. A matter of common sense and body chemigry.” She inhdled dowly and her eyes logt their flat
slver sheen. “Assassins who are sent after persons of very high wedth, power, or birth carry sd. A
precaution. If the assassins fal, if they are captured dive, they cannot embarrass the person who stooped
to buy desath.

“If they had attacked me | would have examined ther mouths for sdl. But | was not attacked.”

“What if the assassinsfal to usether se?’ sad Kayle.

“There are worse ways to die. They know it.”

“Interegting,” murmured Kayle. “Then assassins never survive a falure?’

“Did yours?” she asked curtly.

“How did you know?’ demanded Kayle.

The metdlic mesh in Faen's garment hissed with her impatient movement. “The middle knuckle of
your left hand is dightly swollen. Your robe is torn on the right deeve. Your body smdls of recent
danger.”

“Youmissnothing,” said Kayle, admiringly.

“I'm Mdian,” she said curtly, looking back to Ryth. “Are you through with the bodies?’

“Can you tdl us anything more about them?”

“More?’

“l examined them. | know they are Mdian,” said Ryth, showing the effort it cost him to be patient.
“The men have a Far Idand Tdian phenotype. The men are used to working together. The woman is new
to their operation. All four came in one flyer. Either they aready knew the people of your household or
they were given excdlent descriptions of Kayle and me. Or both.”

“The woman,” said Faen. “Look at her l&ft hand.”

Ryth moved over to the woman and examined her hand carefully. It had the callouses he expected of
a knife fighter, a few thin knife scars, and two barely heded cuts at the base of the pdm. Nothing
unexpected. He said as much to Faen.

“The fresh cuts”

“Yes?' sad Ryth.

“Qath cuts.”

“Teechme”

Faen hesitated. When she spoke, her voice was a savage mixture of pride and hatred and anger, but
hatred most of dl, for the subject was Vintrans. “The inverted vee shape means ‘desth to Vintrans’ |
was the fird to use it. It was during the Ti Vire”

Wordlesdy, Ryth examined the hands of the other assassins. If he looked carefully he could discern
faded vee scars beneath more recent, random lines. He looked at Kayle.

“Mine wore gloves” sad Kayle.

“A drangler,” said Faen, eyes opaque with old memories. “Wire?’



“Yes” Kayle sghed. “Shdl | go check him?’

“Hell be the same” said Ryth. “But we're not Vintrans.”

“So you say. Yet you used a word to take my honor, something Vintran armies tried and faled to
do.”

Faen turned away abruptly and walked to the sarsa. She lifted the m'sarsa and the longest crystd,
cdled vire, beled deeply four times. A servant appeared, the man who walked like a fighter. Or an
assassin. Faen turned her head toward Ryth.

“Do you want hands and hair?’

“No.”

Faen gestured to the servant. “Ther weapons, n'Qen, to Ti Ryth. A fourth,” she glanced a Kayle,
“inyour h'kd?’

“Ves”

“That one belongsto Kayle”

“No har or hands,” said Kayle. “Jugt the weapon will do.”

N’Qen bent to gather the weapons. His posture was subtly awkward—and the Sharnn’s hands
flashed out, fingers digging into " Qen’ s flesh. N’ Qen remained bent, not breathing, paralyzed by the pain
of Ryth's fingers grinding nerves againg bone. Kayl€'s boot sent a black-bladed knife soinning out of
n'Qen’s numbed fingers. The Sharnn’s hand moved dightly and n'Qen gasped with returning breath.
Kayle hooked histhumb over n’ Qen’'s lower jaw, holding it open.

“If you would be so kind as to examinehim for sd,” said Ryth blandly.

Faen's eyes were as pde as the himmering vire crystd. She stepped forward to examine n'Qen's
mouth.

“Upper I€eft, indde,” she said, stepping back.

“Removeit,” snapped Ryth, watching each movement of her body.

“I touch no one.”

Ryth increased the pressure until 0’ Qen passed out. Kayle removed the flesh-colored sd capsule. He
placed the knife and capsule carefully aside, beyond ether Faen's or n’ Qen's reach.

“May |7’ said Kayle as 0’ Qen stirred duggishly in Ryth's grasp.

The Sharnn moved his hand In curt agreement. Then, “Wait.” He stared coldly a Faen. “Do you
know of any other means for an assassin to defeat questioning?”

Faen amiled humorlesdy. “He can refuse to answer. Or he can lie”

N’ Qen's eyes opened, dark with fear and hate.

“Hell tak,” sad Kayle, “oneway or another. Who hired you to kill us?’

N’ Qen sad nothing.

Kayle s fingertips flicked over ' Qen’s eyes. The touch was too light to bring red pain. A warning.

“Who hired you to kill us?’

N’ Qen sad nothing, then screamed.

“Who hired you to kill us?”

Silence, ahigh scream, then silence again as N’ Qen fainted.

Faen's lips thinned into pardld lines of distaste. “Usdless. Unless you enjoy it, of course.”

She turned away to replace the m’'sarsain its holder. She did not turn back.

“Wha do you say, patern-man?’ asked Kayle. “He s yours, after dl.”

Ryth shifted his grip on n" Qen's sagging weight. “He might break before he died,” said Ryth after a
thoughtful pause. “But | doubt it. Even if he did, by that time he would swear to anything to stop the
pan.”

“l agree. I'm afraid I'll have to rummeage about in his mind. Not my specidty. Rather uncomfortable
for both of us” Kayle moved so that his back was not turned toward Faen. *1’m not going to bet my life
on old training. Watch her.*

*Always*

Kayle effectivdy vanished as far as Ryth's mind could discern. N’ Qen’s weight seemed to increase
with each breath, and the extended sllence was a pressure behind Ryth's eyes. He became aware of the



dillness of dry tere leaves hanging on wasted stems, waiting for wind and freedom. But the breeze was
fral, bardy strong enough to gtir unattached leaves, and the hanging leaves mus wait as Ryth waited,
motionless.

“Faen and Lekd.”

Kayl€e's voice was no stronger than afdlen leaf, thin with exhaustion.

Faen turned and her kirt flared urgently. Ryth let n’Qen dide onto the stones and stepped forward
to support Kayle.

“Over here)” sad the Sharnn, guiding Kayle to a bench carved out of smooth golden stone.

Kayle sghed and his body sagged againg the cool surface. “Not my ... specidty,” he repeated, his
voice barely a whisper.

“You should have let me hdp.”

Kayle's hand moved in a limp gesture of negation. “No traning. Would have ... killed him. Injured
you. So few mindsfit together at dl.”

“Did you find any answers?’ said Ryth, garing intently & Kayle€' s exhausted face.

“Your eyes ...” Kayle€' s mouth twisted into aamile. “Glad | won't have to fight ... Sharnn.”

Ryth's hand gently squeezed Kayl€'s shoulder. “No, you won't have to fight me” He examined
Kayle dosdly; the Nendleti’ s eyes were focused again and his muscles looked less dack “Better?”’

“Better,” said Kayle, but his voice was dill too thin.

A legf scratched across stone, moved by the swinging scarlet hem of Faen's long dress. Ryth's body
legped with readiness as he spun to face her fully. But she was not within reach.

“Ti Kayle?’ she asked Ryth.

“Tired. Judt tired.”

“Then let im rest.”

“He s not tired enough to welcome deeth.”

Faen's hand reached out as though she would have comforted Kayle, then dropped back to her sde
even as Ryth moved protectively between Faen and Kayle.

N’ Qen groaned. Ryth looked over at him, then at Faen, too close to Kayle.

“Stand by the sarsa,” Ryth said to Faen.

“Request or order?’

“Whichever movesyou.”

“The thirteenth part of a day,” said Faen, tuming away. She did not turn back until she reached the
sarsa. “Areyou sure thisis far enough?’

“No, Ti Faen, I'm not sure. I've seen you move.”

“Then | shdl St.” Faen amiled dowly, a smile that mocked his caution. “A child could control me
from this pogtion.”

Ryth looked at the dead assassins, a n’Qen druggling againg pain, fdt Kayle's exhausion and the
subtle agony of his mind. The Sharnn strode toward Faen and crouched over her. When he spoke he
sensed Kayle flinching. With a surge of impatience the Sharnn shut out Kayle' s mind.

“I'm neither Mdian nor Nendleti,” said Ryth harshly. “I take no pride in the people | have killed.” His
eyes searched hers but found nothing beyond a sense of waiting. “I am Sharnn. | have more interesting
things to do than fight fanatics. But,” he added, each word hard and didtinct, “to save Kayle | will fight
you if I mug, kill you if I mugt.”

“If you can,” she murmured, undisturbed.

“Ahyes ... your famous dargs vire”

“They don't worry you.” Statement, not question.

“They do worry me. You are dways in my mind, Sandoliki Ti, and my mind is needed for other
meatters.”

“l am not the same as my dargs vire”

The Sharnn looked at her changing silver eyes, a her hair burnished and deek and black and her skin
gowing through the cool metd mesh of her dress.

“Aren't you?' he asked softly, “Then | need not worry about Kayle, too weak right now to defend



himsdf againg your killing kills”

N’ Qen groaned again, but both ignored him.

“I no longer kill for hatred,” she said, her eyes dmost white with suppressed emotion. “And | never
killed for pleasure. If you are hdf what Kayle said you were, pattern-man,, you dready know that.”

“Yes” the Sharnn said distinctly. “Pattern-man. But you have no pattern. Except death. Shdl we fight
esch other now? Y our choice, Sandoliki Ti.”

“l have no reason to kill you.”

“When did a Mdian need a reason?”’

“You tire me, Sharnn. But that is no reason to kill you.”

“And no reason to let melive. Not good enough, Sandoliki Ti.”

Faen's lips twisted scornfully. * Do you want me to guarantee your safety?’

“I would prefer friendship, but that isdien to you. I'll settle for your guarantee that you won't attack
Kayle or me without warning.”

“The word he spoke was meant to guarantee that. Will that guarantee work both ways?’

The Sharnn’ s face showed his surprise. “Of course.”

“Of course? That's not what your eyes told me” Her face was unreadable. “A truce, then. For
today?’

“For every day.”

She measured him for a long moment, until her eyes changed, drawn by Sharnn eyebrows arched
benegath thick bronze hair, intense green eyes danting above the strong planes of his face and his mouth,
as pefect as a Mdian's. A mouth she could not touch, even lightly, even once, for he despised her.
Agan she heard the Great Destroyer’s laughter and again she asked why, but there was no answer, nor
would there be.

Faen's eyes closed and she made a dow gesture with her hands that meant both agreement and
digmissal. Then she laughed, echo of the hard laughter she had heard in her mind.

“I'm glad | amuse you, Sandoliki Ti.” The Sharnn sraightened with a fluid movement and waked
over to the groaning N’ Qen. “Are you finished with him, Kayle?’

“Yes. He knew nothing of the other assassins.”

The Sharnn dragged n’' Qen to his feet. “Walk. It will ease the pain. Move your ams like this. Yes.
Now your shoulders. Good. Walk.”

N’ Qen sumbled around the courtyard, supported by the Sharnn when necessary. After a few
minutes ' Qen could walk by himsdf, though he lacked his former grace.

“What will you do with hm?’ said Faen when the Sharnn passed near the sarsa.

“Nothing.”

N’ Qen lurched and would have fdlen if Ryth had not caught him.

“Do you hate ' Qen that much?’ she asked.

“Hate? I'm giving him his freedom.”

“Then you are more crud than aMdian. Far more crud.”

The Sharnn looked at Faen and knew she meant each word.

“Lekd’sill islegendary,” said Faen, her voice soft and chilling.

“What does Lekel have to do with this?

“N’QenisLeke’svire son; Lekel could do no less for him than he did for the most important of his
prisoners.”

Ryth looked a n'Qen’s young face, blank with fear, and fdt the horror that shook the assassin’s
body.
“Did Leked put him here to kill your guests?’

Faen made a gesture of tota indifference. “Whether his vire father knew or not is of no importance.
N’ Qen has faled as an assassin; he mus redeem that falure by honorable desth. Degth by torture is
honorable, if he does nat die too quickly. Degth at your handsis dso honorable—and hopefully swift.”

“No,” whispered the Sharnn. “There mus be another way.”

Hismind raced, seeking a pattern that did not end in death. “If | take him off-planet?



Faen sghed “N’ Qen!”

Her voice cracked with command. N’ Qen’s eyes focused on her reluctantly.

“Did you leave hostages with Lekel when you came to Darg Vintra?’

“My wife ... my daughter and son.”

Faen's pale eyes moved back to Ryth. “If he lives and you live, his family dies. It is the Mdian way
to ensure cowardice is not passed on.”

The Sharnn looked quetioningly toward Kayle, who was walking dowly toward them.

“N’'Qenisyours” said Kayle hoarsdly, “but if you won't kill him, I will fight you for the right.”

“N’'Qen,” sad Ryth harshly. “N’Qenl”

N’ Qen'’s eyes focused in response to the commanding voice. “Kill me”

He read the decison in Ryth's eyes and amiled as the edge of Ryth's hand descended in a blur of
power.

Ryth lowered n' Qen’s body to the stones. For a long time he looked a the man he had not wanted
to kill. When he looked up, shadows moved in his eyes, cold and empty. He saw the sudden fear in her
eyes and he ignored it. Nothing seemed important but the corpse of the man who had amiled at death
descending, a pattern ugly to a Sharnn.

Without spesking, the Sharnn retrieved n'Qen’'s knife and put it in the Smple lesther sheeth a
n’ Qen’s thigh. The sdl capsule he ground into the stones with casud indifference to the poison’s potency.
He shifted n' Qen’'s dead weight across his shoulders and set off toward the flyer strip. He made the trip
four more times; four more bodies. Neither Faen nor Kayle spoke, only watched, for the Sharnn’s eyes
were those of a man not quite sane.

When Ryth completed his lagt trip, he came and stood before them. His clothes were dark with
others blood and bright with his own. He stood within reach of Faen.

“Release her from the word.”

“So you can kill her?” said Kayle. “ Sorry, my friend. No.”

“Release her,” repeated Ryth, his shadowed eyes fastened on Faen’s emationless face.

“We need her.”

The Sharnn waited, unmoved. His body was both relaxed and poised, a predator crouching.
“Release her.”

“Thereisno need to rlease me” said Faen. “The word's hold died on Skemole”

Faen and Ryth measured each other, tenson rising between them like the tide of an invisble wild sea.

“At thisingtant you would like to kill dl things Mdian,” she said, her soft voice riding on the waves of
tensgon. “1 know. | have fdt like you. And | have learned that though I kill and kill and kill I cannot bring
back one amile, one tear, one brief touch from the past. Only the sarsa can do that.

“Go to the sarsa. Go and cdl back the soul that was you before n' Qen died.”

The tide surged, broke ... and drained away until it became only blood dripping from Ryth's
fingertips, a Sharnn’s blood fdling on ancient Mdian stones. As he watched the vivid drops, his eyes
dowly changed back to silver-green, clear and without shadows.

“Release her,” he sighed, and fdt Kayle smind in his uncertain. “Trugt me,” said the Sharnn, dosing
hismind.

He fdt Faen’s fingertips brush his face, breathed the fragrance of her hair, sensed compasson like a
cool caress through his ragged emotions. An ingtant, and the presence was gone.

“Take him away from here” she said to Kayle. “Mdiawill destroy him.”

“l doubt it,” sad Kayle.

Faen turned on him so swiftly thet her robes flared out, scattering fragrance as wel as scarlet light.

“You don't understand! Four assassins and s and hostages. Lekd’s vire son can only be avenged
by Ryth's deeth.”

Kayle smiled coldly. “The Sharnn has proved difficult to kill.”

“Rythis strong, yes, and fierce and illful, but anyone can be killed, Kayle. Anyone! The next flyer
could carry ten assassins, twenty, fifty. Do you think so little of Ryth that you want him to die on Mdia?’

“Why do you care?’ asked Ryth softly.



“Mdiaistoo strong for diens”

“I'll survive,” said the Sharnn curtly. “Release her.”

Faen turned to leave and a hissng word followed her.

“You are rdeased,” said Kayle smply.

Faen turned dowly around. “1 was never hed, Ti Kayle. But thank you for your trust.” She heditated,
then looked at Ryth. “Quickly. Whoever sent those assassins will be expecting a report.”

“Probably,” said the Sharnn, unconcerned. “1 may have to wear my cape before our day isup.”

“Thisign't a matter of honor,” said Faen scathingly. “Nor are you Mdians to careif it werel”

Ryth shrugged, and pain raced as his shoulder wound bled again. “We need you. We're saying.”

Faen's eyes burned with suppressed anger. She moved toward him, her crimson clothes restless in
the wind. The thin whine of flyers descending disturbed the garden again. A scarlet bird called once,
twice, then slence spread uneasily. The Sharnn looked only at Faen, waking toward him with the gliding
ease of an assassin. She stopped just beyond his reach and looked a him for a suspended moment.

“Your shoulder,” she sad.

“It'snot the firg injury I've ever had,” said Ryth, “nor the worst.”

“But you will fight better with it taped.” She tilted her head up to him and her flawless lips were pae.
“For you will fight, Sharnn. And die. What can | possibly tdl you before sunset that is worth dying for?’

“Ask mejud before | die”

Faen's eyes changed, slver tarnished by certainty of his death and her fingers moved swiftly over his
lips, light pressures and diding caresses that were phrasesint’'sl’ne, Mdid s tactile language.

He flinched away, more in surprise a his own legping response than in fear of whatever she might
find in his mind. But she knew only that he flinched. She stepped back, eyes like white flame burning
agang the night of her unbound hair.

The scarlet bird' s warning trilled through the grove as yet another flyer whined onto the pad. Then the
bird caled again, high and urgent, a Song as exquisite as sarsa music.

Faen closed her eyes and for an ingant the clean lines of her face seemed to blur.

“My error,” she said, her voice flattened of dl musc, dl echoes. “My regret. T'sl'ne is a Mdian
experience and to you my touch is—"

Her hand moved abruptly and she stepped further back, unseaing, wanting only to forget the last few
moments. Her bare foot came down where an assassin had died, blood hadf-dry on ancient stones. She
screamed, voice raw with pain, and threw hersdf aside, landing with a baance that was reflex only, for
her mind was rdiving the searing ingtant of deeth by sdl.

Kayle reached out, unthinking, barely touched her before he remembered, and she would have
screamed again at his touch but she bit her lip until blood flowed the color of new tere leaves, bridd
scarlet, and she swayed, fighting for control.

Kayle turned on Ryth. “Hold her,” he snapped. “Y our touch pleases—"

“No!” Faen's voice was a ragged cry of pain and memory of revulson she needed to forget. She
mud forget. “No.”

“BUf—"

“No,” she sad hoarsdy. “You don't understand what you ask of me. Of him.” Her dim fingers
trembled through her hair. But when she spoke, her voice was cdm again, and tondless. “Shdl | touch
you, Kayle. Shdl | rape your private mind? Would you enjoy that? Would you stroke my lips and
whigper loving thanks?’

Kayl€e's eyes closed; he had no comfort for her truth.

“Tdl me, Kayle. Tdl me how much you would like touching me”

Then she laughed, a sound worse to hear than her scream.

“Stop it!” snapped the Sharnn, angered by her pain, not understanding her pattern, for it was too
close to his And he did not understand thet, either.

“Think about it, Kayle,” she said. “Then send the Sharnn away. Out of reach.”

“What about Mdia s future?’ asked Kayle.

She leaned toward the Nendleti, her face unamiling and serene. “We let the poison fruit grow. If it



mugt be eaten, we will et it to the core” Her pae eyes cleared, now more crysd than slver, more
turquoise than either. “The dead can only destroy the living. Send the Sharnn away, where his radiance
can shine forever, fierce and dive. Forever.”

Kayle turned away from the truth in her eyes, and the beauty. He looked over at the tdl Sharnn
whose shoulders and hands and chest wore blood both bright and black. Mdia had nearly killed him
once. Would he survive the next time?

Ryth saw Kayl€ s face change.

“No,” the Sharnn said, moving abruptly back from both of them, his body flexed in subtle warning. “I
need Faen’s kill. She and | can work together. Without touching each other. At dl.” He stared a Kayle,
then back into the transcendent Hillness of her eyes. “Agreed?’

Something moved deep within Faen's dillness, grief or laughter or both in harmony. “Pattern-man.
Lifeis so easy for you.” At the Sharnn’s abrupt gesture, she added negligently, “Oh, | agree. Yes. So
wonderfully easy.”

And she laughed in sad amusement while he pulled on his bloody shirt.

The scarlet bird's warning rose and fdl in superb urgency as another flyer landed. Faen tilted her
head, eyes closed, ligening. Then her lips shaped an answer that was inhumanly beautiful. The Sharnn
leaned toward her, his every sense absorbed. Another cdl came from the grove, a pure rill of musc that
she answered, soft lips gleaming, dive, throat pulsng and he swayed closer, bending over her, dmost
touching, wanting only to drink from her lips the tere bird's song, until he remembered and his face
twisted. There was nothing persond in her dlure, no specid invitation to him. She was smply a Mdian
aristocrat, sensud and compdling in the extreme. She was Faen.

And hewas afoal.

He shuddered, awakening the dash across his shoulder, but both fresh pain and blood were
welcome. In control again, he stepped back, away from her. When the last exquisite note soared beyond
hearing and her eyes opened once more, naither his face nor his body showed his desire for her.

One day only. Once only.

But the Sharnn rebelled and then understood how deeply Mdia had rooted in his senses. And Faen.

*No!*

He did not redize he had linked with her, mind touching mind, telling her that he would not leave.

“You mug,” she said, hands spread in mute pleading. “ There are too many. They will kill you.”

But even as she spoke, her mind cdled to him, inaticulate with joy a hearing an echo return
changed, stronger. Then she redized what had happened and closed down her mind with a skill that
exceeded his ability.

“Kayle” she sad, turning to the Nendleti with an urgency that flared her long dress. “Tdl him he must
leave”

Kayle's acute ears caught both the accents of desperation in her voice and the sounds of people
approaching through the tere grove.

“Hemud leave” she repeated. “He mud live”

“No time” dghed Kayle. “He has chosen.”

Faen looked from one to the other and redized the futility of argument. With gartling speed she
moved to the wall. Her fig smacked a hidden rday and the outer gate snapped shut, cregting an
goparently seamlesswall. Her hand moved again, hovering over a hidden comnet relay. Once activated,
evarything sad or done on ether sde of the wal would be amplified and transmitted to every point on
the surface of Mdia

“The moment | activate the comnet, you are my servants.”

“Sarvants?’ sad Kayle.

“Yes. As such, you might be dlowed to stay. Or at least to leave dive” Her eyes raked over Ryth
and she said, mind and voice, “Agreed, Sharnn?’

He shrugged and bled again. “ Agreed.”

And both knew the agreement held only so long as he was permitted to stay; he had no intention of
leaving without what he had come for, though to remain was desth.



“Follow my lead in everything, pattern-man. Everything!”

Faen's hand swept over the relay. The amosphere changed subtly, so subtly that only a Mdian
would have noticed. Or a Sharnn who had begun to conceive of being Mdian.

They heard the sounds of people gpproaching the outer gate. There were low murmurs of surprise
when the men redized that the wdl was seded agang them.

Faen called out, her voice hard with the certainty of imperid power. “I am the Sandaliki Ti. By what
right do you crowd my space?’

There was a long hush while the men on the other sde of the wal digested the implications of her
demand.

“Apologies and regrets, Ti, May we inquireif you are ... done?’

“You may not.”

Slence. Then, “We are honored by your voice. We have told Sandoliki Ti Leke of our honor. He
has ingtructed us to honor your presence with our bodies.”

Faen’s mind snarled a Mdian curse. But when she spoke, it was in the indSve tones of the imperid
voice.

“Honor me at a greater distance or my servantswill have your hair and hands.”

Ryth heard the shuffle of people withdrawing, but not very far. Faen’s teeth flashed in a cold amile as
ghe blanked the comnet.

“They won't fight?” asked Kayle softly, incredulous.

“l am a problem for the k'm'n Sandoliki’s Imperid Guards,” said Faen, satidfaction brittle in her
voice and amile “I am the lagt true Sandaliki. There is only one degth price to equd killing the last of a
family; if | die a Leke’s command, everyone related to him by blood or marriage would be daughtered
within hours. Lekd himsdf would die very dowly, minigtered to by dl the kills of the First Assassin.”

Kayle turned to the slent Sharnn whose blood welled and ran down to drip dowly onto dry Mdian
stone. With an angry gesture, Kayle indicated the wound.

“Let’sseeit”

Ryth began to object, but something in the Nendleti’s hard orange eyes stopped him. With a smooth
movement that mocked the very idea of injury, Ryth pulled off his loose outer shirt. Beneeth a veneer of
blood his musdles did and coiled with undiminished strength. He turned his back to Kayle and stood
motionless benesth Mdid s pouring light.

Before Kayle could step forward, Faen was there, sanding between him and the Sharnn, close
enough to Ryth to sense the warmth of his body but not touching him. Her siver eyes measured both his
grength and his wound.

“Twid toward Kayle,” she said, and flinched subtly when the long cut pulled gpart in a travesty of a
amile

But Ryth did nat flinch, for pain was not a new concept to a Sharnn of the Seventh Dawn.

Faen spoke, looking back at Kayle. “Deep, but not crippling. No muscle or mgor blood vessd
completely severed. With heding powder and tape—"

“—hewill live to be killed by Imperid Guards,” finished Kayle bitterly. “Thank you, Ti Faen.”

The powerful hum of a nineflyer filled dl the Slences of courtyard and garden. Kayle looked a Ryth
as the flyer vanished beyond the tere grove. Sudden quiet told them the flyer had landed.

“Wdl, pattern-man, what now?’

“All things are equally probable.”

With a dissatidfied grunt, Kayle turned to Faen, but she merdy stood, watching the Sharnn. Pain
moved like lightning through her eyes and her fingers traced a t'sl’ne phrase near his back, but not
touching. Not touching.

“Strgp on your knife, Sharnn,” she said, her voice devoid of the emations that burned behind her
glver eyes.

He turned to face her but she would not meet his eyes as she gestured to the niche where his knife
lay. He went to the niche and strapped on the knife. His hand stroked the restless, shimmering Sharnn
cape, but did not remove it; she had only mentioned the knife. He pulled on his bloody shirt and turned to



face her. She neither spoke nor looked at him, and into the hush came the tere bird’ s warning.

Faen did not answer.

Thecdl came again, only to be answered by slence. The scarlet bird cdled yet again, flavless song
rigng and faling as though perfect beauty would compd an answer.

But Faen's lips did not move, and the tere bird's answer came from beyond the wall, crystd musc
from a amdl sarsa, a man's song composed of passon and pain and unexpected slences. The song's
impatience was surpassed only by its strength, its pain only by its silences. And through dl was woven
sensud power, skilled consummeation. The core of meody was as seductive as the trembling throat of a
ripe zamay.

“Lekd,” murmured Faen, and she whispered a Mdian phrase too low for Ryth to hear. Then she
turned to him and spoke as dearly as the tere bird' sfind call. “Ligten to me, laseyss.”

Though the word was unfamiliar to Ryth, the urgency of her beautiful voice riveted his attention.

“I ligen,” he said with equd softness.

“There are many ways this day might end, and | will try each one of them—do you believe me?—I
will try each one before | try the last. But if | mugt,” she leaned toward him, face tilted up and her eyes
holding his, “if | mug try the last, you must hdp me. If | lift my arms, then you must come to me, kned
beneath my hands and think of the most ddightful thing you know.”

The Sharnn’'s body tightened subtly, but she continued as if she had not noticed, low-voiced,
relentless.

“If we come to that lagt ending, then remember—remember and believe—that whatever | do is
honorable. Y ou must not show revulson. You mus not! Then you will live to cdl my song on the sarsa.
Jugt once, laseyss. Onceis not too much to ask, even of a Sharnn.”

She turned her face away, but he saw sadness pooling in her eyes and thought he heard her say again
the word that he did not understand.

“Laseyss?’ he said, his voice a harsh whisper. “Whét is that word?’

Faen's only answer was a vaiation of the tere bird's song, an eerie threnody that went no further
then him. Then she changed as he watched, withdrawing, eyes more dark than dlver, body poised,
deadly as sl and far more potent. With a blur of speed she activated both comnet and gate.

K'm'n Sandoliki Leke’s entourage waited just beyond, where nightvine and cream flowers coiled,
their scented strength and patience pervading the rugt-tasting wind. A tal woman dressed in the burnt
orange of Lekd’s guards walked forward with the confident stride of a fighter. With, dazzing kill she
dipped two long knives out of ther shesths and presented the weapons, hilt forward, to Faen.

“Sandoaliki Ti Lekel honors Sandoliki Ti Faen,” said the woman formally.

“How pleasant for the k'm'n Sandoliki,” sad Faen, giving Lekd the lesser title as she waved the
knives away with a negligent fingertip.

A man’s indulgent laughter leaped above the suddenly mationless guards. Then they divided to dlow
aman's passage. Tdl and lean, fair-haired and supple, Lekd came forward with a stride that made his
orange robe shift like wind-driven flane. He stopped only when another step would have caused a
collison with Faen. Then he stood so near to her that the edges of his robes did over the scarlet mesh of
her hem. Only Ryth sensed the pain/anger that sprayed through her at the contact, yet she did not retrest.

“Your tongue was dways your most interesting weapon,” said Lekd, his brown eyes moving over
her with tangible hunger.

“It' sthe only one you' ve dared to test,” Faen said coldly.

Lekd laughed and lifted his hands as though to hold her face between his pams, but agan he
stopped just short of actud touch.

“Your hatred is sweeter than any woman's love,” he murmured.

Lekd’s lips were so close to Faen's that she could fed his breath, but she could not move back
without touching his hands curved around her face. Ryth fdt her pain and pride and something deeper
then either that would have responded if it could, for she was Mdian and mug touch and could not, so
she stood proud and helpless and angry between Lekd’ s hands dmost touching her rage.

Ryth became absolutdy 4ill, savoring the death that awoke ingde him, dretching as it had not



stretched since Sharn until the garden quiet became absolute, a dow revolving of the moment around the
renaissance of Sharnn ange.

“Litle Sgter,” breathed Lekd, “when | taste your—’

But Faen was gone in a snuous blur of speed that took her beyond Lekd’s reach and close to the
Sharnn’s dillness. She pulled Ryth's savage radiance around her like an invishble cape.

Lekd’s dark eyes raked over the Sharnn who was as beautiful as a Mdian and as deadly, but no
Mdian had eyes like that, Slver and green, rage turning. Lekd forced his atention back to Faen, but
before he could pursue her, another woman walked forward and stood just behind his am. She was as
tdl as Faen, but nothing more of her could be seen, for she wore robes in every shade of maroon, and
head vels so thick that they masked dl but her grace.

“l am honored to hear the Sandoliki Ti Faen's voice,” said the woman, her own voice totdly lacking
intonation. “When our cdl was cut off, | worried that something might have goneill with you.”

“Disgppointed, Memned?’ said Faen, an expresson of contempt arching her lips. Her eyes flicked
back to Lekd. “And why do you accompany that thin copy you cdl your wife? Have you lost some of
your loving Vintrans?’

The loathing in Faen' s voice when she said “Vintrans” was enough to make Ryth's skin tighten.

“Not latdy,” said Lekd with a cold amile “But | see you' ve found two for yourself.”

Faen's eyes went white.

“Apologies and regrets, de fmi ti,” Leke said, with a dight bow. “I know you would not permit
Vintrans so close to your warmth.”

Ryth watched the two Sandalikis, sensed the long-flowing currents of rage and humiliation, desire
and revenge that colored every word spoken between them. And the Sharnn wondered why she had not
killed Lekel long ago.

“Def'mi ti?" repeated Faen, her lips curving in a crud amile. “And just how would you know thet |
am agreat sensudist? The one time you touched me was scarcely a pleasure for ether of us, n'ies?’

Lekd’s eyes darkened to black as old pain twisted in them. She saw, and amiled.

“Condolences, Memned,” she murmured to the woman hidden behind maroon veils “Even a Vintran
deserves better than arapist.”

The garden became absolutdy 4ill as everyone waited to see if Memned or Lekd would chdlenge
Faen. Then the rudtle of Memned's heavy vells broke the moment. Lekd’s fingers moved benesth her
velsin quick t'sl’ne phrases and she leaned toward him, fingertips on hislips, answering.

“I'll have to accept your word for that, Sandoliki,” said Lekd coldly. “Yours is the greater
experience with Vintrans.”

Faen merdy amiled, though her eyes were dill white. And Lekd stared a her with red need, torn
among anger and hunger and regret until he sghed very softly.

“There are two here” said Lekd, looking only at Faen's perfect lips, “who have stayed longer
than—"

“Not s0,” interrupted Faen. “They have until the moment of sunset. And ther need is great. One of
them | owe from the past when another lived in my skin. | would help him, but it needs more than a day.”

“No.”

“But—"

“The Sandoliki Ti Faen remembers our agreement?’

From the changein her eyes, Ryth knew that at least one posshility had just been destroyed.

“The Sandaliki Ti remembers” she said. “No seeker may stay with me for more than one day, and
only once in three hundred. Induding the k' m’'n Sandoliki Lekd,” she added with a coldness that was
worse than a knife,

“Asfor sunst,” began Lekd, “they have murdered five—"

“Not murder,” said Faen, her voice an imperid whip. “One for one and one for four.”

“Four?’

“The Sandoliki Ti Faen witnessed it,” said Faen formdly. “The Sandoliki Ti Faen celebrates a Sharnn
cdled Ryth.”



Lekd’s eyes narrowed darkly; but he did not look at Ryth.

“l am keeping him to guard the privacy of my spaces,” sad Faen. “Asmy servant, heisfree to Say.”

Wind surged out of the tere grove, flapped robes and vells.

“You have just killed him,” said Lekel.

Three of his guards legped outwards, forming a triangle around Ryth, two in back and one in front.
So great was their haste that they miscaculated their distance from Faen. The wind lifted a fighter's
robes, snapped it across the back of Faen's legs. When she sensed the other’s aura, she cried out with
pan. Before Lekd could speak, Ryth's foot caught the offending guard on the temple. As the man
crumpled, Ryth soun, body and hands blurring with the speed of his movements. Two blows landed as
one and the Sharnn stood aone.

No more than an ingtant had passed snce Faen cried out. He sensed a flagh of triumph from her and
knew that she had permitted that painful touch and cried out for a reason he did not yet know.

“They are dive” sad Ryth coldly, “because the Sandoliki Ti Faen doesn't need thar miserable
deaths. But if they impinge upon her space agan—"

“I'll kill them mysdf,” said Lekd.

Ryth knew that Lekel meant it; that Faen's pain was Lekd's pain; that Leke would have killed to
avoid the dightest discomfort for Faen.

“Hefightslike aMdian,” sad Lekd, turning to Faen.

“Hefights for me”

“No.” There was regret in Leke’ s voice dmost equd to his jedousy. Almogt, but not quite. “No, my
Faen. No man for you but one | choose.”

“Then remember,” she said, voice bittersweet with triumph, “that it is you who have chosen!”

Faen turned toward Ryth, lifting her arms in a gesture that was both imperious and disturbingly
sensud. Sowly, likeawild animd drawn againgt his deepest indincts, the Sharnn came to her and knelt
beneeth her hands.

“Your knife, def'mi Ryth.”

Like her gesture, her voice was both commanding and smoky with desire,

Ryth drew hisknife from benegth his shirt with sartling speed. The worn metd flashed in the sun as
he turned the knife so that the blade pointed away from Faen. Her dim hand grasped the hilt. With a
movement as swift as his, she cut away the shoulder of his shirt with the tip of the blade. The long, dightly
curved wound showed red in the sun. Just beyond the mgor dash were two shorter cuts, sgnature of a
m'vire. Blood welled dowly from deep within the longest wound.

He thought he heard Leke cdl her name, but it was too late, had been too late from the moment she
hed firg known Ryth's seething radiance. She kndt in front of him and her proud head bent until her lips
were close to his ear and only he could hear her words.

“Lifeis never easy, patern-man,” Faen sad softly. “By Mdian rituas | may ether kill you now ... or
touch you. Your choice”

Ryth stared into the Siver eyes so close to his, but saw nather triumph nor mdice, only the immense
compassion he had sensed once before. She knew what her touch cost him. And her. He closed his
eyes, answering her so softly that she could have imagined rather than heard the words.

“Touch me”

“Give yourdf to the ritud, Ti Ryth,” she breathed into his ear as she lad his knife on the stone
between thar bodies. “Lose yourf in its inevitable pattern. And hep me, Sharnn. It will be the last
time”

She sensed the power within im surge to meet whatever came. His eyes opened green and deep
and cam. Her hands trembled dightly, but only he was close enough to see. Her fingertips brushed his
forehead and her voice echoed zamay and night and desire. While she spoke, her fingers moved over his
flesh in the light touches and subtle pressures of t'sl’ne, making him come dive with an awareness that
was beyond words.

“You have thought of me ... seen me ... heard me ... spoken to the core of my life” she sad, her
voice like a song. “Now | speak to yours.”



She bent over his shoulder in a cool cascade of black hair. Her lips on his wound sent shockwaves of
conflicting emotions through him, as did her soft gpology for such intimacy. When she straightened, her
eyes were tarnished but her fingers continued to stroke in ancient ritud.

“Blood shed for me, deaths brought to me—"

He saw that her mouth was no longer narrow, but ful and red, his blood on her lips that spoke
swertly, relentlessy, and suddenly he understood the ritud, was aware of a deadly pattern.

“—life giving life to me. | cannot fight him who brings life”

Her hand dove between them, raised his knifein aflashing arc meant to open her own throat, but his
hand was moving before her fingers touched the hilt. He tried to deflect the blade entirely, but her ill
and speed were too great. The knife hissed across her shoulder and blood flowed down her scarlet
robes.

Faen's angry cry was logt in the callective gasp of the watching men. Before she could fight, she
found her face held in the gentle vise of his fingertips spesking to her flesh while his resonant voice
compelled a different end to theritud.

“You have thought of me ... seen me ... heard me ... spoken to the core of my life

“Now | speak to yours.”

His hands tore the mesh of her robes, reveding the red line of blood. She moaned softly when his lips
touched her wound, but when she tried to fight im she found hersdf hdplessin the grip of his mind. His
mentd presence shocked her more than his touch. When he lifted his head, she saw her blood on his lips
and knew she was defeated. His fingertips touched her with the incandescent ill of a Mdian lover.

“Blood shed for me, deaths brought to me—"

Her eyes closed and she would have escaped into unconsciousness but he did not dlow her even
that.

“—lifegving lifeto me. | cannot fight her who brings life”

His fierce presence swept away her haf-formed protests. When his lips again touched her wound,
the knife did from her hand and fdl onto the stones. Her head bent over his wounded shoulder, then lifted
to him. Thar lips met, their blood mingled. Her whole body trembled, but her voice was that of the
Sandaliki Ti.

“Blood of my blood, there is only life between us now.”

The savage ritud was complete.

Ryth pulled Faen to her feet, then released her. He sensed her weakness in the faint swaying of her
body, yet her head was high and proud as she looked at Lekd. Ryth followed her glance, and saw that
Lekd was aman who would gladly kill.

“The Sandaliki Ti has spoken,” said Leke harshly. “Mdia rgoices” He stared at the Sharnn with
papable hatred. “And you—"

“Heis Sandoliki Ti Ryth,” said Faen, coldly, and only Ryth sensed the effort it cost her.

Lekd paused and hislips jerked. “Sandaliki Ti ... Ryth!”

The Sharnn bent to pick up his knife, but Faen was faster.

“Thisis mine, now.”

She rose and faced Lekd again, Ryth's knife in her hand and her mind flat with exhaugtion, but not
her voice.

“Near-sster,” began Lekd.

“No,” she said gently, implacably. “1 am no longer your potentid mate.”

Lekd’s face changed and the possibility of death bloomed like an invisble flower.

“No inault,” she sad formdly. “Merdy fact. The Sandaliki Ti may have only one mate.”

“Def'mi—" he said, voice rich with emation.

“No.” Her eyes looked through him. “Never.”

If Lekd had sensed her exhaustion, he would have chdlenged her, but Leke heard only her
unyidding words, saw only her remorsdess eyes. He wanted her more than he had since the day he
inadvertently drove her off Mdia, but he had learned much since that day. He bowed to her and to
Mdlian tradition, but his eyes were like hands touching the warmth of her flesh.



Faen could not look away, for to do so would shout her weakness. “Though you are only distant
kin,” she said, “I will permit you kin question. Has Sandoliki Ti Ryth insulted you or your family’s honor
inany way?’

Faen's words were a traditiond invitation to chdlenge Ryth for any past dights. Lekd’s desire to
make that chdlenge burned behind his eyes.

“And when | win?’ Lekel said softly.

Faen' s amile was more crud than any words. “1 will kill you.”

“lI won't fight you, Faen. For if | win ...” Lekel sghed and controlled hisvoice as he addressed Ryth.
“No past inaults have been noted.”

“Witnessed and completed,” said Faen; then she blanked the comnet.

Without a word, she turned and waked through the smdl arch into the sanctuary of her
machine-made kel. Kayle and Ryth were only a haf-step behind. The arch door hissed closed behind
diem.

Without looking at either man, Faen opened a door to a long, narrow room with curving wals and
caling. While Ryth and Kayle hesitated on the threshold, Faen's fingers danced over a pand made of
textured trips and glowing lights. In response to her touch the room seemed to change, wals and celing
receding and sunset light danting through a sky that had never known rugt-tasting wind, where the smell
of ancient tere groves drifted above scarlet leaves and ariver flowed swift and sweet and green through a
land not yet ruined.

Kayle moved as though to fallow her.

*No,* ordered the Sharnn curtly. *Give her space.*

She seemed to walk into the distance, swallowed by the tricks of light and scent and space, and the
Sharnn's thoughts were a compound of respect and regret and a desire 0 pervasive that it was as
omnipresent and unnoticed as the air they breathed.

*Marvelous,* thought Kayle, eyes wide as he examined the seamless illuson created by the h'kel.
*Like our omni-synth.*

The room was a valey edged by jagged blue-black mountains wearing crowns of ice. The wind from
their summits was pure and bright, rich with the promise of sanctuary. Tere leaves gtirred in the wind with
asound like water flowing, a sound that was echoed by the river itsdf, blue-green pools and siver rapids
linked by transparent shalows gliding over smooth black stones.

There was a flash of red as Faen stripped off her clothes and spread her fingers to the clean,
sun-swept ar. Her hair burned blackly in the embrace of sunset light.

Ryth swayed unknowing as Faen kndlt by the river. Slver drops of water sprayed from her fingertips
and he thought he heard her laugh or cry but he could not be sure which, for a cloud of unbound hair
concesaled her face like a beffling pattern. Her pattern.

“Do you know her pattern yet?’ asked Kayle, echoing the Sharnn’s thoughts.

“Wha does laseyss mean?’ countered Ryth.

Kayle hesitated, shocked. Then he smiled. *Will you play a child's game with me, Ti Ryth?* returned
Kayle, riding out the storm of demand from the Sharnn until Ryth shrugged, accepting.

*Ya*

*The rules are smple. Imagine something of great vaue to you. Something rare and unique and
absolutely compdling. No—don't tdl me what you have imagined. Just imegine it. Ready?*

*Yes* thought Ryth, and the sngle word crackled painfully in Kayle's mind.

*Now imagine that you have two choices. | will give you what you have imagined, your laseyss. You
may keep it for afew moments of time, after which it will be destroyed utterly; or you may release your
laseyss untouched with the full knowledge that though the laseyss remains intact, you might never hold it.
Which do you choose?*

*Release*

*A quick answer. Too quick? Remember, if you held your laseyss, you would a least have
memories*

*1"d have the memory of destroying it.* Ryth'simpatience seethed painfully. *Bitter comfort. | prefer



to let go of my ... laseyss ... and have the knowledge that somewhere in the universe something precious
to me survives*

Even as the Sharnn's thought formed, his face changed. *You have taught me, Ti Kayle. | am
grateful *

*I"ve only taught that which you previoudy taught me—where your own pattern is involved, your
ill is erratic.* Kayle weighed Ryth's expression, but could not be sure.

With an inward sigh, he risked Sharnn anger. *What happened in the courtyard?*

Only Kayle's Sx maurities of discipline kept him from crying out a the force of Ryth's mind, flaring
just an ingant before the Sharnn’s control olidified again.

*Faen dmog found her honorable death.*

The light in the room deepened to ancient gold as the sun nestled againg the shoulder of a black
mountain. As though their meding set the world &fire, the sky became streaked with scarlet
incandescence.

*She called me laseyss.*

And s0 perfect was the Sharnn’s control that Kayle wondered if Ryth was humen after dl.

*She could not leave Mdia* continued the Sharnn. *1 could not stay. But | would stay, and die. She
refused my death and insured her own. Leke could not force Sandoliki Ti Ryth to leave Mdia*

Light ran like fire over Ryth's features, making the mask of Sharnn control even more formidable. But
Kayle was Nendleti, and Caifil.

* Perhaps she saw her deeth as the only possible solution ... ?*

But the Sharnn did not respond, unless shadows twisting deep within the green of his eyes was an
answe.

*What happened, Ryth? | understood only the result.*

Kayle waited for an answer, and only his restrained bregthing revedled his unease as he watched a
Sharnn test the edges of his own control. Then Ryth's bleak eyes searched the spreading shadows by the
river, but could not find her.

“The pattern,” said Ryth aloud, yet somehow as quietly as a thought, “is quite Smple. Mdia has a
tabu againg the extinction of family lines. Mdia aso has an absolute requirement for totd revenge. Given
the paradox, there has to be a means of neutrdizing dargs vire”

“Marriage” murmured Kayle.

“Smple, but not easy. What if one or the other partner is unwilling to end the darg vire? Can you
think of away to force a Mdian to consummate what is perceived as a dishonorable act?”’

“No. If the Mdian can't kill you, hesll kill himsdlf.”

“Exactly. Lekd forced Faen into a dishonorable pogtion. | prevented her from killing hersdf.” And
though the Sharnn did not speak, his thought scored Kayle's mind. *I did not know mysdf or her or the
moment that we faced each other or that | should have held her sooner ...*

“Teach me” urged Kayle softly.

The sun was like a greet eye, blinding, and dl the colors of incandescence poured over the room,
meking even shadows seem dive. A part of himsdf that Ryth had never known reached out to her, but
ghe was beyond even that, hiding in the incandescent illuson until the moment passed and every shade of
red daimed the sky while shadows pooled, again lifdess.

“Faen isthe lagt Sandaliki,” whispered the Sharnn. “Lekd loves her, wants her, but heisno fool. Her
reflexes are quicker than his. If the marriage knife were laid between them, one of them would die”

The Sharnn’s eyes never |eft the place where he knew Faen to be, though little could be seen as light
drained from theillusory sky.

“Then we came and asked to stay and she wanted us ... me. Lekd cannot, will not, fight her. But he
could have me killed.” Ryth's body moved, a ripple that hinted at srength that he had not yet used.
“Faen knew, as surdly as any Sharnn, the many ways the pattern could end. She tried every pattern that
would let melive and failed but one, the one that would take her life by her own swift hand.

“And that was the lagt one left. There are two honorable ways for a Mdian to evade a mariage
ritud,” said Ryth between his teeth. “Kill the other. Or kill yoursdf. She would not kill me. | stopped her



from killing hersdlf.

“And then | held her, aMdian ...”

In Slence he waiched the lagt scarlet stresks drain into a darkness that was as impenetrable as his
mind.

Later, surrounded by true night, the sarsa sang with sensudity, hdf-life and haf-desth mingling,
digurbing shadows and Sharnn dreams dike.

Stone kels, modly ruined, fanned out from the dome, separated from it and each other by gardens
and walls that were also mosily ruined. Only a wedge-shaped piece of the compound was reasonably
intact. Faen’s dome occupied the narrow part of the wedge; the flyer pad was on the flared edge.
Between were the courtyard, garden and tere grove.

In the immensty of the goldstone ruins, the living wedge seemed pitifully smdl, the dome even
gmdler. But Mdian maze artistry had made the interior of the dome into a whole world that was complex
enough to tease even a Sharnn's pattern skills.

Ryth paused when the hdlway he was folowing curved agand a woven arras that probably
conceded the entrance to another hdl. Ryth turned away, then turned back as he solved the maze's
mystery. He did the heavy arras asde and stepped into a h'ke that took up amost an entire floor of the
multi-levd dome.

Off to one sde of the room was a trangparent column surrounding an interior garden bright with
turquoise zamay. When Ryth waked near, the tal flowers trembled and hummed and stroked their soft
petals across the unfeding column wall, asking. Ryth stopped, fingertips reaching and remembering a
smoldering fal of m'zamay across his hands. But before he could find the entrance to the garden, he saw
Kayle stting just beyond the reach of sunlight, saring at the zamay with unseeing eyes. He was wearing a
Caifil patran around his forehead, but his mind was no further away than a rainbow insect flitting ingde
the clear column.

Tactfully, Ryth dlowed his cape to make a amdl noise, just enough to capture Kayle's attention
without gartling him. Kayle looked toward the noise, but did not see Ryth. The Sharnn walked forward
until sunlight blazed over his bronze hair. Kayl€' s mouth twitched in surprise,

“Incredible,” murmured the Nendleti. “If you wore your hood, you would be invisble Why would a
olitary Sharnn need such a cape?’

When Ryth glanced down at his Sharnn cape, his face echoed Kayle's surprise. For the fird time,
Ryth redized that his mind mugt be very much on edge; the cape was in its fighting mode. As he waked
toward Kayle, the cape swept around Ryth's bare feet, conceding, curling, twiding light into shapes that
eyes could not comprehend, so the mind registered nothing.

“When | was young,” said Ryth, “I lived in the wild places of Sharn.” The cape surged and flowed as
though cadting for a scent of danger. “This cape confuses scent as wel as sght. Claws and thorns and
other weapons dide off it. It is warm when ice shatters in the high reaches, cool when rock smokes in the
white desert.”

“May |7’ asked Kayle, his sendtive fingers stretched toward the cape.

“Of course”

With a flud motion, Ryth released the cape and lad it across Kayle's lap. Kayle's eyes measured
Ryth's tdl, hard figure, the liquid ease of movement and muscle, and the new knife strapped againg his
abdomen. In no way did Ryth show recent injury, for Sharnn capes headled as wdl as concealed.

“Unusud textures” murmured Kayle as he turned his attention to the object across his Igp. “Neither
smoath nor rough, but never the same” His fingers paused. “Dense without being heavy, fine without
being flimsy.” Sendtive fingertips probed, then stroked, enjoying. “Remarkable and dusve, like
evaything dse | have seen from Sharn.” Then, sharply, “Are you expecting trouble? Is that why you
wear a cape you consder aweapon?’



“A Sharnn cape becomes ... redtive ... unlessit’s worn from time to time.”

“Oh?" Kayl€'s eyes probed the luminous folds of the cape. “Then it's an animd? Or perhaps a
plant?’

“Both. And neither.”

Kayle snorted. “Isit dive?’

“Sometimes”

“Paragite?’

“Symbiot. Sometimes. And sometimesiit is merdly a cape thet likes to liein the sun.”

Kayle laughed softly. “And sometimes it's a wegpon, n'ies?” added Kayle, usng the Mdian
interrogetive.

“N’ies” agreed Ryth.

Delicady, Kayle savored the unique fed of the Sharnn cape. For a fev moments the cape was
passve, pliant. Polite. Then it flared out and settled around Ryth's shoulders with a rugtling sgh.

“It was ... limited ... in the niche” said Ryth, as though gpologizing for the cape's abrupt departure
from Kayl€ s touch. “Andit ... knows ... it has only asmdl time before | return it to the niche”

Kayle seemed not to have heard. Even as Ryth spoke, the Nendleti’s eyes flattened with sudden
rage. Ryth waited, sendng that Kayle's mind was elsewhere. Then the Nendleti’s broad lips twisted
around glent curses. Ryth tried to catch the edges of the thoughts that Kayle was recelving, but the
psitran was a pattern he did not yet understand.

Fndly, Kayle jerked the pstran off. His blunt fingertips massaged his forehead, though the psitran
hed left no visble marks. Quietly, passonately, Kayle reviled dl things Mdian. Ryth waited, ligening with
mounting unease, trying to reconcile Kayle's barely controlled hatred of Mdians with Faen’s luminous
redity.

But the reconailigtion was beyond Ryth's ahility to conceive, for if Kayle were right, Mdians were
inevitably, irrevocably evil. And if Kayle were wrong, Mdia would be destroyed out of blind prejudice.

Kayle could not be right, for Faen was Mdian.

Kayle could not be wrong, for the Carifil were not blind.

“Tdl me” demanded the Sharnn findly, his voice harsh with the futile crding of his own thoughts.

“Four more of my people died on Vintra”

“How?’
“| don’t know. All | know is that five mind-linked Carifil couldn’'t contact either one.”
“Why do you blame Mdians?’

Kayle's eyes went opaque and he weighed Ryth as though he were a stranger.

“Why shouldn’t I, Sharnn? | told my people to learn dl they could about Mdia and Mdians. The
longer they were on Vintra, the closer they came to proving that Mdia was behind Vintra s troubles.

“My people followed rumors and hints and found bits of truth condemning Mdia”

“I ligen,” said Ryth with an intengty that dtilled even his Sharnn cape, as he waited for Kayle to tdl
him that Mdians were evil and Faen was Mdian.

“Explosives” Kayle said succinctly. “A compound peculiar to Mdia. Mdians use it in mining the core
cryda found deep in Mdid s granitic rocks. The explosve leaves a unique stress sgnature on the granite
thet is too digant from the center of the explosion to crumble”

“Goon.”

“Vintrds mgor agueducts dl pass through blackstone granite a some point in their lengths.
Wherever aqueduct and blackstone meet, agueducts have shattered beyond hope of repar.” Kayle's
knuckles dug into his knees, massaging muscles coiled to attack, but there was nothing to fight, except
himsdf. “Because blackstone is dways found in heavily faulted aress, it was assumed that crusta
movements had destroyed the aqueducts.”

“But the crust didn’t move?’

Kayle gestured abruptly. “Oh, it moved, Sharnn. Many times. It might even have shattered an
agueduct or two. But it did not leave behind a cone-shaped stress pattern in Vintra's blackstone
highlandd”



The Sharnn’s eyes became more dark than green, unfathomable. “Is there anything else?’

“IgT't that enough?’

“There are other possible explanations. Vintrans were Mdians once. The explosves could have been
exported to Vintra”

“Vintraand Mdia have no trade.”

“There are other ways.”

Kayle made a sound of disgust. “Explan pekh, then. A disease endemic to Mdia, a disease that
somehow ravages whole digtricts of Vintra”

“Agan, Kayle, Vintrans were Mdians once. The colonists probably brought the disease with them.”
“Then why did it only appear recently—and only in the wake of a ‘ dark-haired woman with eyes like
ice’”

Though neither spoke, they both thought of Faen, and of the Concord saying: Trugt a Mdian to
betray you.

“There are other incidents” continued Kayle, his husky voice as hard as a file “Each follows the
same pattern. Disagter for Vintra, Concord investigetion and discovery; death for the Concord agents
who did the discovering. Their deaths—as much as the evidence they gathered—Dbrought proscription
down on Mdia”

Ryth closed his eyes, thinking fiercdly of what he had just heard, grabbing its pattern and shaking it
until the weakest eements sheared off.

“Not one agent survived?’ he asked abruptly.

“None”

“The odds againg dl of them dying accidentaly are—"

“Practicdly infinite” Kayle said grimly.

“Then we must assume that your agents were discovered and watched.”

“Ves”

“Then,” asked the Sharnn reasonably, “why weren't they killed before they discovered evidence
damning to Mdia?’

“Concord agents aren’'t stupid, Sharnn,” snapped Kayle. “They smply outwitted their pursuers long
enough to do what was required.”

“Every time? Without fall? Every agent?” Ryth paused, Ieting his questions hang in the slent h'kd.
“Mdians aren’'t stupid, ether, Kayle.”

“What are you trying to say?’ demanded Kayle. He stood up with a savage mation that was as
threstening as an unsheethed knife. “ Are you tdling me that Mdiais innocent?’

The Sharnn's cape snapped out invighly, but stopped short of touching the enraged Nendleti. Ryth
shrugged and the cape rippled back around his feet.

“I'm merdly saying that nothing you have told me irrevocably condemns Mdia Also,” added the
Sharnn softly, “you are blaming yoursdlf for deaths you could not have prevented.”

Kayle turned away with a soundless snarl. His muscles bunched benesth his flowered robes, but
Caifil conditioning overrode the Nendleti’ s innate ferocity.

“You're probably right, pattern-man,” said Kayle tightly. “But by the Allgod's orange eyes, | wish
you would tdl me something useful!”

“la’t Mdid s possible innocence ussful? Or do you wish Faen and her people dead?’

“No,” Kayle said, hisvoice hoarse. “Not again ... F'n’een. But think, Sharnn. Think! Mdians can no
more help their primd dlure than you can help responding to it. Does that make them innocent?’

“No. Nor does it make them guilty.”

Kayle groaned softly. “That’s what they said, but—"

iLTW?!

“The Caifil.” Kayle sghed deeply and was slent for long moments while he disciplined his seething
emotions. When he spoke again, he was more Carifil than Nendleti. “Perhaps if we knew exactly how
these last four died. The others Smply vanished.”

Ryth's eyes snapped with questions that Kayle did not see, but answered anyway.



“When an agent disappears in a didrict that collapsed in saigmic heaves or succumbed to a
devadtating epidemic or flood or—" Kayle made a savage gesture, but his voice was controlled. “It is
reasonable to assume that the missng agent died in the same way and at the same time that the naive
population died. N'ies?’

Ryth hesitated, then agreed. “N’ies. But the agents bodies were not found?’

“Under the circumstances of mass death,” said Kayle dryly, “it isn't surprisng.”

Ryth frowned and his Sharnn cape hissed across the smooth floor. “Reasonable, yes” he murmured.
“But inevitable? The cape shimmered, no longer invisble, brilliant with diding colors, a thousand
posshilities. “Did the agents leave anything behind before they went to die on Vintra? Something
persona—jewdry or weapons or touchstones.”

Kayle pulled on his pstran and disciplined his thoughts, reaching out to distant Carifil minds. Very
quickly, he had an answer for Ryth.

“Whatever the Carifil can find will be sent here, wrapped in misa dlk to limit contamingtion by other
auras” Kayle fixed hisimpenetrable orange eyes on Ryth. “Anything else?’

Before Ryth could answer, Faen stepped noisdesdy into the sunlight radiating through the garden
column.

“Send thelr bodies to me” she said, “if you find them.”

Neither man answered, but smply watched her. She was no longer dressed in the scarlet of a Mdian
bride, A cape the color of zamay petas fdl from her shoulders to brush the floor. Benegth the cape she
wore a matching fabric that fitted aswel as her own skin. Her black hair was coiled on top of her head.
At her ears and ankles hung tiny, blue-green crystd bdls that chimed softly as she approached the
column.

Kayle watched and marveled at the control that had kept the bdlls slent when she entered the room.
Ryth noticed neither the sound nor its absence; he sensed that the bells were symboalic, and wondered
what new pattern was emerging.

“Thar bodies?’ repeated Kayle dowly, watching the weaponless woman who approached him
wrapped in turquoise and crystd sound and deedly grace. He wondered how long she had stood in
slence, ligening, and how much she had understood.

“Wha are bodies but the temporary repository of life energies?” she asked. “When the energy has
gone, the body becomes merdy an object like a touchstone or a knife. But better for our purposes than
gther one. On the body, the patterns of life are deeply, intimatdy engraved. | can learn more from a
corpse than aknife”

Kayle closed his eyes and sent the macabre request out to waiting Carifil. And amost hoped that the
bodies would not be found.

“| prefer not to work where | deep,” said Faen to Ryth. “The conflicting energies are unpleasant.”

“Of course”

“Well use the fourth h'ke.”

Ryth turned and walked toward the arras, falowing the tiny whisper of crysta bels. Faen glided
ahead, down the hdlway to a lower levd where the freight Access glowed. She indicated the area
surrounding the Access with her hand. Her fingers brushed a pand and the outer wals became
tranducent, then glowed with a medley of muted colors that were soothing without being monotonous.
One-third of the ovd h'kd was marked off by an abrupt change in the pattern of the soft floor covering.

“Mineg” said Faen briefly, pointing to the samdler area. “There are misalined cupboards dong the
wadl. Whatever you bring should be stored there.”

“I know.”

He watched her and his eyes were caught by the ddicate beauty of crystd bells trembling at the ends
of fine gold chains. From her coiled black har rose a rain-sweet scent.

“Isyour private h'kel satisfactory? Untouched?’ she asked.

Something in the qudity of his slence made her turn sharply toward him; bells svung and chanted
agand the curve of her neck. She searched his Slver-green eyes.

“Those bdls” he sad sharply. “ Aren't they usudly worn by the dead?’



“Bdls are dso worn by the injured, theiill, pregnant women, and unwilling mates.”

“Why?

Faen amiled dightly. “An ancient custom, Ti Ryth. The dead are hung with iron bells to prevent ther
shadows from gdking the living. For the injured, ill, or pregnant, crystd bells warn everyone that the
wearer is temporarily removed from the ranks of fighters. An unwilling mate wears crystd bells—and
fights—until the willing mate removes the bdlls”

“Then the bdlls are meant to warn of hodtile presence?’

“Ves”

“Take them off whenever you want,” said Ryth dryly. “1 noticed that you can move in perfect slence
with or without bells”

Faen moved her head and tiny bells sivung, ringing. “They are symbal only. Y ou know that I'll not kill
you. Laseyss”

“It sounds more like hatred when you say it.”

“Doesit?’ She smiled without warmth. “The price you pay for an urwilling mate.”

“WEe re not mates”

She looked a him out of enigmatic Slver eyes. Her earrings trembled with smdl crystd sirrings.

“By your rules, Sharnn, we are not married. By Mdian rules we are bound until death.”

“You amog fainted when | touched you in the garden,” said Ryth dowly, his eyes noting each
nuance of her body, “yet you ingg we are mates. Do you want to be my wifein fact aswdl asinritud?’

He waited for her response with an intengity that would have surprised himif he had been aware of it,
but he was aware only of perfect, expressonless lips and blue-green crysd bdls brilliant on gold chains.

“How could | want that?” she said with double-edged amusement in her voice. “You' ve made it clear
that | repe you. My touch would destroy you more surdly than any knife. That’s the secret of the warning
bels, Sandoliki Ti Ryth. A crysd certainty waning you to stay beyond the reach of my Mdian
senaudity.”

Faen turned her back on him and walked to her part of the room, leaving behind the haunting sound
of crystd He watched her consummate grace and his eyes were narrowed as though he looked into the
core of blazing white light. Her pattern was as dusve to him as dream-fragments, as frudrating as trying
to catch a shadow.

But a the thought of catching shadows, his mind spun away, refusing a pattern condensing, because
he did not want to conceive of shadows as another Sharnn once might have.

“Many of these cupboards are full,” said Faen, her surprise jarring him out of his unwelcome reverie.

“Wegpons,” he sad curtly. “Kayle and | took them from men who attacked us on Vintra. In the red
cupboards are the weapons we took from the men who attacked us here.”

“You learned my kd’s maze very quickly, pattern-man. But that's just as well, for surdly you would
not want to follow me everywhere.”

She glided down the row of cupboards, barely touching them, knowing they were ful of death.

“It won't be pleasant for you,” began Ryth.

“Little is, Sharnn.” She looked a him, then resumed her wak past the cupboards. “I've touched
violent death many times,” she said cardlesdly.

But the subtle tightness of Faen’s body belied her indifferent tone. As many times as she had touched
it, violent death was dill a fresh agony to her.

“I'm sorry,” he said, voice and eyeslit by a depth of feding that surprised both of them.

She turned so swiftly that her earrings chimed. “Y ou have done nothing to me that requires apology,
Sandoliki Ti. My gift comes from the Great Destroyer, not you.” She turned back toward the cupboards.
“Sndl | begin now?’

“Has he told you what we want?’” asked Kayle, waking noisdesdy into the room.

“No, but | can eadly guess,” said Faen. “1 doubt that I'll be much ad.”

Kayle's eyes asked a slent question as he joined Ryth.

Feaen's hand waved toward the waiting cupboards. “You know they're dead, because you killed
them. You know they’re assassins, because they tried to kill you. And you know where and how they



died.” Her fingers moved and the blue-green gem flashed. “I could probably tdl you more by looking a
the weapons than by touching them.”

“Names?’ prompted Kayle.

Even as Faen answered, Ryth moved his head in the negative gesture of Sharnn.

“Names mean little” said Faen dowly. “Our only red name is discovered each time we die and
forgotten each time we are born. We' ve had many shadow names, well have many more. Only shadows
are owned by names”

She walked toward the cupboards, dlowing her bellsto 9gh and chime,

“Are there any living rdlics here?’

“No,” sad Kayle regretfully.

Faen said nothing.

“Can you didinguish between Mdian and Vintran?” asked Ryth.

Faen's lips twigted into the lines of loathing that appeared whenever she thought of Vintra But her
answer was honest, though very reluctant.

“l doubt it,” she said curtly. “Vintrans are animds, but they once were men.”

“Can you diginguish between Mdians and most other races?’

“Ves”

When Faen approached the firs cabinet, Ryth crossed to a recorder pand set with clear control
studs. Hisfingers swept over the controls. Shades of rose and gold and slver bloomed among the studs.
Ryth watched the changing light; within seconds he could predict the next pattern. He turned away and
watched Faen, exquisite and unpredictable.

*f she doesn't speak doud,* cautioned Kayle, *be ready to enter her mind. | can’'t.*

Faen touched the firg blue cupboard. A tongue of silk-covered wood did out; on it was a blue sted,
double-edged knife that gleamed againg the pale misaslk.

“Mdian made, probably from the Snow Continent. No guild marks. The owner was ether not an
assassin or had yet to complete meega”

“Meega?’ sad Ryth.

“Professond death contract,” said Faen curtly. Her fingers moved above the knife, not touching.
“Vey little energy. Difficult to read.” She traced the blade with a fingertip lightly touching. “No deaths
here” Her fingers came to rest on the hilt. She grimaced, but did not lift her hand as a dead man's
thoughts/emotions poured into her.

“Young,” she continued. “Mae. Firs meega” Faen's lips and voice thinned. “Impatience, then ...
shock. Exploding shock, numbing. So quick he is so quick | can't—" Faen's eydids flickered.
“Darkness and peace and’ her breath caught “didng pain, blood warm and pouring, pouring ... trickling,
seeping ... gone ...”

She lifted her hand and wiped her fingers on her cape.

“Someone cut his throat while he was unconscious,” she sad tonelesdy, and nudged the wooden
tongue with her finger until the cupboard folded up, concedling the blue knife but not the memories.

The next cupboard contained another knife. It, too, was double-edged blue stedl. But unlike the first
knife, it looked old, much worn by the honing rod and scarred by other blades. On the hilt three words
were engraved.

“Mdian made. |ce Continent. Red Dawn assassin’s guild.”

Her hand hovered jugt above the weapon. “Little energy.” Fingertip touched blade. “No deaths
here”

She frowned, puzzled, and touched the blade more firmly.

“Perhaps he favored other weapons,” said Kayle, “and used this knife only in emergency.”

“Perhgps,” said Faen dubioudy. “But the knife appears old.”

“Jud appears?’ said Ryth. “Doesn't it fed old to you?’

Faen lad her pdm on the blade. “No. There is but a light smear of minor emations, superficid,
overlad by a dngle fear of pain. None of the energies have penetrated deeply. The knife has been
casudly handled by saverd people. Thelast oneto hold it either had a very negligible aura or held it only



long enough to die”

Kayle' s brown face puckered with surprise. “You're sure?’

With a swift, impatient movement, Faen pressed the hilt of the knife againgt her forehead. Her eyes
were wide and pale, fixed on past death and her lips spoke a dead man’s words.

“Waiting, waiting—the knife has no bal ance—coming aone, ready—throw!”

Faen took the hilt away from her forehead and flipped the knife end over end in her hand. “He was
right; the knife is badly balanced. In spite of its scars, the weapon is newly—and badly—made.” She
tossed it back onto the cupboard, which promptly folded and vanished. She stared at the cupboard and
murmured, “Curious. Few assassins would knowingly take a bad weapon on meega.”

“How did that one die?’ sad Kayle.

“The same. His throat was dit while he was unconscious.” She moved her head suddenly, sending
cydd sounds into the dillness “There is one benefit to the puzding matter of new knives. The less
energy the objects have, the less they affect me”

“And the lessyou learn?” asked Kayle.

“Yes But if the energy is too great,” she said, “I'm overwhdmed and it takes much time and
endurance to learn anything.”

Ryth watched as Faen opened the third cupboard. The third weapon was a blue sted knife that had
no deaths on its blade and only a few shdlow emations on its hilt. Faen worked her way rapidly down
the blue cupboards. All the knives were smila—new, largdy untouched, no desths on the blades,
owners died with a second smile carved benegth their chins.

The lagt blue cupboard unfolded noisdesdy. As expected, the knife was Mdian blue sted, Ice
Continent. But the guild marks were those of the White Dawn.

Faen reached out to touch it casudly, then stopped, fingerswel above the blade.

“Thisone is different. Very strong.”

She scrutinized the hilt more carefully. There were other ideographs running around the hilt. Her swift
intake of breath made earrings jangle.

“What isit?’ said Kayle, garing toward the knife, impatient to be closer but respecting her need for
space.

“The owner of this weapon was awarrior of the Ninth Circle”

Kayle hummed appreciatively and made a Sgn of respect. Faen's finger moved closer to the blade,
but did not touch the smoky metd. “Many, many deaths. Many years, hard years, war years, Mdia and
white dawns streaked with blood.” Faen lifted her finger and took a dow breath. “No recent deaths.”

“How long?’ asked Ryth.

He head jerked and crystd rang panfully. “One year ... maybe more. She was old, many
maturities”

“She?” snapped Kayle. “No woman attacked us on Vintral”

Faen did not hear. She stood very dill, eyes shut, gathering hersdf to touch the seething emaotions
permegting the old knife. With a dlent sgh, she touched a sngle fingertip to the hilt of the knife. Her
breath hissed through her teeth and her body jerked, but her voice was controlled, emotionless.

“Disdipline and blood and desire. Give or receive desth. And at lagt she received. Degth by wire,
splintering the Topaz Arcade.” Faen lifted her finger and let out her breath. “The Topaz Arcade is part of
the Trembling Mountain y’Kd, part of the Sandoliki Compound. She died on Mdia, not Vintra,”

“No women attacked us in that back dley on Vintra” repeated Kayle dowly. “At leadt, | believe
there were no women. It was dark, and we fought quickly.”

“But,” said the Sharnn, “we are certain that none of the assassins died by wire”

Faen brushed the hilt again and her body swayed like zamay. “There is something,” she said,
frowning. “A dark tide bailing, powerful. More powerful than any aura I've ever fdt, except—did you
hendle this knife, Ryth?’

“May |7’ said Ryth, gesturing to her area of the room.

“My husband need never ask to enter my space.”

Ryth said nothing while he inspected the knife. Itstip had a backward curve ending in a needle point



thet had been broken off.

“No,” sad Ryth, not recognizing the broken tip. “Kayle mus have picked up this one. But very
caefully.” Ryth looked back to Kayle, who gestured confirmation. “No flesh met blade.”

Faen watched the knife as though it might come dive a any moment. “If Kayle did not touch it, and
you did not touch it, some other man did. A men of gillness and gedth and ... power. Yes, power risng
and writhing like a shadow ... hungry ...” Her eyes were opague, seeing an ugliness her voice refused to
describe.

The Sharnn fdt coldness move through him, unwanted pattern, but his voice was cdm as he asked,
“Mdian?

Faen shuddered. “I don't know. | hope not.”

“Was the knife obtained on Mdia?’ asked Kayle.

“Probably,” said Ryth. “Few Mdians ever leave the planet.”

“And fewer assassins,” added Faen.

“If Lekd sent them?’ prodded Kayle.

Faen looked at both men, wrapped the knife and moved to return it to the cupboard.

“Wait,” said Ryth, hisvoice oddly strained. “How did the men die?’

Faen's lips thinned a the urgency she sensed benegath his cam. “He is dive—as much as any shadow
is If 1 haven't imagined him entirdly.” She snapped her fingers with impatience. “The woman's death
blankets everything. I'll have to get beyond it to the few indants he held the knife. If he held it at dl. What
| sensed may smply be her knowledge that a man killed her.”

“But then how did the knife end up on Vintra?' asked Kayle reasonably.

Sowly, Faen approached the knife again and curled her fingers around the hilt. Her body cringed,
then giffened. Her fingers tightened until her hand trembled, but sill she said nothing.

Ryth touched her mind with incredible delicacy. The trembling of her hand stopped and he sensed
fatigue like an enormous tide rigng in her mind. He redized then that she should never have been dlowed
to touch and live so many deaths a once.

“Thereis only one way,” she said coally.

“Feen—"

But even as he spoke, she raised the hilt to her forehead, pressed the metd into her flesh as though to
force ajoining. Her dender body went rigid and her blue-green ring burned with a clear, hard light.

“Waiting—" she whispered hoarsdly. “Waiting, old hands, are they dill fast? Soon, soon, soonsoon
NOW and THRUST and—"

Faen screamed horribly, a shriek that gurgled into choking silence while her draining body arced
backward and athin red line blazed across her throat as though an invisble wire tightened lethdly.

Ryth drove his mind into hers as he knocked the knife away from her forehead. He wrenched her
mind out of the knife' s lethd past with a bolt of thought/emotion/demand that was a force as gunning as
the death she had unlocked. Caught between the two conflicting imperatives, her mind tried to shake
itsdlf apart.

Indinctively, the Sharnn reinforced his cdl with the compelling resonances of t'sl’ne. Mind and voice
and body united in persuasion, gentle fingertips and pams and lips and thighs compelling her atention,
holding her in a soft net of undemanding pleasure.

Sowly, dowly, the death scream faded to a jagged memory. He traced the wire mark on her throat
with the tip of his tongue, transforming the brand of agony into spreading pleasure. Her mind stopped
fighting and relaxed, barely conscious, focused entirdly on the superb beauty of his touch.

He sensed the fragile link growing between them. He moved delicately, lips and tongue and fingertips
drengthening the bond. She stirred, warm sgh and luminous eyes, fingertips stroking lines of fire on his
throat, diding across his chest, tangling softly in the breath from his lips. Her scent and taste swept across
him like a blow, rdleasng a hunger for her that was overwheming.

The depth of his response shocked him into tillness, his mind closed as a stone. She sensed only a
massve emotiond surge, then complete withdrawd. She fdt the tears on her face but could no more stop
them than she could forget being touched with such haunting kill.



“Next time,” she whispered raggedly, “don’t.”

She sensed his surprise and sudden anger and some other emaotion that he was barely holding in
check. Disgust, she assumed. In rage and humiliation, she spoke directly into his mind.

*Do you think | like feding your revulson? Do you think it pleases me to fed like bird dime to be
scraped off your deeve?

Then Faen redlized that she had used mindspeech. Her eyes ditted.

“Some day | will be able to kill you, Sharnn. | look forward to it!”

“Faen,” he said, hisvoice thick with restraint, fingers reaching for her sweet skin. “1 wasn't—"

The edge of her hand flashed and only his Sharnn reflexes saved a smashed wridt.

“No more of your lying fingertipd”

The Sharnn’s own frudration blazed urtil his eyes were green stone and shadows. “As you wish,
Sandoliki Ti.” He turned his back on her and went to stand next to Kayle on the other side of the
boundary line.

“Did you learn anything, Feen?’ said Kayle. “From the knife” he added when she turned on him with
ferd swiftness.

Feen dtared at Kayle for a long moment, then the flat white of her eyes deepened into pae blue
crysd. “1 think aman killed her,” she said evenly. “Heisdill dive”

“The throat-cutter?” said Kayle to Ryth.

“Yes” Ryth glanced Sdeways a Faen. “Could the White Dawn Guild identify that knife, tel us who
the owner was and when she died?’

“Yes..”

“BUE?"

“If she died during meega, no one will talk.”

“Not even for the Sandoliki Ti?’

“For no one.”” Faen glanced a the coded light display around the bottom of the freight Access
plaform. “It's late on the lIce Continent,” she said, reading the shifting color codes off the disolay.
“Tomorrow?’

Kayle curbed hisimpatience and agreed rdluctantly. Ryth said nothing, merdy waited, but he did not
know for what. Faen ignored them and stretched with an odd rippling movement that was part of the
ritud dances of fad-hnim. Her muscles flexed and relaxed in counterpoint to her chiming anklets. With a
gmdl d9gh she finished gretching and walked toward the red cupboards.

Ryth grappled with the impulse to tdl her of her beauty, black hair and gold skin flowing to crysta
murmurs, but dl he said was, “ Shouldn't you rest?’

“Only the last wegpon was difficult.”

But for dl her outward cam, Ryth sensed the drain that pervaded her body, the reluctance to touch
yet more ugliness and violent degth.

Thefirgt weapon she found was n'Qen's.

“Mdian,” said Faen tondesdy. “Made on the Copper Coast. Assassn of the Green Rain Guild.”

Her fingertips traced the blade without touching it. “Few deaths. None recent. Good energy.” One
finger touched the hilt. Her hand shook, then steadied and her voice took on the tones of one rediting a
lesson. “Fear and despair and shame,” she murmured, eyes closed, lips pae. “I'm too young to fight im
heis so quick too-quick-caught. Must die NO KILL ME | CANT PLEASE &ahhhh ... so quick.”

Faen withdrew her hand and looked at the Sharnn. “He died thanking you.”

Ryth's expression was bleak, closed.

The remaining weapons told little, in spite of thair consgtently high energy levels. When the cupboard
folded around the last m'vire, Faen staggered dightly, then stood with arms braced againg the cupboard,
head down, fighting off the sensory overload that was pushing her into unconsciousness.

“She uses hersdf too hard,” said Kayle.

“Thet isthe only way to learn the limits of her talent,” said Ryth. “ She has neither equals nor superiors
to teach her.”

He went to Faen and lifted her in his ams. Her earrings and anklets chimed among the folds of her



cape as he carried her to a nearby pdlet. Dazed, she turned her head toward his warmth, murmuring
agang his hand; crystd bels caught in her hair, chiming in tangled black. Gently he freed the earrings,
curling hisfingers around the cool bdlls until they were captive, slent. He reached out to smooth away the
linesthat death had etched in her face, then remembered her flashing hatred a his touch. He opened his
hands and let the earrings chime againg her soft skin.

“It appears that my touch destroys you, Faen, rather than yours destroying me” he murmured.

Though her eyes showed a slver rim beneeth black lashes, she naither heard nor spoke.

“Wdl?" demanded Kayle.

Ryth stood up with barely controlled ferocity. “Give her space!l”

Kayle stepped back hadily. “Regrets, Sharnn. Is she dl right?’

“She needs a few moments. Alone”

“Tdl me something | don’t know,” snapped Kayle.

“Y ou're more familiar with pg taents than I—you teach me,” said Ryth coldly.

“But you know more about Faen than anyone does.”

Ryth looked quizzicdly at Kayle.

“You've touched her mind,” said Kayle. “1 can't even ligen to the edges of it.”

Ryth shifted uneesily, preferring to remember the textures of her flesh rather than the diding depth of
mind-touch. Then he tried to remember nathing at al.

“We Il have to watch her,” Ryth said. “The demands of her talent are many and complex; more than |
hed conceived of, perhaps more than | can conceive of. But this | know—the rewards of her tdent are
meeger.” His lips thinned and the clean planes of his face hardened. “Do you know what we're asking
her to do, Kayle? Do you redly know?’

“Teechme”

“She died vicarioudy many times today. Thefirg knives weren't bad, too little energy to carry the full
emotions of violent death. But the White Dawn knife ...” Ryth's body flexed, rgecting the agony he had
sensed as Faen choked on cold wire tightening. “Don’'t permit her to read objects aone. Ever.”

“You struck her, then held her like alover,” said Kayle bluntly. “Why?’

“The knifé' s energies were strong, too strong, so strong that when she pressed the hilt to her
forehead the past overrode redity and she became the White Dawn assassin at the moment of dying.

“Feen would have died if the knife had stayed againgt her forehead. She would have died with a
crushed throat and a bleeding wire mark around her neck.”

Kayle shuddered. “I won't let her read objects done” He blinked and his orange eyes fastened on
Ryth. “Did she want to die? Is that why she lashed out a you?’

“No.”

Kayle waited, but the Sharnn said nothing further. “Are you sure?’ pressed Kayle.

“Ves”

“Teachme”

“No.”

Kayle' s body became perfectly dill, a predator crouching, then he let his breath out tofill the sllence.

“I would help you if | could,” said Kayle softly. “Remember that, Sharnn,”

“And her?’

“If I could.”

“Then pray to your Allgod that we don't kill each other before you learn what the Caifil wish to
know.”

Ryth turned abruptly and strode to another part of the dome, the fifth floor, which had a large h'ke
with neither tapestries nor furnishings In other cultures, such a room might have been used for
conversations, art arrangements, games, meals or meditation. In Mdlia, it was used for fad-hnim.

Ryth spread his cape in a sunny niche, then walked to the exact center of the room. He stood, flexing
large and smdl muscles. Kayle watched from the door, riveted by the 9ght of a Sharnn poised in the
opening moments of fad-hnim, the dance that contained every lethd movement known to three hundred
races of man.



The intensdy disciplined flexing warmed and stretched every muscle in Ryth's leen body, preparing
him for the strenuous dance. He had chosen the dowest, most demanding mode of faa-hnim. He moved
as though wading againg a viscous force. Each muscle stood out with separate strain and his skin shone
with swest.

The Sharnn did not notice Kayl€e's rapt attention, nor Faen's later appearance. He had given himsdf
over to the sylized imperdives of fad-hnim, lost himsdf in the flowing legps, sudden kicks, and intense
dillnesses of the dance. His concentration was a force as savage as the controlled surge of his strength,
his power and grace like deep water bending over rock.

Faen and Kayle watched wordlessy while Ryth executed a difficult series of moves known as Fdling
Leaves. When the lagt gesture was complete, the Sharnn flowed directly into another demanding series
known as the Viper and the Bird.

“He has rare daming,” said Kayle softly, though he knew that mere words could not break Ryth's
concentration.

“And beauty,” sad Faen, dlver eyes measuring his disciplined body. “I've watched many people
dance the Viper and the Bird, but never with his ease. I’ ve seen only one movement more graceful.”

“Whet was that?’

“Ryth'sdiving rall to avoid the m'vire”

Faen watched the Sharnn with angular concentration, her own body unconscioudy flexing in echo of
his When he began the extremdy difficult moves known as h'Nym Unfolding, she smiled and her body
shivered in subdued excitement.

“He should dance with crystd music,” she whispered.

“He should stop,” said Kayle curtly. “He asks too much of himsdf.”

“No,” sad Faen. “He mug ask, for who dse can? You'll never see hisequd.”

Kayle's eyes brooded like coas over the Sharnn, ill moving with the inevitable grace of water.
“Some people could better himin individud moves”

Faen's hands clapped once, hard, contempt and dismissd. “No sangle person could surpass him
move for move. He understands the imperatives of fad-hnim; he knows that if you give yoursdf to the
dance, it will give you perfect balance and strength. Y ou become fad-hnim, the poised infinite”

“He knows the patterns,” agreed Kayle.

“Yes” sad Faen, hitterness thinning her lips. “To the Sharnn it is dl black letters on white wals.
Perhaps that’ s why he feds so few emotions”

“Not every pattern is easy for im,” said Kayle. “His own eudes him. And yours.”

“My pattern repels him.”

“He has an unusud way of showing it,” muttered Kayle, vividly remembering Ryth's body spesking
to her flesh.

Faen's breath hissed as she, too, remembered. “Mdid s tactile language is Smply another pattern,”
she sad coldly. “He lies very illfully with his body. Better than a Mdian whore.”

Kayle measured her closed expresson and changed the subject. “Did you fed that there was
anything unusud about the firgt weapons you touched?’

“The Ice Continent knives?’

“Ves”

“The wegpons didn't fit,” she said indifferently, dill consumed by the Sharnn’s beauty.

“Teechme”

Faen dghed and looked away from Ryth. “Ask the Sharnn what chance there is that a group of
Vintran—or even Mdian—assassns would dl carry new knives from Mdia' s Ice Continent.”

Kayle grunted. “Very smdl, I'm sure. What about the mixture of guild marks?’

“Irrdlevant. Assassins work together, no matter what their guild.”

Kayle rocked thoughtfully up on the bdls of his feet, apparently lost in watching Ryth. Then he sad
softly, “May | ask the Sandoliki Ti afew questions?’

Without looking away from Ryth's supple body, Faen said, “So long as the topic is not Ryth.”

Kayle's amile flickered briefly. “It isn't. What happens when you touch something? Do you receive



sounds? Pictures? Emotions?”

“Wha do you receive when you remember something?’ countered Faen.

“It varies with the type of memory.”

“Exactly. And the type of mind remembering.” Faen sghed and flexed her body, feding the cdl of
fad-hnim. “ Sometimes | recelve emotions, which | try to name. Sometimes it’'s a vivid picture/name, like
the Topaz Arcade. Sometimes it's symbols—very difficult. Sometimes it's phrases spoken or thought
under extreme stress.” Her hands met and fingers twisted together. “When the person is dead, what |
invariably receive are the moments leading up to death. The dying.”

“And the death?’

“No. Smply the process of dying. At death, their energies stop disturbing the flow of time”

“Is vicarious desth painful or frightening to you?’

“Desgth is a sweet release. Dying, though ... so many unpleasant ways to die. I've experienced most
of them.”

“How many sessions like today can you take?’

Faen's body moved regtively. The crysa earrings stirred and rang. “I don’'t know.” She hesitated. “I
think | knew the White Dawn assassin. Or the killer. The aurawas ... intimate, familiar,”

“Isthat why her death affected you so deeply?’

“No. She could have been a stranger. It was the wholeness of her energies—" Faen's fingers moved
in a swift gesture of didike. “Like snking sand dong the riverbed, her energies could swalow
unsuspecting lives” Faen's fingers unconscioudy rubbed the faint red wdt that circled her throat. “Next
time” she said dowly, “I'll limit touch to fingers, not forehead.”

“Doesit make that much a difference?

“Yes”

“Why?

“l don’t know.” She tossed her head impatiently and bells clashed. “It is enough that it does.”

As though cdled by crysd, Ryth awoke from fad-hnim and focused on the two waiting people.
Before he could speak, Faen walked forward and gave him three energy tablets.

“They aren't the traditiond Z khm,” she murmured, Slver eyes measuring energy spent in the sweat
shining and flowing over his kin, “but they're far more effective.”

“Thank you.”

“It is amdl payment,” she said, turning away, “for the pleasure of watching power and sensudity
dance the fad-hnim.”

The Sharnn stared at Faen's back and chewed the tablets dowly, but when the last particle was
dissolved, he was no closer to understanding her than he had been before. He was tempted—very
tempted—to caress her and test the depth of her desire to kill him. Just as his musces coiled with
ungpoken impulse, the freight Access warning sounded. As one, Faen and Ryth and Kayle ran toward
the Access room. Ryth read the message in the coded lights and activated the receiver switch. An
opague sheet of eectric blue energy flared across the Access plaiform. When the light died, thirty
misa-wrapped bundles decorated the platform. To Ryth's rdief, none of them was large enough to be a
corpse. He reached out toward a package.

“No,” sad Faen quickly, “Don’'t handle anything unless you mugt.”

She gathered up the packages into neet piles and carried them into the workroom.

*|s it possble that she learned <o little from the weapons we took on Vintra? asked Kayle while
they followed her.

*The weapons were not what they seemed,* Ryth returned. * Practicaly untouched.*

*So dhe sad ....* Kayl€'s thoughts turned uneedly. *But why would anyone trouble with such a
ruse?*

*Madian weapons used on Vintra Malia gets blamed for whatever happened.*

*You evade the point, pattern-man. Why would anyone bother to insure that the wegpons were
barren of auras—unless our throat-ditter knew in advance about Faen's taent.*

Ryth's negetion was too quick, too thoughtless, the Sharnn asked a blunt question, as much to



digtract himsdf as to gain information.

*Don't you trust her?*

*Should 17* countered Kayle. *She is Mdian. And | remember a Vintran whispering about a
black-haired woman with eyes like ice.*

Ryth closed his eyes and Sharnn emotions stretched. A pattern turned deep ingde his mind, an ingtant
of shadows at the core of incandescence; then his radiance shredded darkness beyond recdl of memory.
He spoke in Kayl€' s mind with the precison of a machine.

*Posshility: she is working to destroy Vintra; therefore, she ddiberately mided us with the knives.
Posshility: sheis not working to destroy Vintra; therefore, the knives were a million-chance accident. Or;
the knives were gathered by someone who hoped the mere fact of Mdian manufacture would be enough
to condemn Mdia. Or—*

*Enough!* interrupted Kayle curtly, wondering if the Sharnn was hiding behind the pouring thoughts.
*| want to be sure she in't lying to us. Stay in her mind.*

*No.*

*Why?*

*Mindtouch with Faen, even the lightest touch, is a very intimate experience. Not something for the
uninvited.*

* Does mindtouch with me bother you? pressed Kayle.

*We don’t touch each other’s mind—not redly.*

*What do you mean?*

*When | touch her mind, | fed her breath and heartbeat and blood moving in mine, and her
memories Sng in my own.*

Kayle was too shocked to answer; he carefully thought about nothing at dl. Until, findly, he sghed.
*What you describe is the beginning of fuson, Ryth. It's a process that's far deeper, far more complex,
than mere mindspeech or even mindink* He paused and the Sharnn sensed a turmail of unformed
thought. *Be wary, Ryth. Fuson can be dangerous, especidly when one person is unwilling*

*How isit dangerous?

*| don’t know. I’ ve never been able to fuse*

*But your talent—* Ryth grappled with his dusve thoughts. *If you can’t, how can |

*|t requires two to fuse* returned Kayle dryly. *I’ve never found the second.*

Ryth's response was shock, then a shuttering of dl thought while he examined what he had learned to
see if it belonged to any known patterns. But even when his mind opened again, the Sharnn asked
nothing more about mindspeech, mindtouch, mindlink or fuson. Nor did Kayle press, for Faen had
stored the last package safely and was ready to begin again.

Ryth reached for her mind—and touched a blaze of fear/anger/pain that made him redl. At the core
of her fedings was an explosive demand for privacy, a demand she reinforced by shutting down her mind
and refusng to work.

*My error,* murmured Ryth into her dosing mind. “My regret.*

*What's wrong?* demanded Kayle, sending with his thought a picture of Ryth's face suddenly lined
by pain.

* Faen requires mentd privacy. She now hasit.*

Kayle hissed a Nendleti curse.

Faen did not look at either man. She walked over to the wal of cupboards, touched the firg one in
the pale green section. A tongue extruded. On it gleamed a amdl slver chain. Sowly Faen moved her
hend above the necklace.

“Vivid energy. Intensdy femade. Nether Mdian nor Vintran. Brilliant and quickslver and—" Faen
stopped. Puzzlement flickered over her face. Then she continued. “Y oung, very young—"

Ryth glanced at Kayle, saw the Nendleti’s brown face creased by sorrow that deepened with each
word Faen spoke.

“—and dead.”

There was a stroke of anguish from Kayle. Ryth touched Kayle in the Mdian way, fingers spesking



of loss and memories.

“She died to save another,” said Faen as her fingertip warmed the cold chain, “a man whose touch
was her last memory. She died with a poisoned m'vire buried in her throat and screams splintering
around her, not her screams but others screaming and running while he held her blood flowing between
hisfingers too fast and she amiled and others ran, trampling and ydling and she died, blood overflowing
his hands.”

Without looking up, Faen said, “Her energy pleases me. What was her name?’

“Concord Agent Limaire”

“Did her man survive?’

“No,” sad Kayle briefly.

“How did he die?’

“l hope that you can verify what we guessed,” said Kayle. “We never found Lsite' s body.”

“Then maybe he lives” said Faen with sudden fierceness. “Maybe—"

“No.”

With a long breath, Faen released the second cupboard. In it was a headband of indestructible
narhide. Bits of precious metd were woven into the leather, making a dy design that hinted of something
marvelous hovering just beyond reach. She smiled without knowing why.

Ryth stared intently at the headband, trying to decipher its teasing pattern. Then his lips twitched with
dlent laughter.

*| would have liked him, Kayle.*

*How do you know that belonged to a man?

*| hear hislaughter in the pattern.*

*|n the pattern? Or in her thoughts?>

Before Ryth could answer, Faen spoke.

“Mde” she sad softly. “I wish you could hear hislaughter. He loved life”

The amile drained from her face when she touched the headband. Again, puzzZiement flickered. The
Sharnn brushed her thoughts so lightly that neither one of them redlized it. He sensed a haunting aura of
familiarity caling out from the headband—as it had from the necklace.

“Neather Vintra nor Mdia He died—" Her fingas curled around the headband, tightened
convulsvely and she gasped, “—died by poison—at the foot—of the Blue—Shring!”

She dropped the headband just as Ryth grabbed for it. Sowly, she regained control of her voice and
bresthing.

“Areyou sure it was poison?’ asked Kayle.

“Yes L'shu.” She shuddered away from what she had fdt. “L’shu on an ice dart. Cowards! | weep
that my enemy breeds such cowards!”

Kayle waited, then asked, “What is the effect of I'shu?’

“It causes redtricted breathing followed by paralyss,” Faen sad evenly. “Unless an antidote is given,
desth comes. Very dowly.”

“Isthe drug easy to detect?’

“Nearly impossble. At normd temperatures, 1'shu voldilizesin less than a ten-count.”

“Thustheice dart,” said Ryth.

“Yes”

“Where and what isthe Blue Shrine?” said Kayle.

“Blue Shrine?’ repeated Faen, puzzled.

“Y ou mentioned a Blue Shrine just before you dropped the headband.”

Faen rubbed fingertips againg her forehead. “Blue Shrine. Blue. | don’t remember saying it.”

“Do you aways remember?’ asked the Sharnn.

“Yes, unless I'm too tired to—" She cursed and grabbed the headband with a speed that defeated
Ryth's redraning hand. “Blue—yes—" She gasped hoarsdy and her body jerked. “Too
steep—too—HEL P—ahhh Limaire—" Faen's head jerked and her earrings jangled harshly. “Close and
30 blue—fdling—" laughter, sudden and bitter “a the Blue—God' s—feet.”



The headband dipped from her fingers. “Blue God,” she murmured in confusion, “Blue God.”

“Was he Ribdllian?’ asked the Sharnn suddenly.

Kayle blinked. “Yes”

“Ian't their Blue God the symbal of sky, of space, of freedom?’

“Yes” sad Kayle, eyesintent on the Sharnn.

“The Blue God' s ghrines are placed a the entrance to dl Ribollian Accesses.”

“But he didn’t die on Ribdlli,” said Kayle heavily.

“Vintra” interrupted Faen, her eyes dazed with sudden memories. “He died on Vintra a the foot of
the blue ramp leading to Sma' s third Access.” She closed her eyes and her shoulders sagged. “Yes, the
third Access, the freight Access. Ahhh, Great Destroyer, what did you do to make him attempt that way
out?'

“Freight Access?’ Kayle grimaced. “That's certain deeth.”

“| thought that, once,” said Faen with athin smile. “1 survived it.”

“So that's how you escaped from Vintra,” said Ryth.

“Yes” She gestured to the headband. “He hoped to escape with precious knowledge, but the ice
dart found his back.”

“What did he know?’ demanded Kayle.

Faen made a frudtrated, negative gesture. “The headband is7't enough. Bring me his corpse,”

“l can't. We never found LSte' s body.”

She rubbed her fingertips over her drawn face in an unconscious gesture of awakening. With a sgh
she tapped the next cupboard. It unfolded around a worn gold ring. Faen's fingers approached the ring
tentatively, and again a haunted expression crossed her face.

“What isit?" asked the Sharnn gertly.

“l don’'t know. Each of the objects—" Earrings cried as she shook her head. “I don't know!” She
touched the edge of the ring. “Femae. Bright energy. Sensud and quick.” The fingers lifted and Faen
frowned.

“Mdian?’ asked Ryth. “Vintran? Other?’

“That'sit!” she cried, eyes narrowed as she looked back on her past. “That'swhat | was asked each
time!” She turned to Ryth and her eyes burned like siver flame. “I’ ve touched these people before.”

“| thought you touched no—" began Kayle.

“Not physcdly,” she snapped, her eyes never leaving the Sharnn’s dtentive face. “I touched
something of theirs. I’ ve sensed them before.”

“For whom? And why?’

“People come to me” she said, with adismissng gesture.

“Do you remember who brought—"

“No,” she sad impatiently. “Only the objects | touch are red. The people who bring them are less
then shadows.”

“What questions did you answer?’ said Ryth, green eyes compdling her to look deeply into her
memoary.

“The same question you asked—were the people Vintran, Mdian, or dien.”

The Sharnn’s eyes stared through her for along moment, then hisfull lips twisted in a bitter amile.

“Tdl me, Kayle,” he said softly. “Did your agents pose as Vintrans?’

“Of course,” snapped Kayle. “That was the only way to get freedom of movement on Vintra. But
their cover was as perfect as Concord taents could make. The agents knew the language and the land
and the traditions as well as any ndivel”

“And their minds?’ prodded the Sharnn gently. “Could their minds fool a finder?’

Kayle made a sound deep in his throat, a sound that was both answer and apology to the dead. Faen
looked at him, then back to Ryth. Her eyes were dull beneath black lashes, she knew she had been used
to condemn people to death. She looked away and touched the ring.

“Poison,” she gasped, contralling a throat spasm with difficulty. She snatched her finger back.

“Symptoms?’ snapped Kayle.



“Convulsons that broke the neck and spine.”

“Does the poison resemble the effects of a native disease?”’

“Itisapoison firg, then a disease,” answered Faen.

“Teachme” Kayle sad harshly.

“I can't | don't know the structure of pekh,” she said dully. “I only know it is endemic to Mdia”

Faen put her finger through the ring. Her breath caught in her throat; she cried out hoarsdy and tore
thering off her finger. “ She—agony. Glass on floor. Cut. And later, between convulsions, she wondered
how they knew.” Faen's fingers squeezed together and she whispered to the gold ring, “A horrible way
to die”

When Faen reached for the next cupboard, Ryth wanted to stop her, wanted her to rest until the hard
white lines &ft her face, but he knew she would refuse. Someone had used her; she would find out who.
And then she would kill the person who had <o little respect for the Sandoliki Ti.

As object followed object, death followed death, Faen seemed to thin before thar eyes. Her voice
became ragged and her hands trembled congtantly, but when the Sharnn argued she snapped her fingers
in contempt and reached for yet another cupboard.

The object ingde was a hammered gold armband set with five Mivayli firestones.

Faen's eyes widened as though she recognized the band. Her finger brushed it, then retreated. She
sueezed her eyes shut and her body quivered. Every aspect of her cried out with a need not to touch
agan. The two white lines on ether Sde of her mouth degpened and swest shone on her face. She raised
her hands to her lips and moaned very softly.

“Faen,” sad Ryth. “Faen?’

Her only answer was asingle tear that supped from an eyeash to the corner of her mouth.

*Faen?* Gently, then with growing power, the Sharnn asked to know what was wrong. * Faen!*

She sought him with the same reflex that drove a freezing animd toward warmth. He went to her
quickly, hands reaching, skill and strength and warmth touching. She shivered at the warmth of his pdm
on her forehead. For the space of a breath she accepted, then she withdrew.

“The band belongs to Sandaliki Ti,” she said. “He—" Her voice broke, but no more tears escaped
from her dark lashes.

Ryth felt the waves of her grief sweep through him and wanted to cry out but could only bow benesth
the knowledge that she wept mind and body for a man.

*Who is he?* Ryth demanded of Kayle.

*Rdle, her dead husband.*

* Dead? She spoke as though he lived.*

*He does—in her mind.*

“I'm sorry, Faen* Kayle said. *If | had known, | would never—"

“Accepted,” said Faen, her voice low and colorless. There was no way you could have known. Did
that armband belong to a man named In0?’

“Ves”

“Rdle and Ino exchanged armbands. A ritud from Ino’s culture” Her voice squeezed to a whisper.
Then her head came up and her voice strengthened. “When Rdle ... died ... he wore Ino’'s armband. A
womean tore it from Rellé s arm and gouged out the five undegping eyes of friendship.”

Ryth looked at the five gems, unwinking in the gold band.

“I killed that woman. Very dowly. She died curang her greed for firestones. But Rdle ...” Faen
closed her eyes. “Ino is dead, wearing Rellé s armband. More than that | can't tdl you, unless | hold the
armband until | am free from the shockwaves of Rdle's death. And from the memory of our life”

The Sharnn sensed that Faen did not want to be free, for in her memories she lived again in the world
of tactile sensudity, a world her tdent had closed to her. The more he examined this new aspect of her
pattern the more angry he became, but the pattern of his own anger puzzled him, so he said nothing and
showed nothing, closed and dlent as only a Sharnn can be.

A whigling 9gh from Kayle pulled Ryth out of his thoughts. In unspoken agreement, dl three of them
turned toward the next cupboard, wondering if any cupboard held more for them than a futile rdiving of



past desth.

No cupboard did. By darkness Faen was brittle and worn, knowing only that she had been an
unwitting tool for a coward, a murderer. Nor were Ryth and Kayle much camer; they ate in silence, went
to separate h'kdsin slence and struggled for deep in slence, each knowing that every agent had died a
murderer’ s victim. No accidents. Just murder by stedth and shadow.

When Faen was sure that both men dept, she took off her crystd bells, pulled on her scarlet brida
robes and dipped slently out into the night. The breeze whispered around her, dirring dead leaves into a
semblance of life Three moons curved across the night, moons as brilliant as her eyes and the sarsa
bathed in siver mystery. With barely subdued excitement, she freed two m’sarsas from their loops and
drew the rods across her lips, hot breeth flowing across slver.

“Cdl him back,” she whispered, lips brushing metd “Bring him back to me!”

The m’ sarsas glowed in triple moonlight and struck music from waiting crystal. Notes became a song,
aman's ong created every day of his life, summation and soul; she caled to him with dl her need and
sarsa ill.

And he answered.

The Sharnn woke ingtantly, completely. He held himsdaf utterly sill while mind and body searched for
whatever had awakened him. Moonlight flowed into his h'ke, bringing slver across the room, lighting
each curve of wdl and pillow. No one dse was near. He let his breath out dowly, but could not return to
deep.

With a difled curse, he swept off the deeping robe. Moonlight poured slver down his naked flesh.
The wal opened a a touch, bringing to him the amdl of rust and ancient sone and hidden midnight
flowers. He lifted hisarms to the cool beauty of the night, fdt the lazy dtirring of his body. He smiled, then
the amile faded. Faint music shivered through the slky darkness, ghost chimes from a sensud past.

A breeze sghed over him, music through his har. But the breeze was replaced by crystd desire
sanging to his blood, whispering to his mind. He pulled the music fiercdly to him, demanding its pattern.
Then fire raced through him and he ran out into the night. He dipped through abandoned gardens, eyes
blinded by a vison of the sarsa, slver and black and diamond bright, three moons pressng ouit triple
shadows, triple life, black velvet warmth of her breath. He threw his head back and laughed and
moonlight ran like water over his awakened flesh.

Across the compound, Faen stood in front of the hanging crystals, ams spread. In her hands two
dender m' sarsas burned with sensud heat. She swept the wands across the waiting crystals and music
leaped, afiregorm of pure desire. The exultation that shook her came to him like lightning and he knew
he must find her, be with her. Touch her.

The Sharnn took a stone pathway gleaming under the moons. He ran on the path indgde the circular
compound, past abandoned kels and ghost gardens, seeking a way to the living outer garden where
senaudity trembled like a fidd of zamay unfolding. Tantdizing crystd sighs fired his body, but the path
shied away, bending back toward ruins and darkness and a maze that had no exit.

He stopped, bregthing lightly, feding the patterns of maze and compound and three-faced moonlight.
Sx circular wdls, now litle more than tal rubble hegps overrun by war and nightvines embrace; two
inner circles, wals nearly intact, surrounding emptiness but for the wedge of land leading from the green
soring to the sarsa and ending at the dome. He was opposite that wedge.

Crygd notes mocked pattern skills and licked tongues of fire through his mind. His green eyes raked
the remnant garden until he found a choked side-path that twisted among trees holding withered leaves
up to the three moons and the taste of rugt and he was running again, running through Sandaliki ruins,
brittle gardens and stone mazes, running and never retracing a step, never hestating, for he might have
placed each stone himsdf, might have known every turning, might have been born solely for this night, this
garden, this unfolding moment.

The path was a faded ribbon curving past dry fountains and dying trees until a pale scent of water
sweetened his throat and a living stand of ancient tere trees bloomed ebony againg the siver light. The
dense moon-shade of the grove folded the Sharnn in subtle beauty, dow caress, held him though he
wanted to reach her, held him though he writhed to be in the dearing with her where moonlight poured



over the sarsa like pae fire, meking each crysd ajewe carved but of living light. Crystal chimes resonant
with time and the passage of lives cdled to him, but he could not penetrate the shadow pattern; he was
pushed back by moonlight and a barrier made before he knew her, scarlet mesh flowing black beneath
three moons and her body an echo of lightning.

The m’ sarsas burned with motion, beauty that defied pattern just as she did. With an inaticulate cry
he sagged againg the thick shadows and ached to touch her, ached to understand, and findly succumbed
to the unmeant seduction of dow chords drifting over him, harmonies older than tere or garden, older
then ruined lives, ancient notes tdling of the binding of man to womean.

Then he knew the pattern and could not even cry out his rage. Too late to flee, strength tangled in
shadow while night poised, soinning in a vortex of moonlight held between gentle hands, pouring past and
present together, and she laughed deep in her body and wept deep in her body and stroked the sarsa
with tirdless ill so that she lived again in a land not ruined, laughed again with people not maimed, lay
agan in the ams of amean not dead ... touched him, touched Relle condensing beside her, tdl and vivid,
passionate drength bending over her and srong hands snging ecstasy to her flesh, her warm lips
gpesking againg his cool slver skin, her life pouring out so that shadow became substance and Relle
bending—come closer can't you come closer to me RELLE CANT YOU—

And Ryth’'s wrenching mentd cry.

Rdl€e's slver shape twisted, black light shook and the longest crystd boomed, vire crysd, death
cryda sheking apart. Relle's song, song and desth and death and song and death, screams raging in her
mind and in Ryth's closed throat as her fury scourged them and he knew the beating heart of loss and
darg vire.

M’ sarsas swept like lightning across one hundred crystd faces. Violence exploded, searing, urtil both
Faen and Ryth were subsumed by the vire crystd’s talling death, death tolling until moonlight shattered
into Faen swaying while the smdlest crystals wept of former lives living shadows, life pouring into
darkness that shadows might condense into life until a Sharnn screamed benegth three moons.

And slence like aragged sgh.

With shaking hands Faen hung the m’sarsas in ther loops and sank to the ground, weeping in a
seething mix of frudration and grief and rage. The Sharnn sagged to his knees, mind reding in the sudden
release of compulsion, too shaken by what had happened to do more than stare at her.

Sowly he redized that she once again wore brida scarlet. She wore scarlet for a shadow called by
the sarsa, ghodtly synergy of life and non-life bound by the compdling near-life neither done could create.
Hidden somewhere in those hundred sghtless crysta's was uncanny vison, consummeation of dl desires,
dl patterns, dl.

Rdle was not dead. Not dways.

Nor was Faen dways dive.

Anger replaced weakness in Ryth's body. He went to her, contempt and rage growing with each
step. Hearing his approach, she pulled hersdf to her feet, dlver eyes as blank as sarsa crystd. She
pushed waves of black har out of her face and stared defiance at him.

“Think, Sharnn,” she said, voice streaked with rage. “Think what it means to be Mdian and be
barred from touch!”

The hard edges of his contempt broke and his anger flickered, for he knew that she lived every
indant in a unique, pervasive agony.

“Yes” she whispered, meassuring the change in his lips and eyes. “Yes. Yet you drove him back.
Even the Great Destroyer does not hate me that much. Sarsa memories may be a shadow, but when you
are thirdy, the shadow of water is better than red sand.”

“If Relle lived—truly lived—you could not touch him without agony,” said Ryth, his voice hard with a
certainty that she could not deny, pattern-man and Sharnn.

Faen made an involuntary noise and put up her hands as though to attack—or ward off an attack.

“Rdleislog to you,” said Ryth brutaly. “You can't even touch the timeshadow of his mind without
agony, can you? Can you!”

Faen stared at his face, hard in the triple moonlight and his eyes a fierce green. And knew he was



right. What she cdled with the sarsa was her own creation wearing Rell€' s face.

“Why?’ said Faen raggedly. “What have | done to you?’

“Rdleisdead,” sad the Sharnn, hisvoice crud. “What you do is obscene.”

A sudden dillness transformed Faen’s body, a warning as clear as a shout. “How easy for you to
say,” she hissed. “How easy for the Sharnn who has never known emation, much less consummation.”
Her left hand moved up as though to push her hair aside again and she whispered, “How very easy.”

Her hands dowly brushed the back of her neck. A throwing knife legped to her fingertips. Her hand
snapped down and the knife hissed through moonlight, but Ryth had begun to move the ingtant her hand
passed beyond her hair. Even 0, the knife scored his neck as he dove toward her. His am lashed out,
sweeping her feet off the ground. With a sudden twigt in midar, she righted hersdf and landed just
beyond his reach. She laughed, throat taut in the moonlight, scarlet mesh black and hissng around her
knees.

“I'm free of you, laseyss. I'm freg!”

“Areyou?’ he said, eyes never leaving Faen's poised body, for even though she was at the edge of
exhaudtion, she was speed and death waiting. “And what of your truce word?’

“l promised only a warning,” she said, breathing quickly, arding him with flashing moves, eyes and
lipstoo pale for life. “I moved a half-speed, warning you. Y ou're very quick, my amost husband.”

The Sharnn's answer was to move with blurring speed, hands reaching for the woman, who cried
aoud her anger when she redized she was too tired to break away. Her eyes darkened as he hed her
pinned between his body and hisarms.

“Tdl me” he said angrily, lipstasting her face, “ian't this better than Rell€' s cold touch?’

Theimpulse to kill convulsed Faen, but Ryth only laughed and tightened his arms.

“That's not what your fingertips told me this morning,” he said. His lips caught hers and she coiled
agang hisarms, tegting the strength of his hold, searching for a weakness.

“You're too tired to fight me effectivdly,” Ryth said huskily. “And I’'m too smart to try you when
you're rested. I'll let you go soon,” he said, amiling, his teeth a dash of light below his eyes. “But firg |
want you to know something. Use your taent, my dangerous wife. When you responded to my touch this
morming—"

Faen's back arched with the force of her fear. Every fiber of her screamed to be free, not to have to
hear that she was repulsive to him, not to have to fed his crushing withdrawa from her touch. She shook
with fear of him and the night tripled with moons swimming in black and her tired body faling.

“—my own response shocked me” He laughed, lips warm againg her throat, arms painfully tight to
contain her disciplined struggles.

Her muscles convulsed again, sraining againgt his presence, againg the fire that burned across her
nerves wherever their bodies met, and it seemed that their bodies met everywhere,

“I'm going to let mysdf fed just what | fdt this morning when your body came dive beneath my
hands,” he said, pinning her head so that she mugt look at him. “Are you ready to read me, m'zamay?’

“No,” she gasped, trying to shut down her mind and her senses, but she was Mdian and he was
skilled. “Please don't! | know that you loathe me. | fdt it the fird time | don't need to fed it again.
Pesase don't make me. My error! My regret!”

Faen closed her eyes and tears of humiligtion and anger glowed sliver in her black lashes. In her
desperation she reached out with her mind, trying to make him understand, believe. *Please! | regret!*

*Read mel*

His demand diced through her exhausted defenses at the same ingant that his hands and tongue
spoke intimately to her flesh. Half in despair, hdf in rage, she answered his sensud assault with a supple
movement of her body that was a dow, twisting pressure againg the center of his desire.

She had expected revulson againg the caress, had tried to brace hersdf for his annihilaing disgust.
But what she found in his response was passon, pure and overwhelming, exploding through her. For a
white ingant she came fully dive, mind and body unfolding, reaching for him and touching—then with a
drangled cry she fainted between his hands.

He held her while moonlight bled back into garden night, held her and fought to control fedings he



hed never conceived of. The moment of tota sensudity had been shattering; neither one of them had
been prepared for such sharing.

The Sharnn lifted Faen and carried her into her h'kd, murmuring apologies agang her har. He
lowered her to her degping pallet, gently smoothed the night robe around her and rose to leave. After a
few steps he went back, gathered her againgt his body and buried his face in her night-scented hair.

Hismind delicately touched hers, found only relaxation and a deep sense of anticipation. Reluctantly,
he subdued his body; She needed rest, not lugt.

Ryth's thumb traced the seam of her heavy scarlet clothes. The mesh hissed apart. Gently, he pulled
the cold metd cloth away from her golden skin. He longed to let lips and tongue trace curves on her
flesh, probe different textures, greatest warmth, but he dlowed himsdf only three lingering kisses before
he covered her softness with a robe.

Lips amiling with the taste of her, he kndt to breathe once more the moonlight tangled in her har
while he tucked the deep robe around her. But the robe fdl away and her aams did around his hips.

“Don't leave,” she whispered. “At least let me touch you as you just touched me”

She rubbed her cheek againg the hard strength of hisleg in a gesture of pure sensud pleasure.

“No, mzamay,” he sad gently, stroking her neck and shoulder. “My kisses were promise, not
demand. Sleep. | don't want to push—"

He forgot wha he had been saying as her teeth nibbled deicady. She laughed with ddight a his
response.

“Itissaid,” she murmured, “that a Mdian faints only once, and only for a lover’s kill. Do not worry,
my Sharnn. | won't leave you again.”

He fdt the cool fdl of her hair across his thighs and the soft heet of her mouth as she opened to him
dl the moments of Mdian ecstasy.

v

Faen dtretched with a dow amile. In the ingtant between deeping and waking she searched for an
explandtion of her pervasve sense of wel-being. Then Ryth stirred, tightening his hold on her and
drawing her againg the length of his body. Her fingers moved on the ingde of hisarm in dow pressures
that told of pleasure and peace. Reassured, Ryth relaxed his grip. Faen rubbed her pdm down his chest
and abdomen and thigh with undemanding intimacy and was answered by a deepy caress across her
breast.

“Seep,” she whispered in his mind, touching his eydids with light fingertips and sending fedings of
wamth and ease.

She dipped out of the shared deeprobe and dressed in a brief green pull-up. She hesitated over the
cayda anklets and earrings, then put them on; it was Ryth's prerogative to remove the bels. She
stretched her body in rippling prelude to fad-hnim. As she did every morning, she went to the empty
h'kd. But this morning she smiled.

A few minutes later, Ryth found her there, black hair and golden body dhining as she went through
the fluid movements of Siding Water. To execute that particular series without sound was difficult; it was
nearly impossble while wearing crysta bells,

The sght of the bells gave him a sharp feding of displeasure. Then he remembered that the willing
mate mugt remove the crystd warnings. In his mind he removed the irritating jewery and gathered her
illed sensudity againgt his bodly.

Smiling, the Sharnn admired Faen’s beauty and dways-surprisng strength—and was grateful that he
had caught her on the edge of exhaudion the night before. Her timing, poise and badance were
extraordinary today. Only once did he hear the faintest whisper of crystd bells, and that might have been
an echo of hismemory. Then he sensed Kayle standing nearby, watching Faen.

“You look serious” said Ryth softly.

*| am* returned Kayle, his mindspeech deft, dmog secretive. *If you ever fight her, go in close,
where your strength can counter her coordination.*



Ryth's answer was a feding of lazy amusement.

*Don't be so confident, Sharnn,* returned Kayle with a crackle. *Were it not for her throttled
senaudity, she would match you cut for dice! Although,* he added, *today she certainly is not moving
tightly.*

*Yes* agreed Ryth, watching her and remembering the fed of midnight hair and warm fingers, a
knife scoring his neck ... fingertips and tongue and body cdling flesh to flesh with shettering sensudity,
and her ecstasy as helived and died and was reborn insde her searing softness.

Faen's head fdl back, her body arched, and Ryth remembered her unconscious between his hands,
moonlight pearling her lips and eyeashes and his own srength stunned by what they had reveded to each
other.

Kayle's bresth whidled as he sensed just a vivid fragment of Ryth's memory. *I envy you as a
candle must envy the sun. Every Gaactic’'s dream is to know the white ingant of full Mdian sensudity.*
Then a Ryth's swift gpology for accidentd broadcasting, Kayle added, *Y ou have shown me the edge
of the dream, the living consummation of al Mdian arts. Are dl Sharnn so sensud >

*People of Sharn are whatever they can conceive of being. Tha is our gift, our joy, and our
despair.*

Ryth’s mind closed and he moved lithdy into the h'kel, matching Faen's grace.

Kayle watched them with the intengty of a connoisseur, memarizing every detall so that one day he
could share ther disciplined beauty with them mind to mind, his gift to ther mutua discovery. Intensty
became fascination when he redized that they were trandforming the lethad mations of fad-hnim into the
dow rhythms of sensud play.

When they had finished the Siding Water series, they stood facing each other, bresths mingling.
Ryth's hands lifted to her face and his fingertips wove gently through her hair. When he removed his
hands, the earrings were gone. He lowered his body, fingertips tracing down until he found the anklets.
His fingers flexed, gold chains snapped. Crystd cried once, then no more. When he stood again,
turquoise bells glittered mutdly in his palms.

“l would like to grind these to dugt,” he said dowly, eyes searching hers. “But I'll keep them to
remind me that there are patterns | can't conceive, even when they are closer than my own lips.
Especidly then.” One long finger traced her amile “In fact, there are some things | never even
suspected.”

He fdt the sensation that began at his fingertip and raced throughout her body, fdt it as though he
lived ingde her smooth golden skin. To fed the depth of pleasure his touch gave her was dmog as
shattering to him as the indant she had fainted.

He laughed shakily and hdd her at arm’s length. *Y ou must help me, my Madian bride and teacher. |
don’'t know how to control what you—what we—* He amiled and tried again. *How do Mdians cope
with this?>

Faen shivered and he knew as catainly as if she had shouted that she wanted to kiss the hands
holding her. *Madians don’t control sensudity. We worship it. But this is more. It's mindtouch. The kind
of mindtouch that penetrates more deeply than any lover, and | become you, you become me, and
we—*

She shivered again and gently, very gently, stepped back from his hands. Both fdt the heat of his
padms diding down her arms. With a flegting mentd caress, Faen turned awvay and spoke quickly to
Kayle.

“Will you join us for breakfast? Ryth promised to make me something from Sharn.”

“Ddighted,” said Kayle. As he followed them out of the room, he added casudly, “Ti Memned
cdled while you were adeep.”

“Did she” murmured Faen, watching Ryth sort through her provisons with the speed of a
professond thief. Deftly, he combined severd ingredients,

“She wanted,” continued Kayle, “to know if the most seductive Sandoliki Ti Faen's recent ban on
vigtors induded those who had dire and immediate need of her most precious, most unique—"

“Enough,” said Faen dryly. “Give me the meet and leave the fat for scavengers like her.”



Kayle amiled. “ She wants to know if you'll resume reading objects.”

Faen sad nothing as she watched Ryth's sure movements. With a broad, heavy knife he diced and
flattened severd strips of dough. “1 trugt,” she said findly, “thet you told her to go suck zarfs”

Ryth wrapped the resilient dough around fruit dices and poured a clear orange sauce over.

“| told her that, among other things. She was rather shrill when she disconnected.”

Ryth picked up the fruit rolls and tucked them into a hegt niche. “Cdl Memned back,” he said, “and
tdl her that the Sandoliki Ti Faen is dways pleased to aid people who need her talent.”

Kayle' s head jerked toward Ryth. “Nonsense! We can't have Faen wadting her strength on others,
no matter how worthy their needs.”

“Or unworthy?’ asked Ryth with aferd amile

Kayle's orange eyes ditted. “Teach me”

“l want you to send at least eight Concord assassins to Vintra” sad Ryth. “Give them the best
backgrounds you can, but get them in place within two Centrex days.”

“Impossible. A decent redlity takes more time”

“Aslong as there are finders like Faen, there is no such thing as a decent background.”

With a quick movement, Ryth skimmed the food out of the niche.

“There should be little danger,” added the Sharnn. “As soon as someone brings an agent’s object for
Faen to read, you'll warn the agent to get off-planet.”

“What if ‘someone’ murders fird and questions later?”

Ryth divided the fragrant, seaming food into three turquoise crysta bowls. “That's why | want the
agents to be assassins” He handed out the bowls. “They should be harder to kill.”

“Not for a Mdian assassin,” said Faen, iffing her food appreciativey. “Or even for a Vintran,
animds though they are.”

“Concord assassns aren't flowers” said Kayle dryly. Then hefdl slent for along moment. “All right.
I'll send out the assassins. Then I'll follow whoever comes here asking about—"

“I'll follow,” corrected Ryth. “My pattern awareness will keep me out of most tragps.”

“But—" began Kayle, then stopped. The Sharnn was right. “Fing” said Kayle in a clipped voice.
“Well both follow.”

“And leave Faen's back unguarded?’

“Jud because you caught me when | was exhausted—" began Faen heatedly.

“Not a dl,” sad Ryth, kissng the ingde of her wrigt. “But now that you are no longer the last
Sandaliki, you are vulnerable to Lekd’s amhitions” His fingertips remained on her wrigt, savoring the
smooth pulse just benegth her skin. “I don't want to lose whet | have just found.”

“Nor do I,” she shot back. “Who guards you?’

The Sharnn said nothing, for there was nothing to say.

“Rythisright,” said Kayle heavily. “If hefails, you are dill our best hope of finding the next person to
follow. You mus stay here and help the Carifil who will replace us”

Faen made a disdainful noise and looked over a Ryth. “Kayle is a good fighter, husband. But he
can't keep me from doing what | mugt.”

Kayle amiled triumphantly. “Just so. | don’t plan on staying behind, ether,”

The Sharnn looked from one to the other, started to argue, then appeared to givein.

“Ea your vrri,” he said to her mildy. Then cdl Memned.” And to Kayle he added, “When you're
through, get those assassinsin place.”

For seven days a dow stream of seekers came to Darg Vintra holding hope in thar hands—scarves
or rings or rubbing stones—anything that might tell Faen that what they had lost could be regained. A few
sought treasure, but most wanted only to find a specid person.

No one brought anything belonging to a Concord agent.

In hisrole as body servant to the two Sandolikis, Kayl€e' s eyes swept the public h'kel, searching each
person for an assassin's reflexes. Of the four seekers who waited, none seemed dangerous. But a good
assassin would be as inconspicuous as dust.



*| wish Caifil were here* grumbled Kayle as Ryth entered and gestured to the next seeker.

*Lekd would never permit it.*

*Lekd can suck zarfg*

*He has the mouth for it,* agreed Ryth. *He aso controls the Access*

Kayle vented a surge of frudration. Three Caifil were gtting on Mdia's inner moon, waiting for
Lekd’s permisson to come down to the planet. In an emergency, they would smply take over the
shuttle, but until then they were obeying native regulations.

*Mimislashing me* thought Kayle, rubbing his temples. * She wants to try coming in as a seeker.*

*With a one-day limit? asked Ryth as he indicated a diding door and followed the seeker indgde.
*Remember what happened to us?* He added dryly, * Sandoliki Ti Faen isonly permitted one mate.*

Kayle sghed as Ryth closed the door.

“St there,” said the Sharnn quily, indicating a floor cushion. “I'll take your package to her.”

The seeker, awoman old before Ryth was born, rductantly released the package. At the narrow end
of the long, wedge-shaped room, Faen sat on another cushion. Ryth put the package in front of her and
unwrapped it. Gold bells—earrings and wridlets and anklets—rang with piercing sweetness. They were
the personal jewdry of an aristocratic child, worn before the child was trained for combat.

Ryth watched intently as Faen bent over the bdlls. Sometimes what the objects told her was crue
and sckening; then he would snatch her hand away and hold her until his presence neutrdized the
gruesome redlity she had touched. Most often, the objects were merdly unpleasant.

Faen's dender hand hovered over the gold before descending with the delicacy of afdling petd She
shuddered lightly, then relaxed. The Sharnn let out his breath; this was not one of the bad ones.

“Child-woman,” murmured Faen. “Clear energy. Gone away, far avay.”

The old woman whimpered.

“Frightened and ... blurred ... triple lives” Faen's fingers curled and bells sang in the slence as they
rolled across her pam. “Ahhhh ... yes ... three. She carries two in her womb and is the third.”

Faen’s eyes opened, hrilliant with interior distance.

“Sheisdive and pregnant and hedithy,” said Faen. “Do you need more?’

“Where?" said the woman in adry voice that was bardly above a whisper.

With a 9gh, Faen reached out, scooped, bells in both hands ringing as she swayed with conflicting
energies

“Empty ... ahhh, Great Destroyer, | did not know you made land so empty and charcod dark plants
crackling, purple sky and clear stones so dlver blinding under amber sun huge so cold ...”

Faen released the bdlsin a rush of sound. The old woman sobbed dryly while Ryth's fingertips fed
informetion into the subtly textured nodes of a Mdian computer.

“There was a feding of heaviness” said Faen tiredly. “I think it was due to gravity rather than
pregnancy; the sense of blurred lives was very fant this time. It was the moment she fird saw her new
planet, so the impressons were vivid.”

The Sharnn tapped two more nodes, then waited. Planet maps did out of adit into Ryth's hands.

“Hfteen known planets match your reading.”

One of the maps whispered into place in front of Faen. She picked up gold bells in one hand and
touched the map with the other. Nothing. Ryth took that map away and put down the second. Nothing,
The third. The fourth. Ffth. Eighth. Eleventh—and her finger zigzagged over the map, eydess seeking
and finding.

Faen’ s fingertip jerked and held and bellsfdl from her other hand.

Ryth marked the map. Gently he gathered her hands in his and smoothed away the resdue of
antagonigtic energy. Her face relaxed into a amile as her lips brushed across the back of his hand.

Then Ryth gathered up the bells and the map and turned toward the old woman. “ She is on Scitleint,
third continent.” At her look of confuson he explained. “The Access code is in the left quadrant, the
gdactic map codeisintheright. N'ies?’

“N’'ies” sad the woman dowly.

The Sharnn helped her to her feet, handed her the jewedry and map, and led her back to the public



ke.

“She dways loved her brother too much,” muttered the old woman to hersdf. “Too much ...”

Ryth watched her leave, then looked at the next seeker, a tdl man who could have been in his
second or sixth maturity. He wore the tight leggings and hip-length cape of a Mdian farmer, but his face
was masked, except for his forehead. There flashed gint marks, the tattoo of a non-combatant, despised
by dl, even those who dso wore gint. Gints were consdered less than dive in Mdian, gint meant
shadow.

At Ryth's gesture, the Gint got up and strode across the room. When he—or it, as gints were cdled
on Mdia—came closer, Ryth diffened as though the man were truly a shadow, cold and black and thin
as a blade. The Gint’s bearing was a odds with the avowed meekness of the tattoo. And there was
something dse, an impossible flash of familiaity in the Gint’s black-green eyes.

“St there” said Ryth curtly, saring past the Gint as Mdian custom demanded.

Feen looked up, saw the dash marks of gint and that the man was nether ill nor crippled nor
otherwise incapacitated. Distaste tightened her lips.

“Its presence degrades the very meaning of Sandoliki,” she said curtly. “Take what it brought so we
can get it out of here quickly.”

Ryth didiked tumning his back on the Gint, but he did so with gpparent indifference as he put the
Gint's package in front of Faen. The plagtic wrgpping came off eadly. Benegth it was misa slk. Beneath
the glk was a leether headband made on a planet Sx million light years from Mdia

*There are many other possibilities* cautioned Ryth a the surge of excitement he sensed from Faen.

Faen's only answer was impatience. Her hand shot out—and she gasped as agony lanced through
her. Quickly she reduced contact to a Sngle fingertip.

“Femde. Strong energy. Alive ... ? Yes. But unconscious. She is—not—on Mdia” Faen lifted her
hand and looked through the Gint gtting at the far end of the room. “Does it hope for further
informetion?’

Ryth sensed the Gint’s legping hatred a Faen's scornful use of the impersond pronoun. For a
moment the Gint was utterly quiet, the dillness of a predator. Then a very rough voice asked, “Is the
woman Mdlian or Vintran or some other race?’

Triumph flashed from Faen’s mind to Ryth's, but she showed no outward 9gn as she barely touched
the headband again.

“She's one of Kayl€e's people?’ asked Ryth.

*Yes, Tdddl, | think. What should | tdll it?

*They probably have been questioning her under torture or drugs*

*They have. Pan was the firg thing | sensed.*

*Tdl the Gint the truth. They may know anyway. This could be a test for you. After Vintra, they sure
as zafs suspect Kayle and mel*

With a show of lingering over the headband, Faen said, “Nether Vintra nor Mdia If it wishes a
paticular planet—"

“No,” sad the Gint, interrupting her ruddy and turning away from her to leave.

The inault could not be ignored. With incredible speed, Ryth caught the Gint, flipped it, and hed a
wrig over itsthroat until the Gint passed out. When he was certain that the Gint was unconscious, Ryth
pulled out his knife,

Faen watched with red indifference, then observed, “The insult wasn't worth desth.”

“Agreed,” sad the Sharnn.

The knife flashed as Ryth began shaving the Gint’s head with short, vidous strokes. Dark gold curls
fel next to dull black ones. He did not disturb the mask.

“Should | try to read it?" she asked, stting on her heds close to him, weatching.

Ryth had been asking himsdf the same question. And had no answer. “What will happen?’

Faen made a curt gesture of dismiss.

“M’zamay,” he said, fingers stroking her arm, “what will touching it do to you?’

“l don't know,” she sad tightly. “Since the time of the Ti Vire | have touched no living



person—except you.” She began methodicaly folding the misa square that the headband had been
wrapped in. “And the others | touched only with a sharp knife”

She placed the thick misa square on the Gint's chest, carefully put her fingertip on the slk—and
collgpsed with a blinding menta scream.

Ryth caught Faen at the same moment he drove his mind into hers. He found only the gillness of
absolute negation; something she had sensed was so abhorrent to her that she was wiping the memory
from her mind. It would be as though she never had touched the Gint at dl.

With gentle hands the Sharnn eased her onto the floor, murmuring praise and love to her indrawn,
tightly curled mind. Outside of her mind he cursed in the twisting epithets of Sharn. When he looked up,
Kayle was there, radiaing a desire to kill whatever had caused such pain.

*Faen?* demanded Kayle.

*Heding hersdf *

*What happened?

* She touched it.*

*Stupid!*

The force of Ryth's snaling explandion made Kayle grimace. *Not stupid,* amended Kayle.
*Necessary. Will she deep long?

*A dxth part, maybe longer.* Ryth picked up Faen. *Keep the Gint unconscious urtil | get back.
It's waking now.*

*|sit?>*

Kayl€e's predatory satisfaction made Ryth smile. He left the Gint to Kayle's skilled hands. Quickly he
took Faen to her hkd and placed her on adesping palet. With a lingering caress he wrapped the deep
robe around her, then ran back to Kayle. The Gint lay dackly on the floor.

“You mugt have leaned rather hard on its throat,” observed Ryth.

“Not so0 hard as | wanted.”

Ryth kndlt and finished shaving hdf the Gint’s head.

“The black is dyed,” said Ryth as he wrapped afew dull black coilsin misaslk, then added a few of
the deep gold curls,

He gave the slk to Kayle, scattered the remaning har over the Gint and then dug his fingers into the
Gint's abdomen, twiging hard. Pain brought sudden consciousness. The Gint stared at Ryth with eyes
that echoed agony and something more, black-green shadows diding in familiar depths, familiar in the
indant before negation wiped recognition from memory. Gone, but not without a trace. The Sharnn
sensed a haunting need, consuming hunger, as though a shadow cdled for life from the other sde of
hope.

For a moment, the Sharnn fdt Mdia spinning beneath him, then he wrenched his mind and forgot,
totaly, every indant but the one before him, staring into the shadow depths of the Gint's hopeless eyes.

“If the Sandoliki Ti Ryth seesit before its har grows out, it will die. N'ies?’

“N’ies” sad the Gint hoarsdly.

The Sharnn stood and turned his back on the intimecy of the Gint's knowing eyes. He sensed a cry
deep within his mind, core deep, and he reached out to Faen but she was 4ill coiled in upon hersdf,
unknowing, unable even to cry ouit.

“Itisgone” sad Kayle after a moment.

“Good,” sad Ryth, dlowing his eyes to focus on Kayle.

Kayle looked a the square of misa Ryth had given him. “Why didn’'t you just twigt the information
out of it?" said Kayle.

“Wouldn't have worked. Assassin trained. | could fed it in the muscles”

“Thet gint?’ said Kayle increduloudy. “An assassn?’

Ryth shrugged impatiently. “The tattoo was painted.”

“But—"

“Can you think of a better disguise?’ snapped Ryth. “No Mdian ever looked deeper than the tattoo.
A gintisnothing. A shadow of life”



“Yes” sad Kayle doubtfully, “but no Mdian or even Vintran could bring himsdf to wear a coward's
mark. Not for any reason. In fact—"

Kayle stopped a a gesture from the Sharnn. Both men stood and listened to the thin Sgh of a
speeding flyer.

“Did you put a follow-me on that flyer?’

“On every flyer,” said Kayle dryly.

“Tdl Feen—" The Sharnn made adidng gesture and swore in his native tongue; what he had to say
to Faen could not be said by another.

“Wait,” sad Kayle quickly. “When Faen wakes up—"

“The Gint will be long vanished. The follow-me will only broadcast for atenth part of aday.”

The Sharnn turned away. Kayle stretched out his arm. Ryth went far beyond his reach in asngle fluid
legp.

“l wasn't—" began Kayle.

“I know.”

The Sharnn turned and ran with long, rapid strides.

“At least protect yoursdf with your capel” caled Kayle, but Ryth did not hear.

The Sharnn ran swiftly to a waiting eight-flyer. The machine was Leke’ s acknowledgment that Faen
was beyond his sensud reach and therefore no longer needed to be kept a virtud prisoner.

The flyer lesped into the rusty wind. Red-brown land, deeply seamed and shadowed, blurred
beneath the speeding machine. Ryth had little to do; the flyer was programmed to lock onto the
folow-me d9gnd and the scanner was automdicdly monitoring any communications. To prevent
discovery, Ryth's larger eight-flyer moved at a greater dtitude.

The dry stone of Darg Vintra gave way to the fetile flower bt of Mdia's temperate zone. From
high up, the land was a watercolor blur of cream and turquoise and gold with the velvet black of
nightvines like a net halding the flowers away from crimson fires that were tere groves reaching for the
pae turquoise sky.

Smdl towns and settlements appeared and vanished, their creamstone and russet brick buildings
blending with the grain and flower land. Eventudly the towns seemed to run together until Ryth was flying
over the fifty-one dan compounds whose creamstone haghts were the nudeus of C Varid, Mdias
greatest—and only—<city.

Ryth stared at the gpparently random, yet subtly patterned, city below. In the center of the
compounds, crouched on a high hill, was the y'Kd of the Sandaliki Clan. By law, it should have been
Faen's home, but the immense weight of higory/emotion that the y'Ke bore made it virtudly
uninhabitable to Faen.

Thefdllow-me s agnd shifted in pitch, indicating thet the flyer had landed. Ryth's grip on the controls
tightened as he redized a compdling reluctance to confront the Gint again, perhaps this time to find out
more than even a Sharnn could conceive.

Ryth redized that the one-flyer had passed the shuttle pad and gone on to the Sandaliki Compound.
The oneflyer had landed at the center of Mdian governmen.

Ryth set the flyer down close to the follow-me' s sgnd. He flipped a lever, sending a beam of energy
that reduced the follow-me to dust. Then, usng the same beam at a much lower energy, he carefully
scanned the one-flyer for 9gns of life

The Gint—or someone—was 4ill insde. Ryth smiled grimly, guessng that helit did not want to be
seen with a half-shaved head.

Soon the oneflyer opened and a man dimbed out. His cape swirled with wind and movement and
Ryth had an indant of familiarity, a sense of having seen before. Then the ingant passed and the men
became someone wearing an elaborate headdress that had formerly been a hip-length shirt. The man's
forehead was innocent of any blazing gint marks, yet Ryth had no doubt that the man was his quarry; the
dride was longer, more open, but it was permeated by the same subtle arrogance that had sent a warning
tingle through Ryth a Darg Vintra

Unnoticed, Ryth followed the man through the wide, flying arches of tranducent creamstone that



marked the boundaries of the Sandoliki Compound. With each step closer to the Topaz Kd, the
creamstone changed subtly, becoming nearer and nearer in hue to the hrilliant gold-brown that blazed
from the transparent crystal wadls of the famed Topaz Arcade.

Ryth's pattern indinct automaticaly appreciated the artistry of Sandoliki construction; without
touching, he knew that the textures changed as subtly as the hues. Nearby, zamay lifted petal throats,
anging, asking. The man Ryth followed stopped and looked around casudly; his black-green eyes
dismissed Ryth bending over atrembling zamay as pollen poured silver-bright over Ryth's pdms. With a
glance, the man stepped sideways and vanished through a hedge of nightvine and moonflowers.

Ryth counted ten before he dipped through the hedge at a different spot. He found himsdf in an
intricate garden maze of the type used to train aristocratic children in texturd nuances. There were no true
paths, nothing but an dmogt subliminal sequence of colors and textures that led to a sngle exit. For a
Mdian child, the garden was a difficult, yet ddightful experience. For the Sharnn, it was an exercise in
pattern kills that taxed his patience. Yet Ryth could not help but savor the exquiste progresson of
textures as he came closer and closer to the maze's exit. Once out, he found himsdf in the Topaz
Arcade, a section of the y'kd reserved for Lekd's family and intimates. The man he followed had
vanished. Ryth searched the soaring arches and curving tiers of windows for an exit or an opening or
anything that would give him a due to the man's direction, but the windows looked down on him with
seamless hyilliance and the tangle of nightvine and scarlet tere that separated arch from wal had no
openings.

The Sharnn could see no one, yet a thousand people might see him. He remembered a skilled White
Dawn assassin whose last 9ght was the Topaz Arcade. He sensed someone approaching from behind
and turned swiftly.

The speed and poise of the Sharnn’s turn acted as a wamning to the four who approached. They
dowed and watched his hands very carefully. Ryth returned their scrutiny while facts fdl into a deadly
pattern: the four had expected to find someone here; they did not recognize him as a Sandaliki; they
would attack him; and they probably had other warriors nearby.

The Sharnn’s mind raced through probabiilities, but none gave much hope of escape. With a mentd
shrug, Ryth faced the four. One of them spoke to him in the round tones of a respectful stranger. Ryth
would have been pleased had he not guessed that the man was gdling for time,

“We are unknown to each other—"

“Of course!” returned Ryth in the icy tones reserved for highest aristocracy.

Then the Sharnn flipped open his metal-cloth cape, showing that he was wegponless. As a gesture of
contempt it had few peers. Now the four people facing him must decide whether Ryth was of a saus
that made his insults not only paatable, but pleasurable. The insult was a gamble, an attempt to
disconcert the would-be attackers. Perhaps even to dissuade them.

But even as he moved, the Sharnn read decision on the other man's face. They would attack him as
soon as they were ready.

“Our error,” said the tal one coldly. “Possibly our regret.”

“Not possibly, Gint,” Ryth said in deadly inault. “ Certainly.”

Even as he spoke, the Sharnn legped and lashed out with his foot. Hed met head with an audible
snap. The tal man flew backwards into his friends, spoiling the balance of their attack. Ryth dove and
rolled to avoid a knife. Sll rolling, he lacked twice and sent one of the men into screaming retreat with
am and leg broken; drangler’s wire fdl from nerveless fingers and coiled on the stone wak. The
remaining two retreated dowly.

Ryth feinted in their direction, then spun around—only to see five people advancing on him. Three of
them carried drangler’s wire and in the Sharnn’s mind a White Dawn assassin looked at the Topaz
Arcade for the lagt time before she died with a bleeding wire mark on her throat.

The hedge quivered in accidenta warning. Ryth dove and rolled away just as three more men did
into the Arcade. Now there were ten assassins dosing in on three sides. Whoever the Gint was, he took
few chances; the Topaz Arcade was a well-designed deathtrap.

With dl the discipline and power he had, Ryth sent to Faen a waning of the Topaz Arcade. As he



sent, he carefully backed away in the only direction open to him. He knew that someone would be
doang in from behind, but every indant he remained dive increased the chance that Faen would receive
his message.

*Where are you now! Exactly!*

The darity of Faen's demand surprised the Sharnn, but he responded with a vivid mentd picture of
his location. Then Ryth's time was gone. A m'vire hummed by his diving body. The metd star diced
through awrist-sized vine and quivered in a tere trunk. Ryth rolled to his feet and yanked out the m'vire,
With split-ingtant am, he sent the m'vire humming into an enemy’s throat. Three knives leaped for the
Sharnn. He threw himsdf aside, but could not evade dl three. One missed, one tangled in the metd
threads of his cape, and the last made apainful arc across histhigh. He bent and grabbed the two knives
within reach. Even as he draightened, one of the knives leaped out of his hand and sped toward the
closest assassin. She sensed the danger and jumped; the knife went into her abdomen ingtead of her
heart. Ryth's second knife turned over and over in the sunlight, a long throw at the person Ryth sensed
snesking up behind him, hidden by one of the many hedges twidting through the Arcade. A cry of pan
told Ryth that hisam was accurate but not deadly.

No more knives or m'vires came toward the Sharnn. The attackers had learned that Ryth was too
deadly to give any wegpons. At an unseen Sgnd, the seven remaining assassins spread out until they had
surrounded him. The hedge quivered and vomited more people, more weapons, too many for one man
no matter whet his skill.

Without redizing it, Ryth caled out to Faen, pouring images'emations of laughter and peace and
senaudity and sorrow and raw rage at the end of love, a sending as richly textured as ther joining had
been. Then his mind closed totdly and he focused himsdf on killing as many as he could in the time he
hed |eft. The hedge jerked again, but Ryth was too busy to look. He waited until the circle around him
hed shrunk, waited until the sudden tenang of bodies told him they were getting ready to rush, then he
threw himsdf up and backwards in one of fad-hnim’'s mogt difficult and deadly moves. When his body
reached the peak of its upward arc, Ryth tucked himsdf into a bdl, turned, then snapped open a the
indant that his pinning force was the greatest. His feet descended on two assassins. Between one indant
and the next, two men died.

Three other assassns legped on the Sharnn before he could rall completdly clear of the crumpled
bodies. Knives and knees struck, seeking the soft parts of Ryth's body. In a haze of pain, Ryth drove
rigid fingers againg a woman's throat, killing her and throwing her at the man whaose knife had broken on
gone between Ryth's legs.

The Sharnn’s body was dippery with sweat and blood from cuts he had never fet. He threw himsdf
adde as yat another man leaped, knife and knees and sudden death. The man hit Ryth's am with
numbing force, but the knife missed Ryth's throat. The Sharnn raised his uninjured arm for a lethd chop.
Before he could bring me edge of his pdm down, the man grunted and fdl dackly forward. A knife
glittered in his back. Ryth yanked the wegpon free and dlently thanked the over-eager assassin who had
killed one of his own.

Nearby aman screamed, a sound of intolerable pain. Out of the corner of his eye, Ryth saw a short,
powerful figure lesp into the air and lash out with both feet. Ryth recognized Kayle in the indant that both
blows connected, bresking two necks. Then Ryth redized tha the knife he hdd was a Nendleti knife,
curved and serrated.

Two assassins leaped for Kayle as a third drew her am back to throw a knife. Even while Ryth's
mind caled a warning, a turquoise blur somersaulted past the knife-thrower. The exquisite timing of the
drike was as much Faen as the fact thet the n died before she touched the ground.

The Sharnn rolled to his feet, left am hanging usdesdy, right arm lashing out with a heavy Nendleti
knife that cut through bone. He stood wide-legged, shouting at the remaining assassins in the corkscrew
phrases of a Sharnn poet, cedebrating Faen's lethd beauty as she legped and kicked and spun and
kicked. Then he was in her mind and she in his He threw the heavy knife with utter certainty, metd
hissng past her motionless body. The knife drove into the shoulder of a srangler whose wire had just
dipped over Kayl€e's throat. With arunning leap, Faen flipped her body in a deadly cartwhed that ended



with an assassin’s broken back.

The Topaz Arcade was suddenly very quiet. Automaticdly, Ryth and Kayle and Faen drew together,
backs to each other, eyes searching for more attackers. But the only assassins they saw dready lay on
the ground, dead or nearly so.

Ryth felt a soaring moment that Faen could have named, one of a thousand, but he knew only that he
was dive in a place littered with desth. He threw back his head and crysta arches rang with the wild
laughter of Sharn.

Faen moved close to him, warming mind and body with his laughter, his aam a hard strength holding
her close. Only the diding darkness deep in her eyes showed what touching those others had cost, thet
and ganding in a place crowded with past and present emotions. But as he held her, her eyes cleared to
a pde turquoise that matched the shimmering metdlic pull-up she wore. Then her clothes shimmered,
lifted and became his Sharnn cape, drifting around his shoulders, heding.

*How—"?* he asked in her mind.

“Kayle gave me asimulant that would have made a tere grove dance the fad-hnim,” she responded,
eyes pale, reflecting the pearl longshirt that she had worn beneath the Sharon cape.

As Ryth's anger scorched through Kayle's mind, the Nendleti invaluntarily raised his hands. * Carifil
suggestion, not ming! She'sdl right. AsK her.*

Ryth touched Faen's mind and fdt the familiar diding-soaring sensation as their minds met and melted
one into the other. Deep within he sensed the echoes of earlier horror, but nowhere did hefind or fed the
jaggedness of true injury.

“How did you know where | was?’

Faen's laughter was as sudden and clear as a desert oring. *Have you forgotten my tdent? You'll
never escape me, laseyss. | can follow you with the ease of an iron needle falowing a magnet.*

Ryth bent over her and tasted her beauty for a long moment. Not far from ther feet, a woman
groaned and jerked. Reluctantly, Ryth released Faen and went over to the woman. When she saw him,
sesad hoasdy, “Gd n'g!”

The words meant “Mercy, warrior!” and a one time had been a cdl for a clean desth. Time and
changing customs had transformed the phrase into a statement of neutrdity; the person who caled out
declared that he or she was not fighting at that moment. The fact that the woman used the words told
Ryth that his desth had not been bought by name the people he fought were more warriors than
assassins.

“N's g'd,” agreed Ryth, feding better with each moment that he wore the cape.

Though she had a broken am and a didocated knee, the woman managed to pull hersdf upright.
Ryth ignored her, instead bending over a tdl man who was only an arm’s length from her. The Sharnn
probed with rigid fingers and was answered by a reflexive twitch.

“Your dumsy friend is il dive” said Ryth to the woman. “Get him back to your guild. He is our gift
to the fools who believe many indifferent fighters equa one good one.” The Sharnn stood smoathly. “And
tdl the person in the hedge that he will die very dowly if he moves at dl.”

“G'd n'd,” sad aman's voice, resonant with power and ease.

“N'd gd, Lekd.”

The hedge shivered and Lekd strode into the Topaz Arcade. His black eyes dismissed Kayle, did
away from Ryth—and devoured Faen.

“Y ou fight more beautifully than | remembered, n'zamay.”

Faen's lips thinned a the intimate endearment. With exquidite deliberation, she turned her back on
Lekd. Her killed fingers moved over Ryth's face and chest and lips, spesking dearly of invitation and
response. Smiling, the Sharnn smoothed his pdm down her body in alingering touch that left no doubt of
their mutud desire. His cape shimmered like m' zamay, caressing her ankles.

Lekd was very dill while he fought the jedlousy twisting through him. Fought and won; when he
spoke, he made no further daim to an intimate relaionship with Faen.

“The Sandoliki Ti Faen’svist is as unexpected asit is pleasing.”

Faen made a gesture of such indifference as to border on insult. “You guard yoursdlf well, Lekd. Are



the knives of Power and Discretion weighing too heavily in your sheaths?’

Unconscioudy, Lekd’s hands went to the two knives strapped one to each thigh, symbols of his rule
aswadl as two of the most ancient artifacts known on Mdia The carved gold hilts had a lugter that came
from centuries of use. At the center of each hilt was alarge blue-green gemstone, shaped like a deepless,
trangparent eye. A dightly larger, more deeply carved stone was worn by Faen.

“The knives are perfectly baanced when | wear them,” said Lekd. “But you wouldn’'t know about
such balance and power, would you?’

“Sometimes” said Faen idly, “you remind me of a skavern—nothing dive would deign to live in the
dime pit that is a skavern’s nest, yet he guards that pit as though it were the most delectable home in the
known universe”

Theinault was too clear to ignore; Lekd’ s face became an expressionless warning.

*Gently,* urged Ryth.

*Why?* shot back Faen. *He's none too careful of my preferences!*

*He s carrying arather obvious intent for you.*

Faen’s only response to Lekd’ s visble desire for her was contempt.

*Because he wants you? asked Ryth, puzzled by the depth of her rgection. *Surely that's no
insult.*

*Because he never wanted me enough to risk hislife fighting me!*

*Did Relle?

*We were bound to each other before we were combat trained.*

*Be polite anyway,* suggested the Sharnn. *1 need Lekd in an agreeable mood.*

*Then kill him.*

Faen turned toward Lekd. “ How isyour firg wife, Memned?’

“My only wifeiswel,” said Lekel, obvioudy surprised by Faen's courtesy in asking.

“My error. | forgot that you imitated the Sandoliki customs by having only one wife. But then,” she
added, “you have little choice. Few women would be second to a Vintran.”

Lekd’s body shifted into a subtle crouch. “You go too far with your contempt, Faen.”

“Are you chdlenging the truth—or me?’ She cocked her head hopefully. “Both, perhaps?’

Lekd sruggled with his anger, and the pain her contempt gave him. His handsome face settled into
gimlines “I will settle for your apology.”

“You're too generous,” said Faen softly, her eyes clear asiice.

And that was dl she said.

“The thirteenth part of a day,” hissed Lekel, giving Faen the license granted to one who has just
fought—and hiting off each word as though it tasted of skavern.

Faen turned and leaned againg Ryth in sensud invitation. “Was there something you wanted here, de
fmi ti?’ she said in ahusky voice. “You have only to ask.”

*You can be a hooked thorn, m’'zamay,* answered Ryth, tracing her lips with the tip of his tongue.
*Will Lekd hdp us now?*

Her tongue answered his as she stretched againg him. *He can hdp us or die. His choice*

Smiling with a sensudity that matched hers, the Sharnn loosened her braided harr. “What | want,
m'zamay, is a man one hand shorter than I, two hands less broad in the shoulders, black-green eyes,
and—" hisfingers gently rubbed againg her scdp “—hdf hisblack and gold harr shaved off.” He lifted a
coil of her perfumed hair to hislips and inhaled appreciativey. “When | last saw this fase gin—"

At the word “gint,” Leke jerked.

“—he was fag-waking down this very—"

“No,” sad Leke, voice fla and urgent. “Not here. The acoustics of the Arcade are part of itsfame”

Lekd turned away dbruptly, but his obvious agitation removed any taint of insult. They hesitated, then
followed him carefully, eyes searching for ambush.

Lekd led them beneath trangparent golden-brown arches carved by ancient masters, through twisting
black hedges of nightvine laced with scarlet from fdlen tere leaves, through breezes dense with zamay's
aphrodisiac pollen and paths soft with myriad drifting petas and fragrances.



No one spoke; no one made any noise a al. They moved like thoughts dong the perimeter of the
Arcade and deep into the Abandoned Gardens of the Ninth Sandoliki. As they threaded through a maze
of trembling, snging flowers, a cloud of slver insects rose and glittered around their hands like a jeweled
rain before stling again on the siver centers of the blue-green flowers. A clean, sweet scent filled the air.
Petd's gave way to the hushed beauty of a tere grove, trunks black and polished with age, leaves blood
red with youth. Deep in the grove a scarlet bird called and was answered by Lekd’ s rippling whisle. The
bird caled again, a sweet descending note of peace. Suddenly Ryth sensed that this grove had been the
favorite place of Faen's childhood, that she chose her perfume after its specid blend of fragrances—and
that she was disturbed by Leke’ s intimacy with a place that was part of her.

Lekd turned toward them. “What do you know about the Gint?" he demanded.

“Isthat what you cdl hm?” said Ryth laaly, but his mind was working on new patterns with a speed
only Faen could appreciate. “H€E's not a true gint. He has the abdomind musdes of a highly trained
assassn and the stedlth of a shadow.”

“Where did you see hm?’ Leke’s black eyes shone with hidden emotions. “How did you get close
enough to touch him? And why didn’t you kill him when you had the chance? Tdl me!”

Faen swayed closer to Ryth, touched him unconscioudy. He had a flegting, blurred sense of a Ninth
Circle symbal overlaid by the dash marks of gint, but when he tried to focus in her mind, the thought
disappeared into the shidd Faen had built againg what she had discovered the moment she touched the
Gint's body. Without knowing why, the Sharnn moved uneesly, rgecting what he had not yet
discovered.

“I'm not a your command,” observed Ryth in a carefully neutrd tone.

Lekd’s eyes became as polished and opague as old tere bark, but in the end he bowed to the smple
truth of Ryth's words.

“My error.” Lekd paused, then added ruefully, “Vey much my regret. You are the Great
Destroyer’ s own fighter.” His eyes went speculatively to Faen.

“Yes” she sad, amiling. “He fought me—and then | fainted at the beauty of his touch.”

Lekd was Mdian, and proud. But he was dso a redist. They saw his eyes change as he began to
accept thefindity of hisloss, Faen was as much beyond his reach as though she were dead.

“Theman you cdl the Gint,” said Ryth into the slence, “came to Darg Vintra this morning. He asked
for amoment of Faen's taent, and received it in spite of the dash marks on his forehead.”

Lekd amiled sardonicdly. “Were you gracious to the Gint, Sandoliki Ti Faen?’

Oddly, Feen did not rise to his teesng. Something close to sorrow moved over her lips, as though
sheat last had redized that Lekd wanted her as much as she wanted the Sharnn. She could not add to
the pain she saw turning deep within the k' m’'n Sandaliki’s clear black eyes.

Ryth spoke, sendng that Faen might inadvertently make a gesture of compassion that would only
anger the proud Mdian ruler.

“Ingead of being grateful that she expended her energy for a mere gint,” sad Ryth quickly, “it
insulted the Ti Faen. Asthe inqult was amdl, | merdy shaved hdlf its head.”

“Did it offer to fight you?” asked Lekd curioudy.

“It didn’t have the chance,” Faen said.

Lekd moved his shouldersin the unconscious reflex of aman who has an intolerable burden dragging
a his back.

“What do you know of thisgint?’ asked Ryth with deceptive softness.

Lekd’s face closed and he said nothing. The Sharnn waited with outward indifference, knowing that
somehow the Gint must have offended Lekel and escaped unpunished. Such things were difficult for a
Mdlian to spesk of.

“Ti Lekd is a fighter and a sensudist of greet fame,” Kayle said ddicately. “But even a Sandaliki is
sometimes unlucky ...”

For the fird time, Leke redly noticed Kayle.

“I don't know you, dien” sad Lekd. The bluntness of his satement was an invitaion for
acquaintance rather than an insult.



“Ti Kayle,)” Faen sad dryly, “taught me faal-hnim when | was training to become a Concord agent.”

Lekd made a graceful gesture of respect. “May Mdia please you, Ti Kayle”

“Aswdl as| please her,” said Kayle smoothly.

“He knows our customs better than any outsider except Ryth,” Faen said, examining the pattern of
light splintering deep in her blue-green ring.

Though she said no more, her tone clearly implied that Lekd would insult either man at his own peril,
no matter how subtle the attempt.

Lekd gmiled ironicdly at Faen, then said to Kayle, “You honor us with your presence, Nendleti
warrior.” He made no reference to the esthetic aspect of Nendleti culture, an omission that was as much
test asinsult.

“Ti k'm'n Sandoliki Lekd ismogt kind,” murmured Kayle, deftly reminding Leke that he was only a
Sandoliki by k' m’ n—courtesy.

Lekd amiled dightly. “As | expected—the men who wak near Faen have sharp knives” He
dropped his hands abruptly, ending with a gesture that could have been an apped. “As the Destroyer
wills I'll tdl you whet | can. But if | find out that you are knife friends with the Gint; 1 will help the two of
you die very dowly.”

Lekd looked over ther heads at the red tere leaves licking againg the turquoise sky. Then, with a
suddenness that made his yelow cape flare, he turned to look behind his back. Nothing was there but the
rain-scented breeze ... yet he stared for a long moment, andyzing shadows as though he did not believe
there were only four people ligening beneath the huge tere tree.

Faen snapped her fingers impatiently. “Unless your gint istruly a shadow, we are done here”

The Sharnn’s body tightened, but he said nothing and no one noticed.

There are many who believe heisjust that,” Leke said. “The shadow of Mdia's dead pride, dan by
Vintrans and now stalking across the land while we cdl its name” Lekd'’s disurbingly handsome face
twisted, then smoothed into uncanny expressionlessness. “I do not share that belief. But too many rdly
around the inverted vees” He gave Faen agddong look out of brilliant black eyes. “Far-coudn, it was a
blesk day when you began the Ti Vire”

“It was a bleak day when | ended it!” she snapped, Jabbing two fingers of her left hand downward in
the sgn of Ti Vire. “Vintrans are dive today to spread supidities about gints and shadows.”

“Mudt it be Vintrans?” asked Ryth.

Faen spun on him, pale eyes blazing. “Mdians do not use shadows. Or gintd”

Without responding, the Sharnn looked back at Leke.

“l wish | had Faen’sfath,” was dl that Lekd said.

“Slencel” she hissed. “You don't know what is at risk!”

But when Lekd asked for an explandaion, she turned away, unable to speak about Mdias
threaetened destruction.

Lekd made a cutting gesture of dismissal. “The Gint has killed x of my knife-friends.”

Faen turned back and compassion transformed her face. “1 regret. Do you know why they died?’

“A the Great Destroyer,” said Lekd bitterly. “All 9x were necessary to my rule. Two were D’ corl,
advisors for whole continents. Three were Ligteners and the las—" Leke’'s eyes became narrow and
very black “—the last was my f'mi. She was more than a sensud companion, though. She was a Listener
of rare kill. From the oddest rumors she could glean the most useful facts. Vintra was her specidty.”
Lekd’s hands cupped, then parted as though he poured something out. “I am empty.”

“May | know her name?’ said Ryth.

“Cy'mari’ ne, White Dawn Assassin of the Ninth Circle”

Ryth spoke into the sudden silence, his voice casud in spite of his legping pulse. “Did her killer take
anything?”

“Hands, hair and knife,” said Lekd with outward calm.

“You're sure that the Gint—"

“Yes. Three witnessed her death. The Gint’s black and gold har,” added Lekd dryly, “is didinctive.
Most Mdians have one or three har colors, not two.”



“Vintrans?’ asked Kayle.

“The same. Phydcdly, we have diverged very littlein the centuries Snce Separation.”

“Do you believe” said the Sharnn dowly, “that someone on Mdiaistrying to end your rule, usng the
Gint?

“Yes. Until today, | was nearly certain that it was the Ti Faen.”

“Why?

“l knew of no one ese who could kill a Ninth Circle assassin. One attacker, done.”

“But the Gintisaman,” said Kayle.

Lekd made a subtle gesture of ambivdence. “Isit?’

“Yes” sad Ryth. “I threw him, hed him, twisted him,” added the Sharnn. “He was undoubtedly
mae”

Lekd snapped his fingers. “Then there is an unknown man,” and he looked harshly at Ryth, then
Kayle, “who fights at least in the Ninth Circle and who kills my knife-friends and then vanishes into the
shadows.”

“We're the wrong 5ze” said Kayle, amiling blandly.

“There are moments when | suspect mysdf!” snapped Lekd. “Even with more guards in the y'ke
than zamay, the Gint managed to dip through and strangle Cy in the Topaz Arcade.”

Lekd stared over therr heads, seaing the death of his fmi beneath the splintered bronze light of
ancient arches.

*By wire* Faen's thought tumbled into the Sharnn’s mind. *By wire and her knife jerking down,
knife-tip bresking on carved stone and death.*

Ryth shook his head at the force of the images that came with her thought.

*| fdt the wire. He kills on two planets. False gint indeed.*

*Two? asked Ryth.

*Patern-man,* dryly, *who dse could have evaded both you and Kayle while cutting his
companions throats? He was the lagt one to touch her knife before you found it in one of Vintra's
garbage dleys*

*No ..I*

*There' s no doubt,* began Faen, then sensed Ryth’'s mind diding out of reach.

“What if the manis Vintran,” Ryth said tightly, “rather than Mdian?’

“It's possible,” conceded Lekd with bardly veiled impatience.

“Would it dso be possble for the man to move fredy between the two planets?’

“You have a particular person in mind?’

Ryth'slips thinned into Slence.

Lekd’s knife hand made adidang gesture. “I know every man who uses Mdia s Access.”

The Sharnn waited.

“What day were you thinking of 7’ Leke asked, his tone tdling Ryth of displeasure a information
withhdd.

“Thelagt four days.”

Lekd amiled sourly. “Too easy, Ti Ryth. No one has used the Access in that time. Surprised? Or
don’'t you believe? No matter. Ask your friends on the inner moon if anyone has been through while they
sat and drew dedgns in the ar.” Leke stopped, suddenly remembering something. “You say you
followed the Gint here? What was his flyer like?’

“One-flyer, slver, no atus desgns.”

“There are thousands like that.”

Ryth shrugged; there was nothing he could do about that. And he was becoming more impatient and
suspicious with each moment that Lekd failed to do the obvious thing. Findly, Ryth forced the matter.

“Shouldn’t we be searching the compound for this man? We ve wasted—"

“Nothing,” cut in Lekel, amiling sardonicaly. “Since the firg chime of the hidden bells, my guards
have been combing the gardens and Arcade.” He touched a disc on the end of a heavy gold chain. Ryth
recognized a transceiver benesth the ddicate filigree design. “So far, they’ve found only you and Kayle



and Faen. And desth, of course. A lot of that.”

“Have they searched Memned's hkd?’ said Faen codlly.

Lekd hissed a curse and ignored her. “Every h'ke is searched every time that gint is seen. But he
vanishes like a shadow in a moonless moment.”

*What now? asked Kayle, sending an image of a blind man dodging lightning.

*Did you bring the false gint’s hair?>

*YS*

“If we can't be of further use to you,” said Ryth, “we would like to rest. | assume we have the
freedom of the city and the y’ kd?’

“Of course we do,” said Faen before Lekel could answer. “We are Sandolikis Ti. If we wished to
shatter each arch, dl he could do is praise our strokes and srength!” She turned to Lekd, her face
expressonless. “N’ies, my mogt digant cousin?’

“N’ies” sad Lekd coldly. “The Ti Faen, her husband and her servant are welcome in any h'kd in
CVaid or the whole of Mdia”

“l am honored,” murmured Ryth.

Lekd sad nothing.

In slence they walked back to the Topaz Kel. No one, dive or dead, was in the Arcade garden
where they had recently fought. Only a few broken plants and the scent of crushed flowers told of
violence. Lekd walked swiftly, yelow cape lifting in the breeze of his passage. With his tight black
pull-up, his gold knives of office, and hislean, hard body, he looked every bit the warrior/ruler he was.

Ryth watched narrowly, and wondered why Leke had never fought Faen. The Sharnn doubted that
it was a matter of courage; Lekel was a formidable man.

The K'm'n Sandoliki made a fluid gesture with his am, indicating a scimitar-shaped clugter of
buildings

“If you wish my ke, Ti Faen, you may have it. Otherwise, the Turquoise Kéd is yours. No one has
stayed there Snce Rdle died. No one but you ever will.”

Ryth sensed horror coiling around the proud woman beside him. He knew that she would rather die
then enter that kel—and that she would suffer agonies before she showed weakness to Lekd.

The barest hint of a amile curved Leke’s perfect Mdian mouth; he knew, and was looking forward
to making Faen ask him for something.

“Inmy culture” said Ryth eadily, “the home of the firg husband is tabu to the second. Although this is
Mdliarather than Sharn, there are some tabus | am not comfortable ignoring.”

Lekd smiled dightly, appreciating the speed and tact of what was probably alie

“Of course” murmured Lekd. “The Creamstone and Gold Kd is dso unoccupied. It is not as
intricatey carved—"

“Thank you,” said the Sharnn quickly, then added, “the y'kd fascinates me. | intend to explore every
finger of it. I'd didike doing it over the dead bodies of your guards.”

Thistime, Lekd’s amile was as thin as a blade. “N’ies, Ti Ryth. | will warn them.”

With a swirl of sun-bright cape, Lekd strode off, leaving them in a garden amdling of bruised
flowers. When Kayle began to speak, Ryth's mentd warning sllenced him.

“If Lekd hasthe area wired againg intruders, he might dso have it wired to pick up speech.”

At Ryth's gesture, Faen led them to the Creamstone and Gold Kél. It was a series of rooms srung
like beads on a creamstone necklace drding an inner garden. In the center of the garden was a mutated
tere tree with rich brown bark and bright bronze leaves. Everywhere in the h'kel, colors ranged from
tranducent cream through gold and bronze to darkest brown. The variety of tones and textures would
have tested the subtlety of a Mdian master. Or a Sharnn.

*What of this place? asked Kayle. *Is it wired?

The Sharnn looked at the myriad patterns of light, spirals and circles, cones and spheres and every
smple curve known to man.

*Any one of those designs could hide an amplifier or a funnd or a Taranarkan energy sponge,*
pointed out Ryth. “Make appropriate verba comments and limit red discusson to mindspeech.*



The Shann passed gmilar indructions on to Faen. While they traded esthetic observations
concerning the gunning smplicity of the kel, Kayle and Ryth looked for traps. But the beauty of the
rooms kept distracting them. With amentd curse, Ryth turned to Faen for help. She was pae and tight;
swesat sheened lightly on her golden skin.

*Old auras?* he asked.

*I'm handling it,* she returned curtly, matching strides with him.

*Would you rather work outside?

*Little difference. The kel has been continuoudy occupied for many thousand years. The very stones
of the gardens—*

Faen’ s thought ended abruptly. She shuddered and moved lithdy aside. * A woman died. Long ago.
Ambush.* Faen turned and walked to the h'kd they had just left, a room composed entirdy of a angle
shade and texture of goldstone sculpted into shdlow curves and subtle hollows. Even for a Mdian
arigtocrat, the ke was very difficult to appreciate, much less comprehend. Thus it had been occupied
less often than the others.

*| can work here*

*Can you work usng only mindspeech? asked the Sharnn.

*| don't know. As soon as| touch, | am ... taken over.*

She hdd her hand out. At Ryth's slent prompting, Kayle put a amdl, misa-wrapped package in her
pam. Faen sat cross-legged on the cool stone floor and peeled back the slk until curls of gold and dull
black hair were revealed. In no way did she show her absolute abhorrence of touching something of the
Gint.

*What do you want? she asked. *L ocation?*

*Yes. M’zamay, are you sure? | remember what happened when—*

*Hair is less than flesh,* Faen returned crisply, but her eyes were haunted and she sensed that he
was as rductant as she. With a feding of conflicting imperatives, she reached out and barely touched a
tight, dark gold curl. *No. No! It can't—*

Faen's left hand wrapped around Ryth’swrist in a punishing grip, but he did not protest.

*What can't be, m'zamay? he asked gertly, but her dbility to answer was gone, for she had wiped
out the second touch of the Gint as quickly as the firs. But not as completely; she retained enough
contact to receive information.

“Mde Black violence. Cold death.” She shuddered. “I did not know such existed. A shadow.
Consuming and so hungry only aworld could feed it

*Whereis he? demanded Ryth slently. * Turquoise kel? C' Varid? Mdia?

“No and no and no.”

She shuddered again and again and he did not know whether she was replying to his questions or to
the information that seethed within the dark shine of the Gint’s hair.

“Gone away. Gone—to—blue light and faling—Vintra”

Ryth took the curl away from her and smoothed the fingers that had held it. Though he was
comforting her, her face was bleak with negation. Then her expresson cleared as she forgot what she
hed sensed, jugt as she had forgotten the ingant her finger touched the Gint's chest.

*Blue light and faling,* mused Ryth. *Kayle, ask the Caifil a the moon gtation whether the Access
has been used.*

*| just did. The Access haan't flared since they arrived.*

The Sharnn’s negetion was more forceful than Faen’s had been. *No. Not Mdia*

*What do you mean? demanded Kayle.

There was no answer. For a pinning indant, it was as though they saw a pattern condensing around
them like a shadow sucking light into chill darkness. Both Faen and Kayle cried out a the agony and rage
and rejection they tasted in the Sharnn’s mind before it closed so completdy that even Faen could sense
only his presence, not his thoughts or even his emotions. She looked at him, saw only the hard face of a
sranger whose eyes were more black than green.

*What isit, laseyss? Faen whispered a the edge of hismind.



A dranger’s eyes looked at her, Sharnn eyes with neither comfort nor compassion lighting their
shadowed depths.

“Kayle” she bresthed. “Can you reach him?’

“No,” he said, very softly. “Whally opague.”

“Why?

“l don't know.” Kayle sighed, then shifted positions so that he was within reach of Faen and Ryth
and had a clear view of the doorway. “Can you make yoursdf degp?’ he asked in anormd tone.

“If | mugt.”

“Good. Rest while | watch.”

“What about—"

“l don’'t know,” said Kayle curtly. Then he softened his words with a gentle gesture that would have
touched her if he could. “Don’t worry, little daughter. Give him time.”

Faen's dark eyebrows rose in skeptica curves, but she curled up dong Ryth's thigh and sent hersdlf
into deep. As soon as Kayle was certain that she truly dept, his eyes showed a fear he had denied to her.

Eventudly, Kayle became aware of the Sharnn’s hard green gaze.

*You're back.* Kayle looked at him intently. * And what pattern did you find?

Shadows coiled and did at the bottom of Ryth's eyes and his full lips flattened. But he answered,
aware of Faen's truging warmth aong histhigh.

*Someone is accderating Vintra s decline and placing the blame on Mdia*

*Decline?

Ryth moved his head in Sharnn's gesture of assent. As he did, light struck sparks out of his bright
bronze hair.

*Not unusud for a colony on a world without endemic intdligent life* explained Ryth. “Often, the
lack of such life proves that certain aspects of the planet are hodtile to inteligence*

Kayle grunted. *Mdias Concord representative dready tried that argument. We found it
unimpressve*

The Sharnn amiled thinly. * Does that make the argument false?*

*Give me proof,* demanded Kayle. * Proof that even a Vintran could accept.*

*Or aNendleti who hates Mdians? Regrets, Kayle, but | have only my Sharnn pattern skills*

*And aMdian lover. Not good enough, Sharnn. Nendletis aren’t the only people who have little use
and lesslove for Mdiangd*

Ryth thought nothing for a long moment while his sengtive fingers stroked the cool blackness of
Faen's hair. She gtirred, rubbing her cheek againg his thigh, haf-amiling, and her beauty was like a knife
ingde him.

*You would destroy this?* asked the Sharnn, wonder and anger druggling in his thought. *You
would murder—*

*Stop it! 1, too, have loved a Mdian. But that isn't enough. Vintrais dying, strangled by Mdia*

*Prove it,* returned Ryth, an echo of Kayle's earlier anger. *Prove it so that even a Sharnn can
accept.*

Kayl€e' s hands moved in a dow gesture of sorrow and compassion.

*You are dl too human, Sharnn. When your flesh isinvolved, you overlook the obvious.*

Ryth waited, motionless but for hisfingers tasting the smooth perfection of Faen’s hair.

*The Gint enters and leaves Mdiawith impunity.* Kayle' s compassion fought with the harsh truth he
was trying to give to the Sharnn. *Only Mdians are permitted such freedom.*

*But a secret Access—*

*Which mugt be in Lekd’s y'kd,* responded Kayle pointedly. *1t would seem tha not only is the
Gint Mdian, he has friendsin very potent positions. Perhaps even the k' m’'n Sandoliki himsdf .*

Though the Sharnn’ s thoughts were neutrd, his rgjection of the argument was apparent in the very set
of his shoulders and lips. Kayle was closed completely out of Ryth’'s mind.

“Then teach me, pattern-man,” said Kayle doud, cuttingly. “If not my way, then how? And who?
And why?’



But the Sharnn’s eyes were dark again, inward-looking, and what they saw displeased Ryth more
than Kayl€' s sarcasm. The Sharnn shuddered, evading a pattern whose persistence was matched only by
its ugliness. His cape flared, twiging light into invighility.

“What isit?" asked Kayle, his husky voice both gentle and compdling. “What won't—or can’t—you
tdl me?’

Ryth's eyes were opaque, atention receding to an interior vanishing point as though he had not or
could not hesr.

*Vintra* Ryth's thought, devoid of emotion, did into Kayle's mind. *My gint isthere.*

*Your gint? asked Kayle gently, afraid to disturb the seething emotions he sensed gathering in the
Sharnn. *Why is he your gint?*

The Sharnn did not answer and Kayle found himsdf done in a room with a degping Mdian and a
Sharnn who was invishle insde his cape. Except for his eyes, Sharnn eyes more black than green, where
shadows pooled more thickly then patterns.

Vv

Lignt flared over their faces, limning each in a harsh blue blaze that recalled myths of star demons.
When the Access energy ebbed, Faen and Kayle emerged in dl the warm tones of humanity. Only Ryth
remained apart, as enigmatic as a Sharnn god ... and more dangerous. His Sharnn cape wrapped around
his body, dinging, then fanned as though in a breeze, but there was no breeze.

The three of them stepped off the Access platform into the receiving room of their luxurious Vintran
hkel.

“Do you think Lekd believed we were going to Sharn?’ asked Kayle.

The Sharnn made a gesture of complete indifference.

Faen glanced sdeways at him, then answered Kayle. “Probably. | told him that | would be on t'kirl.”

“T'kil?" asked Kayle.

“Anancient cusom,” explained Faen. “A way to hed wounds between the families of nemy bound
couples. Each goes to the other’s family and asks if there are any unpaid insults between them. If <o,
there isritud recompense. When everyone is satisfied, we breathe m'zamay and move with crystd musc
and laugh while moonlight pours through the black lace of tere groves.”

Kayle amiled at her longing tone. “It sounds like a custom Sharn would appreciate.”

Faen looked narrowly at Ryth. His face was composed of forbidding planes and angles, dark and
beffling.

“l doubt that Sharn cares about Mdia's customs,” she said coally. “But t'kirl gave us the only reason
to leave Mdiathat Lekel could not question.” She glanced a Ryth again. “How long do you suppose the
Sharnn will go on acting like a castrated zarf?’

Before Kayle could frame a reply, Ryth's long fingers traced gpologies down Faen's body. Her
senses legped in answer, though her taent warned her that the Sharnn stranger was il there, waiting
beneath the warmth of his amile. Y et she could not help replying, fingertips kneading the muscular curves
of his neck and shoulders.

“Where are the Caifil?’ asked Ryth, rubbing his lips againgt her skin as though he had forgotten her
specid textures and fragrance.

“They came before us” she replied while her fingers paid extravagant compliments to his har and
lips “I never got closer to them than the room where they had waited.”

“Very bad for you?' said the Sharnn.

“Not exactly bad,” she said, nibbling on hisfingertips. “Just very strong. Very digracting.”

“Don't | digtract you?’

Her answer was a lithe Mdian movement that made his breath catch. The lagt of the cold stranger
evaporated in a flash of sensud heat. Yet even then she sensed an aching shadow of pain deep ingde
him.

*What isit, laseyss?* she asked agan.



*A pattern. A pattern that kills Mdia. Or—* Hismind closed.

*Or what?*

*No. Not untl it is the only possble pattern. And even your Great Destroyer wouldn't be that
crud.*

The Sharnn held her with a strength that would have been punishing, had it not been a pae reflection
of hisinner turmoil. Her lips gentled him until his arms loosened dightly. With a Slent apology he released
her and looked at thelr surroundings, seeing them for the firg time. He sang through his tegth in Sharn's
expresson of admiration for sheer excess.

“Isthat redly apool | see?’

Kayle amiled while hisfingers stroked a tapestry that had a hundred textures and a few bold colors.

“Vintrans have day eyes” Faen said scornfully, dismissng the obvious colors with a glance.

The Sharnn’s jade green eyes cataloged the room’s patterns in swift, consuming glances while he
walked across ankle deep fiddfur to the transparent expanse of pool that occupied one large h'kd. The
water’ s dluring warmth made him amile.

*Do you like water, m'zamay? he asked dlently, sending a swirl of sensud posshilities with his
question. Faen laughed low in her throat and started toward the Sharnn.

“Later, children,” said Kayle, accurately reading ther intentions.

“Jug afew moments” asked Faen, voice and body swvaying toward Ryth.

“Mdian moments are legend in the Concord—and Sharn’s ought to be,” said Kayle dryly.

With arueful smile, Ryth took Faen’s hand and led her away from the fluid temptations of the pooal.

“The rooms don’t seem to bother you.”

“No, they don't!” She frowned and Ryth sensed her reaching out. “These rooms have hardly been
touched. It doesn't fed like Vintraa dl. No ... purple”

Kayle made a gesture of mock submission. “You were right, Sharnn. As dways.”

“It wasn't a difficult caculation,” said Ryth. “Less than one millionth of one percent of the Concord
population could afford to Stay here. Totd privacy is expensve”

Faen laughed and stretched as though to embrace the h'kd. “The Great Destroyer’s amiles are few,
but appreciated. | am rdluctant to bring others here”

Kayle's eyes deepened into orange embers as he ligened to an inner didog. Then he smiled sadly
and spoke. “Carifil—profound sorrow—that their auras disturb the magnificent Ti Faen.”

“| share thar sorrow. In time—" she gestured ambiguoudy. “In time | may be able to enjoy them.
I’'m beginning to enjoy you, Kayle. You are very distinctive, strong textures and deep silences. Difficult,
but rewarding.”

A look of surprised pleasure softened Kayle's normdly blunt features. “1 have rardly been so
praised.” Then, amiling wryly, “I assume that I'm something of an acquired taste?’

Faen clapped her hands together once, approval and respect. Then her amile faded as she gathered
hersdf for wha she mug do. She looked over at the Sharnn and made a gesture of assent.

“Areyou sure?’ he said dowly. “You had a shock this morning with the Gint and the assassins, plus
you're not used to the Access shifts. And the shuttle ...”

For a moment they both remembered the dhuttle ride to Mdias inner moon. The Sharnn's
self-absorption had been so greet that he had not been aware what it was costing Faen to lie on a shuttle
couch permesated by hundreds of conflicting auras. By the time he had noticed, she was swegting with the
effort of holding off the hammering energies. He had pulled her onto his couch without a word from ether
hismind or hislips, but even that uneasy slence could not diminish her relief.

*I'm sorry, m’'zamay. It was cold comfort | gave you.*

*Much better than none at dl. Bdieve me. | know.*

Kayle waited until he sensed their mindspeech end, then said, “Carifil Mim would like to see both of
you persondly. She would aso like to share mindtouch with both of you, but redizes thet is possible only
with Ryth.”

Faen’ s amile was too quick, too brittle. “Invite her in, Kayle. I'll be glad to meet more Caifil.”

But for dl the avility of her words, Faen stepped back urtil a gentle pressure from Ryth's aram made



her redlize her retreat. He caught the edge of her wry thought that meeting Mim could not be worse than
fighting assassnsin Leke’s gardens.

Mim must have been waiting nearby, for she appeared at the hke’s entrance dmos immediately.
Kayle greeted her, mind and body, with the afection of one who had known Mim intimatdy for many
meaturities. Though she was dressed in the concealing purple robes of Vintra, Ryth knew immediady that
she was Nendleti; that powerful ralling gait could not be disguised. Her dark skin, bronze hair and pae
orange eyes, coupled with the strength of her face, made Mim dtractive to both Ryth and Faen. She
acknowledged the Sharnn’s menta compliment with a swift mindtouch that was as decisive as her walk.

“Thricewife” murmured Kayle, touching her bright har with both his pams, “these are the two
friends you have picked over my mind to know.”

“Thrice-wife?” sad Faen.

Mim answered in a voice that was intriguingly soft and husky. “Nendleti aristocrats marry once for
politica imperatives, once for sensud pleasures, and once for menta simulation. Thus most Nendleti
have three wives or three husbands. My thrice-husband and | found dl three needs answered in each
other.” Even as she explained, she weighed Faen's physicd appearance with eyes that missed nothing.
When it seemed that Faen would ask another question, Mim said, “I would be honored to tdl the Ti
Faen whatever she desires, but ask that such tdling be ddlayed.” She glanced doubtfully at Kayle. “Are
you sure’?’

“Faen isvery redlient,” sad Kayle. “And—we need her.”

Mim noted the dark shadows and lines of stress on the degant Mdian profile, and wondered if Faen
should work at dl. But though the tal, powerful Sharnn beside Faen planly wanted to object, he sad
nothing. Mim looked a question at Kayle, who sgnded for slencein ther private language.

“| didike usng anyone as harshly as Faen has been used,” said Mim bluntly. “But because the need is
gredt, I'll condone this unaesthetic rush.”

With a speed that made them blink, Mim pulled a tring of misa-wrapped articles out of her robe.

“These fifteen things beong to Carifil. Would you arrange these objects in order of least displeasing
to mogt displeasng?

With a reluctance she could not concedl, Faen took the gring and began unwrapping the packets.
She glanced once a Ryth, and heimmediatdly knelt beside her.

“Do they understand,” Faen said, fingers hovering above the objects, “that my preferences are as
involuntery as the color of my eyes?’

Mim smiled wryly. “Child, not everyone loves the taste of bgli or the smdl of nyko or the fed of misa
or the sound of crystd music. Others would kill for the chance to experience any one of those things. No
Caifil will be offended if he or she does not suit your particular senses.”

Pde eyes weghed the Sncerity of Mim’'s words for a moment, then Faen began touching the objects
quickly, biting her lip in an attempt not to reved what she learned. In spite of that, words rumbled out.

“Smooth and cool and lethd,” as she brushed a platinum hair-band. “ Gentle. Hidden,” as her fingers
bardly touched alock of silver-blue har. “Ahhh, yes, this one! A knife spinning, brilliant and deadly and
wam, o warm.”

Ryth took the object—an earring made of three blue metd chains, set with brilliant blue-white
gems—and put it to one Sde. As Faen murmured directions, he arranged the other objects. Within avery
short time, it was finished. Only one object had made her flinch; three had pleased her and dl had
displayed rich, bright energies that were clean and easy to read.

“Done,” said Faen, rubbing her fingertips ddlicately over Ryth’'s pam, more out of new habit than old
need.

Kayle bent over the row of objects, picked up the earring that had so pleased Faen, and flipped it to
Mim.

“When | saw you without it,” he said gruffly, “I thought you had negated al three of our marriages.”

Mim responded with a Nendleti phrase that made Kayle laugh softly.

“That was for the Vintran dley where you nearly negated dl our marriages,” said Mim, fastening her
nuptia earring in place. “I owe you three lives” she said to the Sharnn.



“He repaid them dl in the Topaz Arcade,” Ryth said, giving her a vivid menta picture of Kayle's
knife gppearing in the back of an assassn and Kayle's powerful ams sweeping much larger assassins
into oblivion.

“Thank you,” she said huskily. “We ve been apart physicaly so much that | rardy have the pleasure
of seeing him fight.” She amiled. “But that will probably be remedied on Vintra” She eyed the line of
objects. “How many of them were unacceptable, even for short periods?’

“Thet one,” said Ryth, knowing Faen would be rdluctant to answer. His finger flicked a green scarf.
“Only in an emergency.”

“Unnecessary,” sad Kayle. “We expected dl of them to be unacceptable” He looked at Faen
speculaivey. “Perhapsif you touched more people who had undergone Caifil integration ... ?’

Faen drugged in excdlent imitation of Ryth. “Is this geting us closer to that gint? | keep
remembering the Concord agent who was tortured into unconsciousness.” She made a frustrated gesture.
“l should have brought something of hers when | followed Ryth, but | only thought of his cape. | didn’t
know we' d go to Vintra” Her lips flattened over the word Vintra and she made a disdanful gesture,

“Could you find her if you had something to touch?’ said Mim, looking intently at Faen.’

“Perhaps. It would depend on my staming,” she said matter-of-factly. “I could at least narrow the
geographica posshilities”

“You followed and found Ryth eadlly,” sad Kayle.

“Rythislaseyss”

There was nothing Kayle could say to her fla statement. In slence, he watched Mim hand yet
another misa-wrapped package to Faen.

“Joyl’s favorite river gone,” said Mim. “ She used it for meditation.”

“Joyl?’ Faen asked. “Is she the one? Was it her headband the Gint brought?’

“Yes”

“Maps?’ asked Faen, looking from Ryth to Kayle.

“No,” sad Ryth ruefully. “I was so wrapped up in my discovery thet | forgot to tdl Kayle”

“Discovery?’ asked Mim.

The Sharnn said nothing, and his eyes refused questions.

“Maps,” sad Kayle, going to an antique, chest-high desk and tapping open the center dit. “Maps of
the Ten Continents, Myriad I1des and Fifteen Seas. Also, section-by-section maps of any area can be
ordered through the room compuiter.”

“Privacy coded?’ said Ryth.

“Autometic erase unless otherwise ingructed.”

“Good,” Ryth looked a Faen. Her eyes were pae and her skin drawn; yet when she sensed his
atention, she gave im a amile of breathtaking promise. “Are you sure?’ he asked.

“Jsyl mugt be enduring far worse,” said Faen, resuming her cross-legged position on the floor.

“Why didn’'t she cdl out to us?” wondered Mim aoud.

“She was taken by surprise,” said Faen.

“The others?’ asked Kayle.

“Off-planet,” said Mim crisply.

Ryth put the river stone within reach of Faen’s right hand and the map beneath her |€ft.

“Remember,” he said urgently. “Location only. Try to block out dl other information.”

“Of course,” she sad, but her eyes told him that nothing obstructed the flow of informetion, ever.

“Location,” he said again, touching her cheek and lips gently with his knuckles.

She rubbed her cheek across his hand, then put one fingertip lightly on the green river rock.

“Femade—bardy conscious—they’ re coming again, oh don't—"

“Location only!” Ryth commanded, shaking the grip the stone had on her mind.

“Not—there,” she whispered, brushing aside the map benesth her left hand.

Ryth yanked the map away and did a second one under her hand. He continued, demanding focus
on location and changing maps until her body jerked.

“Yes_"



“Nimar’k’n continent,” said Ryth, holding out his hands for the series of maps that covered the fifth
continent, quadrant by quadrant.

“At leadt it is not on the other Sde of the world,” said Mim.

Ryth ignored Faen’s sumbling words of pain and terror by continuing to place new maps beneath her
fingers as quickly as she regjected the old.

“yeg”

“Hfteenth quadrant,” snapped Ryth.

Kayle put that series of mapsin Ryth's hands.

“Program section maps of Sma,” said Ryth quietly, eesing a map beneath Faen's sheking hand.

“Thiscity?’ said Mim. “But Jsyl entered through the Klylmi Access.”

Ryth put another map under Faen's hand and tried to batter encouragement through her monolog of
agony. “Jugt doit!” he snapped. “Pattern.”

“Error and regret,” Mim said, turning away quickly, but Kayle was dready punching ingructions into
the standard Concord room termind.

“Scde?’ she sad tersdly.

“Begin at 1,000:1, then 500:1, then 100:1, then 50:1,” answered Ryth, shifting maps in a hiss of
pladtic sheets.

Faen made a sound as though she were fighting for breath. Without hesitating, Ryth forced in beyond
the edges of her mind, and found his own body convulsed in pain, dippery with swest and agony.

“Quickly,” gasped the Sharnn, wrenching his mind free. “She can't last much longer. | won't let her!”

“She?” asked Mim. “Do you mean Feen?’

“Both!”

Faen's low cry, followed by a hoarse word brought Ryth’s concentration totaly back to her.

“Sma” he hissed. “Begin with section eighty-nine.”

“But you'll miss—" A look from Ryth slenced Mim's objection to taking maps out of order; she
quickly decided she would not care to cross wills with the Sharnn where Faen was concerned.
“Eighty-nine” she agreed briskly. “City center.”

Faen's voice had fdlen to a hoarse mutter of words digtinguishable only to Ryth. Her body jerked,
trembled, and her breath came out in along Sgh. She relaxed and her words became more digtinct. Ryth
ddlicately merged with the edges of her mind.

“Praise the Twdve Hawks of the Seventh Dawn,” murmured the Sharnn, making a strange gesture
with his right hand. Then, “Jsyl has escaped into mirva—whet you cdl g-consciousness.”

“You're sure?” sad Mim, skeptica in spite of hersdf; it was too convenient, just when Faen's
difficulties seemed to be at their greatest.

“Faen cannot fake her responses,” said the Sharnn grimly. “Look &t her.”

The pde fire of Mim's eyes measured Faen. Sweat was drying on Faen's body and the twiding
tengon of her muscles had dmost vanished. Her breething was dow and deep and regular.

Ryth switched sector maps in the sudden slence. “Jsyl no longer hurts” said Ryth, moving maps
agan after a negetive gesture from Faen. “She no longer fears.” New map. “Her body and mind have let
go of dl but the most enduring need—surviva.” Another map. “But we don't have much time. Q can be
lethal.”

“Yes Here”

Faen's calm assartion echoed in the suddenly voiceless room, Ryth picked up the map.

“Give me the ninety-sixth section, 500:1. Begin with the green code area.”

Mim's blunt hands flew over the computer studs. Plastic maps began whiffing into the receiving tray.
Asfad asthey came, Ryth put them under Faen’'s hand, but it was Hill an agonizingly dow process.

“Yes. Here. Right here”

Ryth snatched up the map, scanning the area where Faen's finger had pointed. “Now give me green
code, 100:1. Begin with—No. Give me 50:1, c-sub-d. Then work in a left-circle around that center.
N’ies?’ Then, redizing he had used a Mdian word, he added, “Do you understand?’

“Yes” said Mim, fingers a blur of indructions over the studs.



Seven maps later, in the b-sub-c area of the dty Sma, Faen's finger came down on a series of
crcles that indicated a large clugter of verticd kels that had been popular with Vintra's fird, nervous
colonigs.

“There”

Her hand covered an area cdled Old Sma, with a population of perhaps 30,000. It was a cluttered,
seething place, crammed with the oldest buildingsin the oldest city on the planet. Kayle looked at it with
a deep frown.

“An unaesthetic area,” he said with a mildness that was bdlied by the distinct quiver of his nogtrils.
“Built out of flarebrick and blackstone. Home of most of the disease and random violence in Sma” His
voice dropped into pure contempt. “They should burn it down to the decaying granite that supportsit.”

Mim frowned a the irregular circle Kayle had drawn on the map. “I had hoped—" She stopped and
snapped her fingers restledy. “If we take you there, Faen, could you narrow the area further?’

“That'stoo—" began the Sharnn angrily, but Faen cut across him.

“| received afew clear impressions of her surroundings. | will try.”

The urgency in Faen’s voice aroused Ryth.

*What isit, m'zamay?*

Her only reply was an evasive diding away from mindtouch. He pursued.

*Faen, what did you see through Jsyl’s eyes?

He held the contact, demanding and findly getting a cool reply.

*|t was too quick. Not focused. Something even a pattern-man might mistake or misunderstand.*

*Try me*

The mildness of his thought was inviting, as was the warmth curling out to her from him. And with the
warmth, the cape diding over her skinin a caress that was as sweset as it was surprisng. Faen stroked the
cape, dmost amiling, but her mind was il withheld.

*Give me time, laseyss. For now we mug each hold our secrets until they're proved true or fdse
beyond dl doubt or error. N'ies?*

*...n'ies... But tdl methis. Did you see a shadow?*

Fear was her only answer. The Sharnn looked up and found Kayle and Mim watching intently.

“Fascinating,” murmured Mim. Then, to Kayle, “Apologies, si. | didn't believe there was a mind |
couldn’t force, but you were right. Faen and Ryth are impenetrable when they want to be.” She looked
a both of them. “Are you finished?’

“For the moment,” said Ryth.

“Regrets, Ti Faen,” sad Mim. “I would have left you here to rest, but we Hill need your kill.”

“We may need more than that,” said the Sharnn dryly.

He went to the baggage chute, pulled out a soft leather rollup and rummeaged through it. He removed
severd knives. Kayle watched for a moment, then began sorting through his own luggage and strapping
on weapons. Mini’s look went from one man to the other, then to Faen.

“When a Sharnn wearing a cape starts aming himsdf,” said Faen, “sodo I.”

“Without inault, thricewife” Kayle said, “I would be pleased if you would wear weapons. Many
wespons.”

At Mim's baffled look, Ryth explained. “The Gint seems to arrange odds of at least fifteen to one in
hisfavor. His assassins aren’'t unskilled, as Kayle can tdl you.”

“| thought those guards belonged to Lekd?’

“Perhaps. But they fought to the Gint’s benefit.”

The Sharnn said nothing more, letting Mim conclude what she wished as to Leke’s guilt or innocence
inthe quegtion of guards. With a very thin smile, Mim caught the weapons Kayle threw to her.

When they stepped out of the hotel, they stepped into a world composed soldy of different tints,
tones, shades and intengties of purple. It was as though neither biue nor red were dlowed to exis in an
uncombined state.

Faen shuddered when the brooding light washed over her, making her eyes white as ice and her har



darker then the space between the stars, She heditated for a long moment, fighting not to show her
loathing for the very light that spread over Vintra's surface.

The Sharnn’s hand touched her, smoothing her robe that no longer was clear turquoise.

*M’ zamay?>*

Ryth's soft question went through the tightness of her mind. Though Vintra ruined dl colors for her,
his presence was dill a savage radiance that even a mauve sun could not diminish.

*|s it the people? he asked, pulling her hand beneath his Cape until her fingers spread againg the
muscles of his chest.

*No.*

*Memories of Ti Vire?

*No.* She laughed raggedly. *1t’'s the light! Can you understand that, Sharnn?*

Ryth's cape flared restlesdy. * So that’s why your Ti Vire lasted only seven years*

*| had to escape ... dl the colors of hdl ... there's no honor in dying insane*

The Sharnn cape licked out, comforting. Faen dmaost smiled as she caught a soft fold between her
hands. Then she redized that Kayle and Mim were waiting with little patience. The cape drifted from
Faen' s fingers when she gestured curtly for Kayle to proceed.

Thefour of them rode the city shuttles as far as they could and used lavender didewaks until those
fdl into disrepair. Then the Sharnn led them deep into Old Sma, twiding through trash drifts and around
garbage heaps dimed with age. The kels surrounding them grew higher, older, more ramshackle. The
crowds that they had seen in the newer part of Sma gradudly dwindled to nothing; only the furtive
shadows of native scavengers spoke of other life Occasiondly a cry would echo among the leaning kels,
but no one could be sure whether the sound was human or animdl.

“Is this the same place you were ambushed?’ murmured Mim in a voice that went no further than
thar ears.

“No,” sad Kayle with an equdly muted voice. “It looked much like this, though. Vintra mugt have
log alot of peoplein the Undeclared War, to have abandoned so many large kels to howls and dinkers”

“But the maps,” said Mim, “showed this area as densdy populated.”

“The maps mugt have been very old.”

The Sharnn hdted, garing at the canted kels as though seeing them for the firg time.

“Not old maps,” sad Ryth softly. “Mogt of these kels haven't been abandoned that long;, The
garbage is not yet dust. But even so, this area could essly have hdd twice the population the map gave.
Perhaps the war did cost Vintra too much.”

“Not war,” Faen sad, her voice soft yet ragping with inner grain. “Disease. Pekh. Many died here,
heat and coma. Many, manymanyMANY —"

Ryth grabbed Faen and hed her until she stopped shivering.

“It just came in a wave—all those deeths,” she whispered. “ Thousands and more thousands. Didn't
you fed it?’

“Jud a dislant sense of many amdl patterns ending and a greet one continuing. It didn't tear a my
emotions asit did at yours”

Faen laughed shakily. “The wave is past, now. I'm whole again.”

Ryth let go of her dowly and turned to Kayle. “Epidemic, not war.”

The Sharnn turned and led off down an dley that seemed gloomy in spite of Vintra's huge lavender
aun hanging directly overhead. As Faen followed, her eyes searched every purple shadow for life Kayle
and Mim stayed close to the ripple of sickly turquoise that was Faen’s robe. Even as Ryth walked, his
cape changed into a semblance of the loose two-color robe of a Vintran city dwdller.

A few of the tdl kels surrounding them took on an ar of habitation. Leashed suncdlers preened in
open windows, fragments of conversation glittered through the brooding lavender silence, less garbage
dumped in the shadows, and there was an occasond flutter from a ragged robe. Once, footsteps
followed them. They turned, saw a pae flash of eyes, then nathing except the sound of footsteps running
away, fading, gone.

As one, Faen and Kayle and Mim turned ther robes indgde out, a trick used by poor Vintrans to



keep one dde of ther robes ungained for specid occasions. The ingde of the robes was much less
bright; should anyone see Faen or the others from a distance, they would look like faded resdents of the
ramshackle kels.

Ryth hesitated, then reached out to Kayle's mind.

*One-way link*

The Sharnn’s blunt invitation/demand was surprisng; he had adways displayed a disndingion to
anything more intimate than smple mindspeech.

*Y ou want me to ride your mind? asked Kayle, dill uncertain.

*Y es. Faen will take dl my atention soon. | don’'t want the distraction of separate mindspeech with
three people. Keep Mim informed. Ask her to be our eyes and ears. And please be very smdl in my
mind, Kayle. Otherwise, it could be impossible for Faen.*

Kayle's mentd presence seemed to thin and dissolve among the interstices of Ryth's mind. With
growing surprise, the Sharnn redized that this was how Kayle linked disparate minds, diding among
energies until he had woven new connections of incredible subtlety.

*My greatest respect, Ti Kayle*

Kayle's answer was a didinct sense of amiling ease deep within the Sharnn’s mind. Tentatively, Ryth
reached out for Faen.

*WEe' re gpproaching b-sub-c.*

There was afeding of confuson and discomfort, followed by surprise.

*Kayle? asked Faen.

Ryth swore slently, and sensed distant congternation. * Can you tolerate it? he asked.

*|t—it'slike avel over your radiance. Not panful, just ... dimming. It won't hurt me*

*Good. Do you sense anything else?*

*Nothing.*

Ryth unwrapped Jsyl’s river stone and held it out to Faen. She touched it, closed her eyes and
concentrated. Ryth watched her muscles cord with effort, but when he urged her to use herdf less
harshly, she ignored him.

“She's dill—" Faen's body swayed like a compass needle, turning between kels, “—there. That
way!”
Faen's blindly pointing finger indicated a huge ke, hdf-full of people and dive with the iridescent
purple wings of suncalers.

*Indde?* asked Ryth, doubting thet Jsyl would be hidden in an inhabited building.

Faen's answer was a hiting need to be moving. Ryth pulled her around the building at a near-run.

*Agan!* he demanded.

A smdl hand closed over the rock Ryth held. Faen swayed, her upraised aam pointed down a long,
unappetizing dley between leaning rows of very tdl kels with sagging blacktree facades.

The Sharnn's pattern tdent washed through him like adrendine; a thousand traps waited in the too
carefully piled rubbish heaps. Nor would any of the other approaches be any better. The Gint liked odds
heavily in his favor.

“Harebrick and purple suncdlers” murmured Faen, voice rigng, “running down walls faded and
cracking and quiet so quiet—Help me”

Faen's scream died againgt Ryth's hard hand. He snatched the stone away from her and cdled to her
mind.

*Faen. Faen! Which kel ?*

With along shudder, Faen opened her eyes, surprised to see she was a the mouth of an dley instead
of on a cold floor with someone approaching, someone familiar and hated, a woman who wielded power
with a vengeful hand.

Then Faen redlized that the Sharnn was deep indde her mind. She banished the menta picture before
the woman's face could be more than a suggestion of shape and color.

“No!” sad Faen, wrenching away from him. “No!” Then she controlled hersdf and pulled his aams
around her, breathing apologies againg the hard muscles of his neck and pouring warmth into his mind.



The picture of a woman approaching did not appear between them again, yet Ryth sensed a fear
growing in Faen, a fear unlike any he had sensed in her before. A fear like his own for Mdia and for the
loss that had brought him to her, afinder. Suddenly he had to know if Faen had seen the shadow that had
haunted him off Sharn.

The Sharnn spread through Faen’s mind like a golden net, gathering up every vagrant thought, but he
could not make the link any deeper, could not touch her memory of a shadow/woman approaching,
could not touch the core of her fear. She told him it was Kayl€' s presence that separated their minds, but
the Sharnn sensed it was a reflex born of terror and survivad. When he truly pressed her, driving himsdlf
agang her evasions, Faen fought back with deadly potentid.

*G'd n'd,* came Ryth's careful thought as he retreated. Then, *M’zamay, | need what you're
hiding.*

*Not yet,* she responded, both plea and command. * Not yet!*

*Trugt me*

Ryth sensed two Faens locked in combat; one cdling to him as to her second sdf, and the other
seding him as a dark-eyed executioner.

And he could press her no further, for she could be right. He could be the degth of her people.

Ryth gathered Faen benegth the folds of his cape. For a moment her body remained rigid, then she
meted againgt him until her sensud presence sent waves of pleasure through him. With a dow twigt, she
stepped out of hisarms, her movement was promise and regret and apology.

*Give me the stone, laseyss.*

For an ingant the Sharnn wanted to refuse, wanted to hurl the stone into a rubbish hegp and turn his
back on everything but her warmth. But he put the cool stone in her pdm. Deep in her mind and his,
below even Kayl€' s reach, they shared the inarticulate hope that they would not find their separate fears.

When Faen's hand closed around the stone, she was torn out of his mind. She sumbled forward.

Ryth's arm went out to support her and to hold her back until he checked the narrowing dley for
traps. But there were no bombs this time, only pits lined with ragged shards of glass and mounds of
rubbish oozing poisonous gases. To Ryth's eye and mind, each carefully placed danger was another Sgn
pointing to the Girt.

Faen turned toward the front of a building where a long-dead artist had painted purple suncalers
flying againg Vintra's moon. Some of the birds appeared to be running down the flarebrick walls where
the heavy black-wood facade faded and cracked and sagged.

Without hesitation, Faen stepped forward into the kel—and tripped over a drategicaly placed bit of
rubble. With a bone-deep rumble, part of the facade sheared free and hurtled to the entrance floor. Only
Ryth's reflexes saved Faen from being crushed beneeth the heavy fdl of sone and wood. He wrenched
Joyl’ stlisman out of Faen’s hands.

*The kd isatrap!* he cdled in her mind. *Trap! N'ies? You sumbled over atrigger that brought
down hdlf of the facade. Do you redly need this stone any more?*

Sowly, sanity replaced agony in her Slver eyes.

*She' s out of g-consciousness. Dying.*

*| know. Her dying sucked you into the stone. It’s too dangerous for you!*

*Hold on to me* demanded Faen, grabbing the stone before he could stop her.

The Sharnn picked up Faen and his cape wrapped around her so that it was impossible for her to
move or cry out. Her body convulsed in death throes until the edge of his hand smacked againg hers.
The stone dropped from her fingers and crashed to the floor.

*We re sanding—on top of her!* groaned Faen. Then she succumbed to the srain of touching a
dying mind. Her body went limp as she retreated into aform of g-consciousness.

The Sharnn glanced around, hoping to see ramp or dtairs, anything but a downshaft; he would trust
the kel s cresking machinery only if the aternative was immediate death. Along one curve of the dlipticd
kd was a shadow suggestive of an arch or door. He shifted Faen's weight across his shoulders and ran
toward the shadow. Before he reached it, Mim passed him.

*She fdt it would be better,* came Kayl€e's bland explanation. *| agreed.*



*But the traps—!*

Kayle s response was an image of Ryth carrying Faen as he tried to fight off an ambush. Ryth knew
Kayle was right. The fdling facade had surdy warned any guards who were present.

*Tdl Mim nat to go through any doors or down any narrow paths urntil I’ ve checked.*

*Done.*

Mim waited near the top of a narrow ramp that twisted Into the purple gloom below. The ramp was
steep and studded with tread latches; it was meant for machines rather than men. Ryth, Kayle and Mim
stood on the brink, barely bregthing, lisening with mind and body.

*Mim senses nothing.*

* Joyl *

*Just once. A flash of agony when g-consciousness ended.*

*|s she dead?* asked the Sharnn angrily.

*Perhaps. Or perhaps she just went back into g.*

As though Faen were no more burden than an extra knife, the Sharnn bent and picked up severd
fig-9zed chunks of flarebrick nibble. With a snap of his wrig he sent one chunk ricocheting down the
ramp. Before the fird piece completed the spird descent, the second and third were caroming after it.
There was no response.

When the bits of rubble stopped ralling, Mim looked up a Ryth. He gestured caution. Mim dropped
lightly into the gloom. Kayle counted three and leaped after. Ryth waited for a five count. To his rdidf,
there was nothing more dangerous than shifting rubble the whole twidting length of the ramp. He quickly
picked hisway down, balancing Faen across his shoulders.

The sub-surface room stretched away on dl sides, huge, unpartitioned, and cluttered with defunct
sarvice machinery. Y dlow-white lightstrips burned in tepid imitation of a sun the colonists would never
See again.

Kayle and Mim stood with their backs to each other, watching.

Faen’' s head moved restlesdy againg the Sharnn and she moaned. Her eyes opened nearly opaque,
dulled by something that was nearly death. Ryth eased her into a standing position, holding on to her until
he fdt her strength and awareness return. With a motion that was amost awkward, Faen pulled free of
his support.

“Joyl is dead.” Her thought was thin and distant.

*Did that facdess woman kill her? demanded Ryth, sending with his question the blurred femde
form that he had taken from Faen’s mind.

Faen' s flesh of panic was so quickly smothered that the Sharnn could not be certain he had sensed it
adl.

*| don’'t know who killed Jsyl,* answered Faen camly. * She died without thought.*

*How did she die?

* She was strangled.*

Deep in hismind Ryth fdt Kayle€'s sudden ferd dertness; if Jsyl had been srangled, her killer had to
be nearby. Y e Mim had sensed nothing, no one, and Mim was highly skilled at sensng and forcing entry
into minds

They dl heard the fant rattle of debris dithering over the floor above ther heads. Mim and Kayle
soun back toward the ramp, scrambling through rubble in an attempt to catch whoever was fleeing. An
attempt the Sharnn knew would be futile He leaped, caught a heavy metd conduit, and swung up to an
ar-exchange. Through the dull plastic mesh he saw nothing; yet the faintest sounds of a man running came
back to him.

An indant later Kayle and Mim appeared, running with a speed that surprised the Sharnn. He
watched, though he was certain that dl their speed would be usdless. He had been the fastest runner of
the Seventh Dawn, but the shadow they were chasng had eluded him.

Ryth swung down and landed lightly beside Faen.

“Let’sfind Jsyl’s body.”

Feen heditated. Her eyes dimmed as she remembered things she would rather forget. “Yes, |



suppose | must touch her, if only to find out—" Faen’s voice dried up. She swalowed and began again.
“Joyl was kept near a tdl, black machine with rust running down its sdes. Very old. As old as the
lightship thet brought Malians here. She—" Faen closed her eyes. “She watched that machine until she
went blind. And the floor—the floor was cold and uneven and had splinters of white glass like shattered
eyes watching her die”

Faen looked at the smooth floor beneath her feet. “Poor Jsyl,” she murmured. “The Caifil told her
nothing. She didn’t know why she died.”

“Do any of us?

Faen glanced a Ryth, sartled by the bitterness in his tone, but his back was to her and he was
running between mounds of rubble and rusting metd, looking for a gangle black machine. He found
severd before he found the one Jsyl had known. The floor here was broken, crumpled by the same
saigmic shudders that had tilted the tdl kels of Old Sma.

The Sharnn looked around carefully. His hard green eyes missed nothing, but he learned nothing new.
Concord Agent Jsyl had been tortured and srangled by an expert—or experts, if what he believed was
true. Except for the places where Joyl’ s thrashings had disturbed old patterns of grime and debris, nothing
showed thet the area was at dl different from any other part of the kdl.

Nor was there a body for Faen to touch and learn from.

The Sharnn’s mind closed while he struggled againg the pattern that was becoming more clear and
more ugly with every moment. Facts and questions he had never wanted to know or ask clawed a his
unwillingness Either the Gint had a pattern gift to equa a Sharnn’s, or someone had warned him about
Faen's presence on Vintra Was that someone Leke? Or did Faen dready have proof of Mdia's guilt?
Was she playing a game too subtle for a Sharnn who had succumbed to the white moment of Mdian
senaudity? Could he trust her with Vintra' s future? Could he trust himsdf?

“You have a stranger’s mind,” said Faen. “Closed and cold.”

“At this moment, | would not share my thoughts with an enemy, much less you.”

“Then I’m not your enemy?’

“No.” He held out hisarmsin spite of the uncertainty cutting at his mind.

“And you're not Mdia's executioner?’ she asked faintly.

“No,” he whispered againg her rain-scented hair. “No.”

Faen did nat fight the grip that held her painfully close, filling her senses with his strength and his
breath warm in her hair. She moved bondesdy againgt him until their bodies drove away Jsyl’'s tortured
cries, drove away death and fear and agony. They hed each other with aching force, as though if they
held hard enough, nothing could ever divide them.

But when they findly released one another, they were further apart than before, separated by
unspoken fears, shadows haunting their eyes.

Mim and Kayle found them standing slently, fingertips touching and moving in t'sl’ne. The Sharnn
turned to face Kayle, but said nothing, for there was nothing he wanted Kayle to hear.

“What did Faen learn from Jsyl's body?’ said Kayle, his voice harsh with the frudration of a failed
hunter.

“Thekiller took Jsyl’s body with him.”

Kayle swore explosvely. “He mus have known about Faen.” He looked at her, but Faen's white
eyes stared through him.

“Perhgps,” sad the Sharnn. “And perhaps he merdly took Jsyl’s body to increase the mysery of her
disappearance.”

Kayle started to ask a dlent question, but found Ryth's mind totdly unapproachable; if the Nendleti
hed not been looking & Ryth, Kayle would have sworn no one was there. MinT's efforts brought the
same result; Ryth was as impervious to her as a stone.

“You've changed,” said Kaylein blunt displeasure.

“Sharnn can become whatever they can understand, whatever they can conceive.”

“Wha made you ... concelve ... of such mentd defenses?’ asked Kayle.

“It wastime” said Ryth, his eyes green and deep with the infinite possibilities of Sharn.



“Isit time for you to become afinder like Faen?’ asked Kayle sardonicaly.

“Sharnn can be anything, but not everything.” Ryth turned his face to Mim. “You did not sense the
killer's presence?’

She moved abruptly. “Mdians are a frudrating race. Above a certain leve of potentia their minds are
an enigmato me. The wholetime | waited on Mdia s inner moon, the only Mdian minds available to me
were of the dullest sort.”

“So the GintisMdian,” said Kayle. “That's why Mim didn’t sense him earlier.”

Faen diffened, then forced hersdlf to relax, but her whole body radiated subtle protest.

“Perhgps,” said the Sharnn blandly. “Or perhaps he is Vintran. Or perhaps he is something else
entirdy.”

“Are Vintrans difficult for you?" Kayle asked Mim.

“Not as often.”

“Perhgps,” said Ryth, “Vintrans don’t have as many minds of the requisite complexity to inhibit—’

Kayle interrupted the Sharnn with a rude noise. “From pattern-man to perhaps-man. It's clear to me
that Mdiais guilty.”

“There are dternate possihilities for everything that has happened,” said Ryth without hest.

“Tdl me, perhaps-man, what the chances are that Mdiais not guilty.”

Ryth ignored Kayl€' s sarcasm. “Even if there were only seven chances in one hundred—"

“Thet few!”

“If,” repeated Ryth emphaticaly, “if the chances were only seven in one hundred that Mdia were
innocent, that is not certain enough to condemn a race of intdligent beings to extinction.”

“Thekind of certainty you're looking for doesn’t exig,”

“But it does, Kayle. It mugt. | have conceived of it, understood its necessity, and | am Sharnn. | shdll
find that certainty.”

*What will Faen do if Mdiais guilty? asked Kayle, and his mindspeech carried too many emotions
to name. Then Kayle fdt a hollow fdling away, as though he had dipped into a downshaft. The Sharnn's
mind was again closed and cold.

Ryth knitted the fingers of hisright hand through Faen’s left and brought her pam to his lips. “The Ti
Faen needs rest,” he said, his voice as smooth and polished as the exterior of his mind. “We can learn
nothing further here.”

His enigmatic eyes watched Mim and Kayle, but neither one objected, for neither one wanted to fight
him. The four of them scrambled up the ramp, and out into the ground floor of the leaning kel.

Faen sumbled in the gloom and rubble; though she caught hersdf with surprising grace, the Sharnn
reached out and lifted her off her feet. She protested, low-voiced, then let her forehead rest againg the
dow pulsein his neck. Her har rippled down his arm like black water as he carried her through the dull
aunlight and danting purple shadows of Old Sma.

“We mug tak, m'zamay,” said Ryth, mopping up the last drops of their med with a smdl piece of
lavender bread.

Faen, dill deep-drugged, began absently deaning her sticky fingers with a damp cloth.

Ryth took the cloth from her. “On Sharn,” he said, ddlicatdly licking her smdlest finger clean, “thisis
the best part of the med.”

Faen shivered with pleasure as his tongue moved between her fingers. “Y ou should have been born a
Mdian,” she said, her low voice like another tone of the twilight glowing in the room.

“Perhaps | once was” His teeth did across her pam and pressed together gently at the base of her
thumb; then his tongue moved again over her fingers. “But it does not matter how | was born, m'zamay,
for | will surdly die a Mdian.”

“No—!”

“No? asked the Sharnn, pretending confusion. “Does it tickle?” His tongue flicked around her
fingertip. “1 should take dl my food from your hands,” he said, voice low. “It tastes so much swester.”

“Don't,” sad Faen, as much moan as word. “You are Sharnn, not Mdian. Sharnn! Whether Mdia



livesor ..."” her voice faded to alightless whisper.

“Dies” hefinished, kissng the soft golden pulse ingde her wrigt. “Shdl we tak now, m'zamay?’

“You cdl mem'zamay,” she said with aragged laugh, “yet you are far more seductive than the slver
dug in the center of the zamay flowers. M’ zamay.” She shivered as he sucked lightly on her finger,
tongue caressing in away that promised other pleasures. “I can't think with you so close.”

“You don't need to think, my Faen,” he said, his bresth soft on her breast as his hand parted her
robe, “Jugt tdl me—" his tongue made dow smdl circles, “who Jsyl saw before she died.” His body
moved swiftly, holding her sudden strugglesin avise of kill and power. “And | shdl tdl you—" his teeth
closed with mdting gentleness “—why you spent such a londy shuitle ride. And then we—" his fingers
moved surdly beneath her robe “—uwill undress each other and | will teach my beautiful Ti Faen how
Sharnn use awarm pool.

“Tdk to me” he whispered.

“It' snot equd,” she cried. “I'm helpless between your hands and you—"

“And |,” heinterrupted hoarsaly, “am heplesswhen | so much as think of you. Shdl we die because
of it?" he asked, fingers warm with her warmth. “Or shdl we tak to each other?’

“And say desth to Mdia”

Her words hung in the room like the ringing of a vire crystd.

“Areyou so cartain?’ he asked, drawing her close, comforting and seeking comfort.

“Aren't you?' she asked, her Slver eyes dark and her fingers warm ingde his cape, touching.
“Weren't you sure—" the back of her hand rubbed lighly againg his hard drength “—when we left
Mdia? Her teeth closed over the Sharnn cape, impaient with the hdf-life dividing her skin from his.
“What did you discover on Mdlia, laseyss?’

Faen’s whigper was as soft as her tongue between his lips and beneath his robe her hands kneaded
down his back, counting and caressing each diding muscle. Ryth groaned and gave himsdf up to her
gliding tongue and for long moments they lived only where they touched one another.

“|—" they said smultaneoudy, then amiled.

But their amiles faded as they watched each other and the amethyst dusk streaming through flawless
glass.

“I'm afrad,” Faen said Smply. Her eyes were molten Slver and her voice was thick. “If | condemn
Mdia with my words, no desth could be painful enough for me, not even Ti Kiirey-g'ii, redemption by
agony.” When she looked down, her black lashes made ragged shadow arcs across her cheeks “There
is no possible redemption for such a traitor as | would be, a Sandoliki Ti who delivered her people to
kh'vire ni, death without honor or vengeance.”

Wordlesdy, the Sharnn put his knife in her hands and lifted until sharp meta creased the pulse
swdling in his neck. It was the ultimate Mdian gesture of trust.

“Unless you, the Sandaliki Ti, have planned and executed Vintra's decline, nothing you say can
irrevocably condemn Mdia”

The knife dropped from her fingers and fdl soundlessy onto the velvet floor.

“Thet proves nothing,” she whispered. “You know | could not kill you.”

“Even to save your planet?’

The agony that wrenched her made him curse the question, and its necessity.

“Ligen to me” said the Sharnn, his voice rich with shared pain. “What | sad was the truth. Unless
you are guilty—"

“I'm not,” she said, then added sadly, “and | am.” At his gricken look, she tried to explain. “If
Memned is guilty, every Mdian is equaly guilty.”

“Bui—"

“No. Let me finish while | have the courage.” Faen's fingers clamped together until the skin around
her knuckles turned pae gold. “Jsyl saw Memned.”

“Many people have seen Lekd’ swife” sad Ryth gently.

“Not as torturer.” Faen's fingers loosened and lay dackly againg her thighs Her voice was a thin
tumble of words. “She's very skilled. Even Lekd is not better and he has known much torture, both in



the giving and the receiving. That's how he became k' m’'n Sandaliki while | fought Ti Vire.

“Oh Vintra” she moaned, “why were you ever hung in Mdid s future? Why did Maran sng?’

The Sharnn looked a her eyes saring Sghtledy into a past he had never known and did not
comprehend. Yet he must comprehend or they both were log.

“l do not understand.” Ryth stroked her fingers until the dammy fed of fear dissolved into the warmth
of their skins sharing textures. “Tak to me, my Faen. Teach me”

“l am—I was—the lagt Sandoliki. Have you never wondered why Leke rules?’

“It was enough for me to know why you did not rule”

“Lekd was Rdl€ s vire brother,” said Faen, her voice a monotone. “Though Relle and | were bound
with the fird words we spoke, Lekd wanted me. If not as wife, then as f'mi. He was determined to be
my fird lover. | was not yet fourteen, below the age of full combat training. Or passion. He was twice my
age, and highly trained. But he was vulnerable, as a hungry man is dways vulnerable. He did not truly
bdieve | would refuse him.

“Hell not forget that ingtant. He took no woman, willing or otherwise, for many days. By the time he
recovered, Relle and | were husband and wife.

“We were dso off-plangt, training to become Concord Agents.”

“Ti Lekd mugt be a formidable fighter,” said Ryth, more to himsdf than to her, “to have driven you
off Mdia”

“Yes” she sad unflinchingly. “Even then, five assassins could not hold him. Children such as Relle
and | wouldn't have made Leke take a second breath. | knew that and ran, but | did not want Relle to
know. For in spite of lug, Lekel and Relle were true knife-friends as well as vire brothers.”

Her hands stirred, dim and strong, and her fingers curled around his wrids.

“When | fird saw Kayle move, | knew | had met a warrior to give even Lekd pause. Kayle taught
me many things, deadly things. And | learned. Great Destroyer, how wel | learned!”

“l know,” said Ryth, kissng the fingers wrapped like choking vines around his wrids. “I know,
m’ zamay.”

“Not everything. Not yet.” Her fingers loosened, leaving arcs where nails had scored flesh, and
neither noticed, for they were focused in each other’s eyes. “When Skemole murdered Rele, | was
carying his children. | fdt a hatred such as I'd never imagined. | screamed desth oaths to the Great
Destroyer. And was answered.” She closed her eyes and then opened them, blind slver suspended in
purple twilight. “I initiated darg vire on Skemoleans. They were murderers, not warriors. Sy and
mdicious and foul. | killed them dl.”

Faen looked at her hands. “It was so easy. The room where Rdle died in pieces was filled with their
raw energies. A black exploson of knowledge and then | knew where each murderer was. | knew! So
essy. Easy. Ah yes, the Great Destroyer had answered my oaths.”

Her laughter thinned into an eerie echo of descending night.

“| stole gems enough to lose mysdf among the Accesses of a thousand planets. When my time was
near, | returned to the Sandoliki Estates to bring life to Rel€' s children among the thousand moments of
Mdiathat were their heritage. The Sandalikis had thought me dead with Relle they feared the Concord
would demand me to punish my darg vire. Sandoliki Jomen hid mein the most remote part of the Estates,
the part where the sacred sarsa was kept. The part that became Darg Vintra

“It was there that | began to learn the price asked by the Great Destroyer for the death of Rdl€'s
murderers. | could touch only my children. | could speak only to my children’'s minds. | turned to the
sarsa ... and sensed something | dill do not understand. But the m'sarsas were like white-hot metd,
enagiestha seared me. | could not play for long.”

She sghed so deeply that her har did forward, velling her face until her hand pushed the heavy mass
away.

“Leke did not believe that | could not endure touch. He came to me, testing. | was too impdient. My
reflexes gave away my deadly skills. He fought only long enough for me to touch him.”

Faen's memory lived in Ryth's mind. Lekd, lithe and swift, wegponless, facing her, and thar fants
and counter-feints were blurs of speed and power urtil his am deflected a death blow and she



screamed, a scream of agony such as even Lekd had never before heard, and the scream dulled his eyes
with a pain like hers as he began to believe that she would never faint with pleasure a his touch.

“He bdlieved, then,” said Faen. “He knew that the price | had paid for avenging Rdle was to be
forever barred from touch.

“Lekd’s plan to become a true Sandoliki by marrying me was ended. His ambition choked him. He
was pae when he turned his back and walked away from me”

“Not just ambition,” said Ryth, smoothing the back of her hand with his cheek and remembering
Lekd, tdl and potent, hard with passon and jedousy. “He wanted you, Faen. Even now. The Great
Destroyer mugt amile to see Leke’s hunger for you.”

Faen' s fingertips did dong Ryth' s thighs, gentle pressures and promises.

“Perhaps. But he killed seven men whose only transgression was to amuse me. They did not touch
me No one touched me except my children, but the older they grew the less | could touch even them.
And Lekd there, dways, urtil | demanded that he leave or fight me” Her lips curled. “He left.”

“Not from fear,” said Ryth, shifting his weight to his side without teking his eyes from hers. “He did
not want to see his touch give you agony. | beieve he loves you. | know he wants you.” And Ryth
gasped involuntarily as her fingers surrounded him like gentle flames.

“He wanted to rule Mdia” Faen sad, rdessng him dowly and traling her fingertips across his
somech. “After Darg Vintra, | was the lag Sandoliki—and | wanted only Ti Vire. Mdia needed a
leader, s0 ak’te kiirey was cdled.”

The Sharnn watched while night folded around Faen like a dark dream. He did not know where her
words were leading, nor did he care; for this ingant it was enough that he fdt her dive between his
hands.

“Do you know what K’te kiirey is?’

“Teach meg” he murmured as his pams savored the soft skin a her was.

“When aruler dies and thereis no true her, the people who beieve they should rule Mdia chdlenge
each other. Survivors chdlenge survivors until only seven remain. Then it begins. Mdia's most renowned
torturer, the Kiirey Ti, uses his kill on each of the seven. The last person to break becomes Mdia's
ruler.”

“And Lekd was las?’

"Yes”

“l saw no scars, no sgns that he was ever maimed.”

“The Kiirey Ti would never be so crude.” Faen sghed as her eyes watched Vintra's moon rise and
breathe tainted light through the darkness. “More than seven years after K'te kiirey, | returned to Mdia
Though no Sandoliki, Lekel was a strong ruler. | wanted solitude, not a Sandoliki’s duties. We agreed
that Darg Vintrawould be my home.

“So | went back there to my memories, back to the sarsa and back to the thing that | had sensed in
its mudc, the thing that | had to have. | wore the m’ sarsas strapped to my skin like wegpons until their
searing energies no longer made me grind my tongue between my teeth. Only then could | play crystd
music. Only then could | hear my children’s laughter, see their blue eyes, and have Rdle around me slver
and wam.”

Defiance rippled through her dillness, but Ryth was undisturbed. He held the woman now; whatever
the sarsa had hed was past.

“Today,” Faen said, “1 can cdl them shadows of my imagination and need, and theirs. Whether they
were red or not ...” She waited, but he did not speak. “Were they?’ she demanded, suddenly fierce.

“l don’'t know.” Then, “1 don’'t want to know. Unlessit affects Mdid s guilt or innocence.”

“How could it?" she asked, then laughed bitterly. “How could it not? The sarsa is Mdias soul. If
Memned is guilty, we are dl guilty, even the shadow songs of Mdia s past Maran's Song.”

“Evenif Memned is partnered with the Gint, does that make Mdia guilty? | have heard you say that
Memned is Vintran.”

Faen sat up suddenly, ignoring the robe that did off her shoulders onto the floor. With tangible
intendty she thought about what he had said, but after a moment she rejected it.



“Lekd could not marry a Vintran,” she said with a findity in her tone that left no room for doubt.
“Memned is merdy awoman to lieinmy place, a shadow of me with dark har and light eyes. Humiliating
for her, but she accepted the position with sheathed weapons.”

“Why?

“She dedires power the way most Mdians desire touch. As Lekd’s wife, she has it. Especidly now
thet his advisors are dead.”

“Where did she come from?’

“The Ice Continent, | think.” Faen made adigmissng gesture, “ Does it matter? All that matters is that
Jyyl saw Memned as the enemy who tortured her into g-consciousness. Not even a pattern-man can
wriggle off the point of that truth!”

Ryth's skin gleamed in the wine-tinted night as he sat up beside Faen. His eyes hdd her maotionless,
the eyes of a man who had cdled a shadow’s name. Then he put both name and shadow from his mind
with afindity he had learned from her.

“Tdl me, laseyss” Faen whispered. “What did you discover on Mdia?’

“l don’t know.” The Sharnn sat unmoving, a statue carved out of descending night. “Because | don't
want to know.”

“What could be worse than Mdia s death?

“Knowing | had caused it

“But that's impossble”

“Is it? Mauve shadows did across the Sharnn’s shoulders as he leaned toward her. “I hope so,
m'zamay,” he murmured, tongue between her lips. “But | dream of a shadow, hungry. He has my eyes,
nmy face, my—"

Faen's killful mouth blurred his words. After a long moment she relented, a lagt caress, then she
moved away.

“When Vintra orders Mdia s death,” began Faen.

“No! Even now the pattern is not inevitable. There 1s dill room for an innocent Mdia There is ill
time to catch a shadow.” Silence congedled and he reached blindly for her. “There must be time!”

Faen' s throat tightened as she held his face between her pams. “Y ou share none of our guilt.”

“Mdiais not guilty.”

“The Concord disagrees. You mud leave me, laseyss. You are not a Mdian, to die when Mdia
dies”

“| became a Mdian when | kissed my blood on your lips”

The Sharnn stood, lifting Faen with him. Her body moved, dow and supple, diding down his body,
anking to her knees while his breath thickened in his throat.

“Thereistime to teach me about Sharn and pools,” she murmured, touching him with her tongue.

The Sharnn’s fingers rubbed through her hair, holding her so close that her breath became another
land of caress. “Thereisnothing | can teach you,” he said hoarsdly.

But he was wrong. In the diding warmth of the pool, he taught Faen that a Maian can fant twice for
aShann lover.

\4

“Mdia” sad Kayle, orange eyes hrilliant in the early light, “is guilty.”

“Perhaps,” said the Sharnn. His tone showed his utter weariness with the argument. “Nothing I've
told you irrevocably condemns Mdia We don’t know much more than we did before.”

“But we do,” countered Mim, her voice quick and husky. “We know that the Gint kills Concord
agents for aMdian magter.”

“Dowe?" sad Ryth. “We only know that the Gint uses a minor Mdian Access. Not the same thing
adl”

“Ryth,” said Kayle gently. “If Faen were not Mdian, would your arguments be the same?’

The Sharnn turned on Kayle so quickly that the Nendleti took an involuntary step backward.



“Were Vintra the condemned planet,” said Ryth coldly, “would you be so eager to close the circuit?’

An uneasy slence filled the room while the three of them examined each other and their own private
pregjudices. Mdid s unpopularity among Concord planets was a fact. Ryth's fuson with Faen was dso a
fact. Somewhere between the two facts was truth, but not even the Sharnn knew where it lay.

“This doesn't have to separate you and Faen,” sad Kayle, carefully. “Faen’'s tdent is unique, and
uniqudy useful to the Carifil. We need her and her genes, no matter what her people's fate. The Caifil
will insure that—"

Soft, bitter Sharnn laughter overrode Kayle's words. “Do you redly bdieve that the Sandoliki Ti
Faen would let her people die done?’

“Shedidn’t care enough to rule them,” snapped Mim.

“She could not rule them.” Ryth spaced each word with icy precison. “Mdian date rituds are
tactile” He looked from one to the other while slence expanded in uneasy ripples. “Yes, you findly begin
to see the pattern. In spite of her isolaion, Faen is every breath the Sandoliki Ti. She lived in virtud exile,
in the center of aland destroyed by hatred, so that she would be avallable to those of her people who
needed her tdent. She loves her people and planet as few rulers do.”

Kayle sagged with a weariness as deep as Ryth's. “With each word you make it harder to believe
her innocence, much less Mdia's. You would do anything to keep Faen dive. Anything. And | can't
condemn you for that, though | should.”

The Sharnn’s hand went out until his fingertips pressed Kayle's am in dow t'sl’ne. “Do not worry
about your honor or Faen's or ming, Ti Kayle. | will find my shadow, my gint. Then, if Mdia mug die”
Ryth spread his handsin a gesture of emptiness, “she must die”

Faen appeared in the opening to Kayle's h'kd. Her body and voice were rich with the aftermath of
senaudity and deep. “Laseyss” she sad, her eyes lrilliant with compassion and premonition, “you
cannot find what someone has so carefully hidden. No one but you and | want the truth about Mdia. And
even | can't find it” Her beautiful face turned toward Kayle. “How soon will my planet be under
proscription?’

“Mdiais under secondary proscription now.”

Faen closed her eyes. When they opened, they were as dull as mercury. “I must go back.”

Kayle' s hand reached for her until he remembered, then he let his arm drop. “It is merdy a waning
to non-Mdians that the planet is dangerous.”

“Vintra has been put under tertiary proscription,” Mim pointed out.

“For good reason,” said the Sharnn angrily. “Too many people die herel”

“And who isto blame for that?’ countered Kayle.

“Proveit!” sad the Sharnn, his face hard and dangerous.

“Ryth, we don't have to prove anything any longer,” sad Kayle. “The odds agand Mdids
innocence have dimbed to the point that the Concord has no choice. We can't wait for Vintra to die
before Mdiais stopped. And punished.”

“*‘Mdia” quoted Mim, “is a disease that must not spread any further among the hedthy planets of the
Concord.””

“That sounds like a Vintran,” said Faen, her voice perfectly controlled.

“It was.”

“Do you redly believe that Mdiaisevil?’ asked Ryth.

“Wha Mim believes does not matter.” Kayl€'s voice was thick with a mixture of emotions too
complex to eedly name. “It's over, Ryth. It was over the moment | told them Jsyl was dead.”

“Wha of the Caifil?” demanded Ryth. “Will they St on each others' fingers while a possibly innocent
race is murdered? A race they could have saved?’

“We don't rule the Concord,” said Mim when Kayle was slent. “We are merdy specidists who hdp
when asked.”

“Or when you inds?’ said the Sharnn sarcadticdly.

“Sometimes” she said. “But we do not rule, Sharnn. We do not rule”

“I'm sure that is a great comfort to Mdians”



“Would you have us subvert the idea of Concord?” demanded Mim. “Would you have us poison the
posshilities of many races because you are complement to a woman born of a doomed race?’

“l don't ask for Faen's life or mine or Mdiad | amply ask the Concord to be certain that Mdid's
quiltisthe only possible pattern. Possible, Ti Mim, not probable. Possible! Is that too much to ask?’

“I'm sorry,” said Kayle, voice so changed as to sound like a stranger. “Mdlia is too wel hated.
Vintra has outgrown xenophobia, especidly since the Undeclared War. Today, Vintra is an integrd part
of the Concord, economicaly and culturdly. And Mdia—is not.”

“A pattern of prgudice that would embarrass a child,” sad Rythicly.

“No sysem is perfect.”

The Sharnn laughed in cold agreement.

“When,” said Faen, “will primary proscription begin for Mdia?’

Kayle's eyes went to awal disolay where flickering numbers divided time according to Centrex and
Vintran customs. He hesitated, then decided it was too late for Faen to do anything. “In the next Centrex
unit”

But Kayle had forgotten Faen's incredible speed. Before the last word Ieft Kayl€'s lips, the edge of
Faen's hand descended on Ryth in a totaly unexpected blow. He fdl soundiesdy to the lush floor,
unconscious at the ingant he knew he had been hit. She leaned over the Sharnn with swift grace, touching
her fingertips to hislipsin slent goodbye.

Kayle leaped for her, foot lashing out in a blow meant to stun. But Faen was no longer there. The
indant Kayle's muscles bunched, she somersaulted backwards, out of reach. Before Mim could move,
Faen was out of the room. They ran after her, but came no closer than the fierce blue flash of the Access.

Kayle stood and looked at the empty platform, swearing hitterly as the afterimage of Faen’s legping
body, burned behind his eyes. Mim touched the back of his hand.

“I should have known,” said Kayle thickly.

“You couldn’t have stopped her,” Mim said. “I’ve never seen such speed.”

The lights around the platform blinked and switched to a different code, beginning a new Centrex
unit. Eyes dull, Kayle stared blindly at Faen's death sentence.

“Mdiajust began primary proscription.” Kayl€'s lipstwisted bitterly. “The Carifil just logt their finder.
The Sharnn judt logt his—we vedl logt, Mim. Shlan t'eriu, F n’ een, Faen. Breathe the white wind.”

“What of the Sharnn?” Mim said softly.

“Faen’s blow was precise. It merdy stunned him.”

Mim hissed. “Don't pretend thickness, thrice-husband. What will the Sharnn do now?’

Hame leaped suddenly in Kayl€' s orange eyes. “Be grateful he isn't Mdian, Sri Mim, or he and Faen
would give the Concord Ti Vire such as it had never known nor wanted to know!” The flame died and
Kayle seemed to drink. “But heis Sharnn, and there is kerdin little he can do. Mdia's personne Access
iscut off from the rest of the Concord now. Even in alightship—if he could find one on Vintra—it would
take months to reach Mdia By then, Mdians will be no more then a raw smear across the Concord's
s f-esteem.”

Kayle's body jerked as though it wanted to move in dl directions and found none open. Mim'’s blunt
hand rubbed firmly down his spine.

“Itisn't your fault that Mdiais doomed,” she said. “It isn't your fault that Mdians could not abide by
the Sole Regtraint of the Concord.”

“l know, Si Mim,” said Kayle in a haunted voice. “But what if Mdians are not guilty? What if we
dlow Vintrans to rain fire on an innocent peopl€?’

Though the Sharnn did not make even the smdlest sound, the two Nendletis turned swiftly. Ryth
made no move toward them, Smply leaned againg the wall, eyes dmost black with fury.

“| tried to—" began Kayle.

“I know.”

Ryth's voice was drangdy cadm. His too-dark eyes flicked over the empty platform and changed
time code. For an ingant his mind leaped with deadly energy. Mim cried out, as much in pan as fear.
Then the energy ebbed. Except for an eerie aura of violence licking around him, the Sharnn seemed to be



no more than atal man leaning againg awal of mauve crysd. Yet Mim dung to Kayle, haf-sunned by
what she had bardly sensed.

“Caifil own and control the Accesses, don't they?” asked the Sharnn, but his tone made it clear that
he dready knew.

Kayle looked at Ryth closdy; the Sharnn seemed as cadm as a sunrise lake.

“Why do you ask?’

At Kayl€e's blunt question, dillness seemed to gather around the Sharnn, flowing into him, sucking
light out of the room.

“Yes” grated Kayle, sepping between the Sharnn and Mim. “Caifil control the Accesses. But we
cannot break primary proscription.”

“Cannot or will not?” Ryth laughed over Kayl€'s sudden anger. “Ti Kayle, 31 Kayle—I'm not asking
any more from the Carifil than the freight Access codes of C'Varid and Darg Vintra”

“That’ssuicide”

“Faen survived it”

“Faen isMdian. A Sharnn genotype might not.”

“My risk. The codes, Kayle. | haven't much time. Vintrawill be eager to destroy the prey it ran to
ground.”

“Take the Access to Nirendf,” Kayle said quickly. “Then afadt lightship to Mdia. It would take—"

“—more time than Mdia has” Ryth said in the tones of a Sharnn who has considered and rejected
dl patterns but one. “The codes.”

“l won't give you the means to kill yoursdlf.”

Agan dillness flowed. The Sharnn’s hooded eyes watched Kayle with a stranger’ s disinterest.

“l am Sharnn,” said an utterly cam voice. “I know how cultures are built—or destroyed.” He smiled
as hismind knifed into Kayl€' s with frightening ease.

*Give me the codes.*

*QOr you'll kill me?* shot back Kayle, his thought wrapped in contempt.

*No.* Gently. *No, gi. | won't even hurt you. Or Mim.*

*Then what will you—*

Mindtouch fractured into fear as Kayle caught just a vague outline of what a Sharnn's dillness could
become.

*Y ou don't want to know,* answered Ryth. *Nor do I'*

With a wrench, the Sharnn ended mindtouch. Only then did Kayle redize that the Sharnn had dso
held Mim within the coils of his uncanny mind.

“l can get the codes without you or Mim. But you could save metime.”

With pointedly careful movements, Mim shaped a psStran from the intricate wire mesh that hed
restrained her thick bronze hair.

“Mim—" said Kayle, reaching for her.

She deflected his hand with the gentle touch of a mother shooing away a child.

“The Sharnn has found his white wind,” she said, placing the pdtran around her temples. “Who are
we to say he may not bresthe it?”

With a dow gesture of resignation, Kayle turned his back on both of them.

“Are you dying Imply because Faen mus?’ said Kaylein agrey voice.

The Sharnn’s laughter made Kayle turn back in surprise.

“Si Kayle, do you redly think that Faen returned to Mdiamerdy to die like a tame zred?’

Kayle turned fully around, legs spread as though to take whatever blows might come.

“Yes, my new-old Nendleti brother,” said Ryth, “she will get many hands and heads on her way to
Memned' s mind.” Ryth amiled a the knowledge dawning in Kayl€' s luminous eyes. “And |—I will hdp
Faen conceaive of new ways to make Memned speak and regret that she shortened the most satisfying
pattern of dl. Memned will scream to hurry the moment of Mdia' s death. And her own.”

In the spreading dillness the Sharnn’s dow, even breathing was the only sound or movement. Mim
was logt to her disant communications and Kayle was logt to his own bitter thoughts. Then Ryth's hand



moved over Kayle in the dow pressures of t'sl’ ne, again cdling Kayle his brother.

“The pattern isnot burned in stone,” said Ryth in an attempt to comfort him. “Memned might break
before she dies”

“Would that prove Mdid s innocence?’ said Kayle sadly.

“Or guilt,” sad the Sharnn indifferently. “Either way, the pattern would be complete, knowable. 1sn't
that what the Caifil wanted?’

“Not at the cost of your death!”

“Each pattern has aprice”

“Is Memned's dow degth the price of your life pattern?’ snapped Kayle.

“It could be,” said the Sharnn, but his tone said thet it was not.

“Then why do you return to Mdia?’

The Sharnn’s green eyes were unreadable in the danting shadows and shifting light. When Ryth
amiled, Kayle looked away.

“Sharn could be respongble for Mdia” sad Ryth softly. “So if Faen mudt die, it will be with me
ingde her, kissng my blood on her lips”

Kayle flinched, but could not conced the light that stirred deep in his orange eyes. The Sharnn saw,
laughed softly and again touched Kayle like a brother.

“Y ou're more Mdian than Sharnn, now,” said Kaylein a strained voice.

“Am1? How little you know Sharnn, brother.”

Kayle grabbed Ryth's arm with bruising force. “You said, ‘If Faen mugt die!” If!”

“There are seven chances, seven patterns left to live Mdia only needs one.”

Kayle looked deep into the Sharnn's eyes and sensed wildness reaching and expanding, while
dtillness flowed, pouring into prima green eyes. He sensed the Sharnn’s lazy, dmogt amused, indifference
to the power awakening in hismind. It was merdly a sngle aspect of what a Sharnn could be.

*Ryth—* began Kayle, a find gasp of uneasy sanity that was washed away in reckless laughter.
Kayle succumbed to the savage power that he sensed in his new-old brother.

Inintimate, eadtic slence they waited for Mim to get the codes to Mdia's freight Accesses. Findly,
Mim lifted the psitran off her broad forehead and sghed wearily. When she opened her pale orange eyes,
agnglelook a Kayle told her of his decison. She folded her hands into round figs and said, “C Varid
or Darg Vintra? The Carifil will reectivate them, keyed to my psitran.”

“C'Vaid,” Ryth answered. “As close to the Turquoise Kel as possible”

“Will the food h'kd be close enough?’ purred Mim.

Ryth laughed with ddlight. Together they rolled up their luggage and set off for the nearest large
fraght Access. Faen would have recognized it; she had seen this Access through the timeshadow of a
dead man’'s mind. The Sharnn, too, sensed something that made him check each dense purple shadow
with unusud care. But today nothing dangerous waited for them except the Access itsdf. The Sharnn
cape flared and rippled, as though stretching. Then it settled like soft cloth around his powerful legs.

“Darg Vintrd s code fird,” said Ryth, throwing their luggage onto a square.

Mim’s quick, blunt fingers sent the luggage on its way. Then she stroked in the Turquoise h'kd’s
code, added a brief hold count and legped to the platform with the two men. The three of them joined
minds, reinforcing each other. And they waited.

The universe peded away in a dimbing blue exploson. Blue lightning raked across senses and
centuries, eons of blue more hrilliant than a god's eyes, blazing blue violence that consumed them,
churned them, spat them out bruised and sick on a smdl square platform far away from Vintra

The Sharnn's body jerked and rolled as he fought for control of himsdf. His mind was a mass of
shattered blue energy; a universe had poured through him and he through it. With afind spasm, he caught
the pattern of his sickness, twisted it and forced the wheding blue out of his mind.

Groaning, Ryth flopped off the platform and onto the carved crystd floor. He stared at the winking
patterns, wondering if it would have been easier if he had begun closer to Mdia Then he redized thet it
would have made no difference; dl distances were equd to the force that made the Access possible.

A smdl sound from the platform told him that Kayle or Mim was fighting into consciousness. Ryth



forced himsdf to his knees, reached out and dragged firs Mim, then Kayle, off the plaiform. He helped
them to breathe until the last of the sckness left ther knotted bodies and they dept. Though he tried to
day dert, he too did into unconsciousness.

The Sharnn was the firg to wake. He legped up, horrified a the wasted time and wondering why
they had not been discovered. Then he remembered that the Turquoise Kel was tabu to dl but the
Sandoliki Ti Faen.

He looked around, grimeacing & the pain that lanced through his mind and body with each movement.
He hdf-fdl, haf-kndt, by the Nendletis. Both were unconscious, but seemed otherwise normd. By the
time he had cleaned himsdf and them and the ke, Mim was moaning her way into consciousness.
Elegant and obscene epithets tumbled off her broad lips as she rolled to her knees, head hanging. She
tried mindspeech, but it was incoherent.

“Kayle?’ she said hoarsdly.

“Hell come out of it soon,” said the Sharnn, lifting his hand from the pulse in Kayle' s thick neck.

“l can’'t use mindspeech.”

“That will pass. | bardy remembered where | was &t first. Now | remember more than | want to.”

Mim'slips twisted in sardonic agreement. “Trave not fit for a zarf.”

She shook her head hard, as though to fling off the last shards of cutting blue energy. Blood oozed
from her lip as she fought not to cry out her pain. Weatching her, Ryth redized that the trip had been
worse for her than for him; and he guessed it had been worst of dl for Kayle.

“Faen?’ asked Mim, wiping blood off of her lips.

“Not here”

“Mdia?” Mim's husky voice grated. “Is Faen on Mdia?’

“She mugt be. My mind'sjust too shaken to find her.”

Experimentaly, Ryth tried mindtouch with Mim. He winced away at the moment of touch; her pain
was excruciating.

“Better than it was,” she said curtly.

“Can you remember yet?’

“The fool thet | was?” Mim laughed harshly, then bit her lip againg the pain. “Too dearly, Sharnn.
Too dearly. | hope your plan isworth our payment.”

“Flan?’ The Sharnn’s amile was lopsided. “Faen's plan is the only one that matters now. And | don't
know what it is”

“Gles”

Kayle groaned.

“Memned,” said Ryth. “If | were Faen, | would very much desire atak with that skavern.”

Kayle groaned and gagged until expert pressures from Mim's fingers short-circuited the nerves
sending messages of pain and nausea.

“What isyour status here?” Mim asked Ryth while she gently rolled Kayle's head to loosen his rigid
spine. “Can you go wherever you want without difficulty, and we with you?’

“When Faen was with me, yes. But Snce proscription—I don’t know.”

Mim grunted and massaged down Kayl€'s spine. “You don't know much, Sharnn. Yet my
thrice-hushand trusted hislife to your sill. S Kayle,” she added, “has a genius for dangerous impulse”

“He s not donein that,” said the Sharnn wryly.

Kayl€e's orange eyes opened dowly. His broad face creased with pain, yet he amiled to see Mim safe
and wdl, amiling a him in return. He swdlowed with difficulty and glanced around; intricatdly carved
cryda walls splintered light into every possible shade of turquoise.

“We're here” said Kayle weskly.

“Surprised?’ asked the Sharnn.

Kayle amiled dightly. The smile died as he pulled himsdf into a gtting postion; even Mim's fingers
could not vanquish the diding pain. The Sharnn watched him uneesily, naot liking the yelow hue of Kayle's
in.



“I'm dl right,” snapped Kayle, correctly interpreting Ryth's look. “1’ve fdt worse the morning after
too much chaay.”

He rolled to his hands and knees, head hanging. In spite of Mim’'s knowing fingers pressed agangt
key nerves, Kayle cried out a the pain behind his eyes.

Abruptly, the Sharnn decided. He stood and went to the h'ke’s computer. As though he had
handled its subtly textured surfaces dl hislife, he stroked in his request.

“Thet will probably register in Leke’s kd,” commented Mim.

“I know.” The Sharnn’s intent green eyes never Ieft the pulang lights thet answered his sure fingertips.
“Darg Vintra's computer has not been activated snce Faen returned to Mdia She's not there” He
worked over the maching s changing surfaces again. “Nor has the Creamstone and Gold Kel—"

“Then where is she?’ hissed Mim.

There was no answer. The Sharnn's face was lined with effort as he reached out with his mind for
Faen. It was like building a bridge of straw; just when he sensed something, a far Sde to am at, the
bridge collapsed. He kept trying, fighting what he assumed was the after effect of a coarsely focused
Access shift, fighting until sweat gathered and rolled down hisrigid body.

He could not find her.

The Sharnn opened his eyes. Mim was watching him, hope and resignation reflected in her pae
orange eyes.

“Nothing,” Ryth said.

“Then she's not on Mdia”

“My mind is sill—"

“No,” sad Mim flatly. “Your mindcal was as loud and cleen as any I've ever heard. She is gone,
somewhere out In the Concord. Free. And we are captive on a doomed planet.” Mim's amile twisted in
bitter humor. “Trugt a Mdian to deceive you, Sharnn. You have jugt joined the group of otherwise
intdligent beings who have succumbed to Mdian sensudity. Mdians primd dlure is the red reason they
are s0 well-despised by the rest of the Concord. For Mdians are immune—and we are not!”

The Sharnn turned inward and did not answer.

Kayle said something soft and low and hurried to Mim. The hissng Nendleti phrases piled up like dry
leaves in the room, shifting and rudling with each gesture. The Sharnn ignored the heaped phrases,
focusng instead on the ugly pattern Mim had pointed out to him.

Yes, it was posshle. More possble than Mdian innocence. He had never known fuson with
another, never known what it was to be complemented by another mind;, he could have mistaken
transcendent physicd pleasure for something else.

Stillness surged in the room, a whirlpool of darkness, and Ryth suspended in the dill center of lethd
possihilities—a Sharnn concalving of absolute evil. A Sharnn who could become whatever he could
conceive.

The goinning moment passed, but the dark gtiliness remained in the Sharnn’s eyes.

“Cdl out to the Caifil,” he said harshly to Kayle. “Tdl them to activate the freight Access and get
you off this planet. Quickly!”

Though Ryth said no more, they knew that the Sharnn was thinking of molecular fire.

Kayle slently pulled his pgtran into shape and placed it on his forehead. Long moments passed while
he sruggled to communicate. Wordlesdy, Mim put on her pstran and joined her mind with his. But the
expresson on ther faces told Ryth that something was wrong.

“Nether Kayle nor | can control our pstrans” said Mim, her voice hoarse with exhaudtion. “They
will have to be re-focused.”

“How long will it take?’

Kayle smiled wryly. “An ingant. All we need is an omni-synth.”

“The closest omnisynth is on Centrex,” said Mim bitterly.

The Sharnn hdd out his hand “Give me a psitran. | was less affected by the trangt.”

Mim turned aside disdanfully, “You of dl people should know that you can’'t use another person’'s
pattern. Don't be more of afool than she made you!”



The Sharnn’'s cape writhed darkly, but dl he said was, “How much time before Vintra will be
permitted to burn Mdia?”

“We should have at least three Centrex days” sad Kayle, but neither his mind nor his voice
displayed much confidence.

The Sharnn began to speak, then stopped, shaking his head sharply, haunted by a piercing memory
of Faen that was so immediate it was Smilar to mindtouch. He reached out, fdt an indant of faling away,
like dying, and then it was gone.

“Are you well enough to fight?" demanded the Sharnn abruptly.

“WEe re breathing, aren’t we?’ snapped Mim.

“Somewhere in the Topaz Kd is a personnd Access. Unregistered. So long as the freight Accesses
are activated, I'll bet that this secret one dsois”

“It would be untraceable, with the freight energies going,” mused Kayle. “It probably sphons those
energies for its own secret operation.”

“Let’s hopeit'sdoing just that,” the Sharnn said, turning toward the doorway.

The Sharnn led them across a pade courtyard of turquoise stone, then beneasth a tranducent
creamstone arch. Beyond that was a garden, zamay dive with wind and trembling song, asking. When he
stepped among the zamay blooms, a feding of Faen's presence diced through him, a feding as
compdling as her touch. He sumbled and choked off her name before it Ieft his lips, changing its soft
sound into a curse as he crushed zamay throats beneath his feet.

The sensud scents and textures and colors of Mdia nearly overwhelmed the Sharnn. In every radiant
black shadow he saw her har swaying with its own secret life in every flash of crysd light her eyes
watched him; in every slken breath of wind she did around him with a sigh.

“Ryth?’ said Kayle, touching hisarm.

The Sharnn flinched away, unable to bear a touch that was not hers.

“Nothing,” he said tondesdy, brushing aside flowers as soft as her lips. The feding of dying came
again, then left as suddenly as a thought. The indstent sense of her presence was gone.

The path Ryth followed turned in a graceful curve and vanished into the twigting embrace of nightvine
The thicket made a murmuring tunnd overhead, shilant with wind and life. The ar became fragrant and
humid, as intimate as two joined bodies. The tunnd widened and lifted to form a secret bower with a
cdling of tere leaves spreading scarlet benediction over the ground. In the center of the space, a pool
pulsed with the rhythms of a hidden spring.

And zamay trembled with hope.

With a sudden movement, the Sharnn kndt and thrust his hand into the living pool. Warm water did
up his fingers and padm, lapped gently at his wris. Even as his senses responded, understanding
cryddlized in his mind, and he knew that this secret place was consummately Mdian. The garden and
pool and perhaps the very earth had been designed to expand sensud possibilities.

To be dive on Mdiawas to findly understand the essentid sensudity of life And to glory iniit.

Sowly, the Sharnn lifted his hand out of the water, feding the pool’s nearly sentient reluctance to
release him. Each soft drop dinging to his fingers shone like a separate world, heavy and round with life

“Sheishere” the Sharnn whispered, dmos blinded by the gleaming drops. “There is no other planet
like this, no other place to live Or die” He raised each finger to his tongue and licked off the sweet
warmth of water. “Yes” he said, amiling. “Yes”

He lifted his arms as though to embrace the Slent trees and he laughed softly. Kayle and Mim looked
a each other, trading dlent worries. The Sharnn saw and smiled but did not explain; the pattern was so
new and pure he could not describe it, only fed.

With long, supple strides Ryth led them out of the Turquoise Kel’'s beauties and into the sudden
flavess light of Mdian noon. When they emerged from the ebony embrace of nightving, a guard
draightened in surprise.

“Take usto Lekd,” Ryth said, with the casua arrogance of atrue Mdian aristocrat.

The guard struggled with her desire to ask Ryth's name, then she recognized the tal Sharnn.

“Apologies and regrets, Sandoliki Ti Ryth.”



Ryth made a dismising gesture, not in the least showing hisrdief that Leke had kept his promise and
warned his guards of the new Ti’sright to go anywhere he wished.

“If the Sandoliki Ti Ryth would be so gracious as to wait in the garden,” said the guard in the risng
tone of one who requests without a hint of demand.

“Send food and drink,” said Ryth by way of agreement.

While they ate, the honey light of Mdlids late afternoon poured over the hushed gardens of the
Topaz Kel. In slence, they |et the exquisitdy prepared food work its smple magic on ther bodies. By
the time the guard returned, they fet as though the freight Access were no more than a distant, fading
nightmare.

Lekd wasin the ligening h'kel. Formerly, the room had been used for meetings between Sandolikis
and their advisors. Now, ancient crystd ikons shimmered next to ultramodern communications devices.
Beneeth the slence was a hum of power that was less heard than fdt in the bones. Ryth looked around
gopreciatively; only a Mdian could integrate such disparate dements into a pleesing esthetic whole.

“I'm honored,” murmured Lekel, his black eyes and voice quick with curiogty. “And surprised. Ti
Faen thought she would be the last one in before primary proscription began.”

Ryth sensed the others relief that Faen was on the planet. But the Sharnn was not relieved. Not only
could he not sense her, Lekd’s subtle hodtility crackled like distant hesat lightning.

“My equipment,” continued Lekd, “didn’t regiser anyone other than Ti Faen ariving on the inner

Lekd paused, inviting explanation.

“We came to be with Faen,” said the Sharnn, ignoring Lekel’ s invitation.

“Oh?" Lekd’s eyes became even colder. “I didn't know Ti Faen was in C Varid, much lessin my
hkd.”

Ryth gestured with a negligence he did not fed. “She's not a Darg Vintra Nor is she in the
Creamstone and Gold Kd. Naurdly we assumed she had come here. You may be only km'n
Sandaliki, but you are nonetheless her closest blood kin.”

“Closes—then it is desthtime,” Lekd turned away abruptly.

Ryth was not insulted by the view of k'm’'n Sandoliki’s powerful shoulders, he knew that Leke was
working to control himsdf.

“What Faen told meistrue?’ sad Lekd, his voice srained. “Vintra will be dlowed to destroy us
with molecular fire?’

“Ves”

The Sharnn hesitated, then walked over to Lekd and carefully touched him as he would an equa
who is not yet friend or enemy. Lekd diffened at the Sharnn’s tangible sympethy, then relaxed as Ryth's
illed t' 91’ ne subtly reassured.

“What has Mdia done to deserve the Concord' s wrath?’

There was naither plea nor sdf-pity in Lekd’s question, only the timdess cry of sentience baffled by
unearned degth. At that ingant the Sharnn was nearly certain that Lekd was not the architect of Vintra's
decline, but that certainty did Mdia no good.

“The Concord,” said Ryth softly, “believes that Mdia twice has broken the Sole Restraint againgt
undeclared war.”

Rege flickered deep in Lekd’s eyes. “Vintrds problems can't be excreted in Mdias scented
gardens. Vintra's problems are her own—and inevitable”

“Why?

“Look around you,” demanded Leke, wide-spread hands gesturing to every part of the shimmering
caydd h'kd, to the gardens beyond, and to the glowing moment when time was suspended in the
flavess dnnamon sky of Mdid's evening. “Each Mdian life is divided into one hundred aspects, one
thousand moments. To a Mdian, the names of those aspects and moments are purest song.” Lekd’s
caressing voice soared and fdl, whispered and resounded as he named just a few of Mdia's moments.
“N'amar, ssid’'ma, f'm'ar'li ... | can't trandate those names or those Mdian moments into the Galactic
language or experience. No one can.



“And if ample language eudes trandation, what of the minds that shape and are shaped by Mdian
moments? Can those minds be trandated? Can they be wrenched out of one context, thrust into another
and expected to blossom like zamay?

“No and No and No,” Leke said, hisvoicetadling like avire crystd. “Impossble. Yet Mdiais being
blamed because transplanted Mdians are dying on ther ugly purple planet.”

“Vintra” sad Mim's husky, yet biting, voice, “is hardly ugly. It has thousands of purple idands
floating on lavender seas, magenta mountains as potent as viero wine, amethyst clouds and a moon as
pink as a child's laughter. Vintrais one of the most beautiful planets yet discovered.”

“Not to aMdian.”

“Not to you, perhaps,” she snapped, “Other Mdians were not so blind.”

“A Mdian,” countered Leke, “would have to be blind to livein Vintra s gloom.”

“Clay eyes” muttered Mim.

Lekd laughed with arrogant certainty, “I'll match Mdian color discrimination againgt any race in the
Concord. Especidly Vintrans”

“Lekd would win,” said the Sharnn before Mim could respond, “Vintrans have difficulty with the
shorter wavelengths of light. It's probably more a culturd than a physologica trait; by Mdian standards,
Vintra has a somber sun. Never having seen sxty shades of cream, Vintrans would have difficulty
didinguishing among them. Think about it, Mim—Vintra s evolving language has far fewer words for light
colors than Mdia s language; And no more for the dark colors.”

“Vintra” said Kayle. “Means purple.”

Lekd amiled sardonicdly. “It dso connotes gloom and madness, among other things”

The Sharnn’s green eyes narrowed in sudden speculation. Planet names were like the ar everyone
breathed—s0 often used as to be taken for granted, yet containing items of crucid import.

“What other things?’ asked the Sharnn in a deceptively bland voice.

“Depression, disease, debility, and dishonor,” said Lekd succinctly. “When we say that a person
livesin avintran ke, we mean tha he is dead to the radiant possbilities of the senses”

“Ian't that a recent saying—just Snce the Undeclared War?" asked Ryth.

“Dag Vintra” corrected Lekd automaicdly, giving the war its Mdian name. “No, the saying is as
old as Mdians averson to purple”

“Does Darg Vintra have any meaning beyond its obvious one—Vintra s Revenge?’

Lekd made a curt gesture. “The Sandoliki Estates. Or what remains of them,” he added with sudden,
pa pable hatred.

“Nothing more?’ prodded the Sharnn, his pattern ingtincts aroused.

“The subject is digagteful.”

Ryth ignored the Mdian phrase Sgnding an end to atopic. “Degth neutrdizes dl distaste.”

“And we are about to die?’ Leked’s smile would have been crud, had it not been directed as much at
hisown mortdity asit was at theirs. “Since you have come hereto die, de f'mi ti, | will tdl you. But only
because you are de f'mi ti, and here”

“Supreme sensudigt,” trandated the Sharnn with a hdf-amile. “I am supremey complimented.”

Lekd’s degant bow reinforced the compliment. “Any man who can make the Sandoliki Ti Faen faint
twice deserves whatever wretched ornaments | can hang on his penetrating truth.”

Ryth returned the bow with equa €legance and ease, but his eyes were intent on more than courtesy.

“Dag Vintra” sad Lekd, then stopped. After a sgh he began again. “When the Concord
discovered Mdia, we were a race whose only dream was a life long enough to discover and savor each
of Mdia s thousand moments. The Concord’ s extender drugs gave us our dream without diminishing our
fertility. Though we limited oursaves to two children, we fodlishly overlooked the fact that we would sill
be dive when our children’s children had their own children, and on and on, more and more, generation
piling on generation until we were bresthing each other’ s air like lovers.

“We developed new disciplines, new harmonies. We tried to appreciate and even prefer the nuances
of tiny gardens, circumscribed vistas, dwrinking persond space. Mdians died in duds or ambushes
brought on by incidents that were as smple and complex as fetilized ova. Many, many died. But not



nearly enough to make room for the relentless generations.

“We cdl that time Vintra Morata.”

“Srrangling purple” said Ryth. “I’ve heard that phrase, in a song. Maran's Song.”

“Yes” Lekd’slipsflattened and he made a gesture of abiding shame. “By the time the Mdlian rogue
Tikldi discovered Vintrain a stolen lightship, Mdian society was disntegrating, We birthed more rogues
then ' mis, raised more crimings than de f'misti.”

“Each race,” said the Sharnn carefully, “had a difficult time adjugting to extended lives. That is no
requirement for shame.”

“For lesser races, no. But we were Mdians. And we were out of control, a purple sorm destroying
zamay and mountains dike. Thereis” Lekd added in a srained whisper, “no greater shame for a Mdian
then to destroy randomly, with neither plan nor purpose nor finesse”

Beyond the tranducent topaz wall, a scarlet bird caled and a shower of Slver insects descended into
the anging throats of zamay flowers. Petals folded in, protecting. Unmated insects ticked agang the
windows, ticked and ticked again, then flew into the condensing night in search of Snging flowers.

Lekd watched the brittle slver wings, his eyes reflecting darkness and silence and the possibility of
desth. Every linein his body spoke of control, of long discipline. His nodtrils flared minutdy in response
to awisp of fragrance that few non-Malians would have noticed. When he moved, it was with a liquid
grace thet recalled the hidden soring of the Turquoise Kdl.

“A Sandoliki was born, Sandoliki Ti Maran,” sad Lekd, his voice low. “She grew and saw and
knew that daughter or another planet were our only options. As Vintra had no sentient life, the planet
was ours by right of discovery. We desperately needed its land and food and space. We had lightships to
take us there. We had the resources to begin a second world.

“We had everything but the desire to leave Mdia”

Lekd looked blindly at the garden while it receded into night.

“| thought,” said Kayle, “that Mdians eagerly colonized Vintra”

A blegk amile divided Lekd’s face. “Few descend willingly into gloom and madness.”

“Then how—" began Mim.

“Alie” said Lekd harshly. “A lie of such infinite beauty that it became more compdling then truth. A
lie expressed in sarsa music, the mogt brilliant composition of our entire esthetic history.”

“Maran’s Song,” hissed the Sharnn, his body suddenly fully dert.

The Sharnn’s words spread through the hkel. Sowly, Lekd turned and focused on the Sharnn’s
uncanny eyes.

“Yes That song. It was only played once on Mdia It divided us into Mdians and Vintrans. So that
dl might live Maran's Song.” Lekd’s voice jerked. The subject was not one that pleased a proud
Sandaliki. “Summeation and exhortation. Maran’'s Song.” The name was a curse. “Maran’s Song. A lie
All alie Vintra offered nothing more to Mdians than a dow death far from their exquiste moments.

“Maran knew this, knew it as surdly as she knew that she would die on Vintra because she was too
much a Sandaliki to let her people die done.”

“Was there something lacking in Vintra s atmosphere or 0il?’ asked Mim. “Or a dow poison that
caused the decline?

Lekd’s unpleasant amile became equaly unpleasant laughter.

“Vintra was one of the Great Destroyer’s better creations,” said the k'm'n Sandoliki. “There was
nothing wrong with the planet—for anyone but a Mdian. And millions of Mdians were going there,
compelled by sweet lies sung on the Sandoliki sarsa, and dl minds ligening, deciding, and some dying.”

“If Vintrawere that lethd,” said Mim, confused, “the Concord would have proscribed the planet.”

Lekd looked a Mim pityingly, for she could not understand. She was not Mdian.

“There was nothing wrong with Vintra,” repeated Lekd camly.

“And everything wrong with Mdians,” the Sharnn said, his voice clear and hard.

“Now, de fmi ti,” murmured Lekd, “you know why Maran’'s Song is not sung on Mdia And you
know the red meaning of Darg Vintra”

“The revenge of madness,” said Ryth softly. “The Undeclared. War—Darg Vintra—was an act of



madness. It was madness for Vintra to attack Mdia”

Lekd bowed again and said nothing, for there was nothing left to say.

“Vintra attacked Mdia?’ said Mim skepticdly. “But—"

A look from the Sharnn silenced her. Kayle waited, sighed, and tried a different approach.

“What iswrong with Mdians, that they can’t live on Vintra?’ asked Kayle.

“Mdian culture is too integrated to be excerpted successfully,” sad Ryth, “too stidying to be
abandoned, and too dependent on the physica attributes of Mdiato be transplanted.”

“Toorigid,” said Mim.

The Sharnn amiled. “Is the sun too rigid because it burns for us every day?’ His amile faded.
“Mdians are dluring to us because they are sensudly integrated. They seem arrogant to us because they
don't need us to complete ther lives. But we long for their thousand moments, and we hate them for
what we cannot be.”

“Do you mean tha Mdians have everything they want or need on their own planet?” demanded
Kayle. “Isthe Concord truly extraneous to Mdians?’

“Culturdly, intdlectudly, sensudly—yes” said the Sharnn.

Kayle glanced at Leke for confirmation. The tal k'n'n Sandoliki made a gesture of respect toward
Ryth. “The Sandaliki Ti was born a Mdian, no matter what the planet of his parents. Except for the
dubious blessng of extender drugs, Mdia has nether need nor desire for Concord.”

Ryth watched Kayle closdly, meesuring the effect of each word. “You once asked me why the
Mdians were xenophobic,” said Ryth to Kayle. “You wanted to know what the Mdians thought the
Concord would do to harm them. The answer is that Mdians aren't araid of the Concord—they ignore
us because they don’t need us. They don’t think about us at dl.”

The Sharnn glided closer to Mim, looming over her powerful Nendleti body.

“That’'s why you hate Mdians, isn't it? They don't care about Concord or Carifil, mankind's future
or lack of it. We smply don't exig for them. That is Mdid s unforgivable sn. And that is why we will
destroy them.”

“You're forgetting Vintra” said Mim coldly.

“Kayle,” said the Sharnn, without looking away from Mim's pae orange eyes, “which planet do you
now believe had better reason for initiating the Undeclared War?’

“Vintra”

“Which planet has more reason to exterminate the other planet?’

“Vintra”

“Which planet—"

“Vintral” interrupted Mim, her husky voice graing. “Vintra Vintra, Vintral Now prove it,
pattern-man. Prove it!”

“Are you sure you want me to?’

The Sharnn’s soft question brought awry smileto Mim's face. “I'm not afool, g1 Ryth. But someone
has to take the unpalatable viewpoint or the three of us might overlook a crucid argument. I'm glad my
presentation is convinang.”

Ryth bowed. “Apologies and regrets, Ti Mim.”

“Unnecessary.” She turned on Lekd and asked bluntly, “What proof do you have of anything you
have told us? Particularly, what proof do you have that Vintra initiated the Undeclared War? And why
didn't you accuse Vintra a the time?”

“A Mdian wouldn't have to ask.”

“We aren't Mdians” said Kayle, hisvoice cdm and cold. “Teach us”

After along slence, Lekd made a dismissing gesture. But he explained.

“We could not accuse colonists who had no future, because we had tricked them into emigrating to
insure our own future” Leke stared a Mim with pitiless proud eyes. “Such an accusation would have
been a dishonor greater than Maran’s Song. And if we did lower oursalves to accuse, who would have
believed us? The Concord would have laughed as we pleaded, but they would not have helped. They
wanted Mdliato be guilty.



“And we are, but not of that crime. We are quilty of a much more subtle wrong than vidlating the
Sole Redtraint againgt undeclared war. We are quilty of dooming hdf our people so that the remainder
might enjoy the entire spectrum of Maian moments.”

“Are you s0 sure of your guilt?” asked the Sharnn softly. “I've heard some of Maran's Song. Its
pattern is not that of deliberate deception.”

Lekd’s am moved in a sweeping gesture of indifference. “You have not heard it on Mdia And
would it matter if you had, if you were right? The reault is the same, de f'mi ti. We live among our
thousand colors of ecstasy and they die among their thousand shades of madness. Naturdly they want
revenge. The Concord will see thet they get it

Mim shook her head like an anima emerging from water.

“Wait,” she said, pdms pressed to her temples. “That freght Access scrambled our brains. What
about the proven incidents of sabotage? What about the Gint? And Memned? If Vintrais dying of inner
decay, why—"

“Memned?’ said Lekd, hisvoice suddenly hard. “What does my wife have to do with Vintra?’

“Excdlent question,” Ryth said, pointedly moving between Lekel and Mim. “Concord agents have
been murdered on Vintra. One of them died looking at Memned.”

“Are you suggesting—"

“Nothing. We're hoping that where there are questions there are dso answers,” sad the Sharnn.

Lekd’s eyes closed and he stroked his textured deeves with senstive fingertips as though nothing
were more important than touching each thickness of thread in the order of its weaving; and perhaps
nothing was more important, for Lekel was Mdian and Sandoliki and the cloth’s textures were as riveting
a5 sarsamusc.

A dying dlver insect ticked againgt a trangparent pane while Mdia s night descended with icy stedlth.
Reays closed, sending warmth and golden light blushing through crystal walls. The hundred subtle shades
of orange in Leke’s robe seemed to legp like tiny flames consuming his fingertips. He sighed and
murmured wha might have been one of a thousand names. But his eyes when they opened were
remorsaless.

“Mogt Mdians know nothing of Vintra Memned does. Vintra's doom is dways with her. Therefore,
ghe is more thoughtful of Vintrans than most Mdians. By some, this is taken as an aberration that can
only be explained by”—L ekd’ s lips twisted in distaste “—cdling her a Vintran.”

“Y ou would never knowingly marry a Vintran,” said the Sharnn.

“So you understand even that?” Lekd asked, ignoring Ryth's dight emphass on the word
“knowingly.”

“You pity and abhor Vintrans. It would be like marrying a skavern.” The Sharnn paused, ligening,
but heard nothing; not even one insect remaned to tick futildy agangt glowing wdls. “Yet, such
knowledge as Memned has might bring guilt and then hatred. 1sn't it possible that she so hates Vintrans
thet she decided to hasten ther inevitable extinction?

Lekd’s slence was long and consdering. “My wife” he said dowly, “is ... limited ... for a Mdian. |
did not choose her for what she i, rather, for who she appeared to be.” Lekd’s full lips thinned into a
blesk line. “But she is Mdian nonethdess. Vintrans have so pitifully fewv moments. No Mdian could
reduce those moments by even one.”

Mim moved with restless urgency. “Y et we are dmog certain sheisinvolved with the Gint.”

Ryth's mental warning, coupled with Mim’'s own training, saved her from Lekd’s blow.

‘Gdngl”

Ryth reinforced his shout with a mentd stroke that brought Lekd up short. The k'm'n Sandoliki put
his hands to his forehead, fighting unexpected pain. Then he staggered as the pain vanished.

“N'd gd,” sad Leke hoarsdly.

“Apologies and regrets,” murmured the Sharnn, but his cape lashed.

Lekd looked a him warily and said nothing about the lightning presence he had dmost sensed in his
mind. “ Accepted.”

“Mim spoke only what we bdieve to be the truth,” said Kayle.



“No Mdian aristocrat could abide a man who flaunted gint,” said Lekd coldly. “To even hint that—"
Rage rippled dong his muscles, but he did not move. “It isimpossble”

“Then we have a problem,” said the Sharnn, and the very softness of his voice increased Lekd'’s
wariness. “Either your understanding of Mdian cgpabilitiesisin error, or Memned is not—"

“No!” Lekd’s voice grated across the glow of light. “Don’t say it, Sandoliki Ti Ryth. Don't force me
to kill Feen's joy.”

Stillness flowed into the Sharnn, a dow spird turning in utter Sllence.

“Play a child's game with me” invited the Sharnn, his voice gentle in spite of the force radiating
around him.

“Yes” Lekd’s voice was ragged and his eyes never |eft the dangerous presence that had become
Ryth. “Teach me, def'mi ti.”

“Accept as true what you have said about Mdians and what | have said about Vintra”

“Accepted.”

“Accept as true thet there is a black-haired, pae-eyed woman involved with the Gint.”

“... accepted.”

“Accept as true that the woman is either Faen or Memned.”

“Impossblel” exploded Lekd. “That's—"

“A child's game” Ryth watched as Lekd dowly relaxed, accepting the unpdatable game he had
agreed to play. “Knowing both women as you do,” continued Ryth, “which one would be more likdy to
abide the Gint?’

Slence dretched until it trembled like zamay, but dill Lekd did not answer, could not, until findly
logic and his own honesty forced him into reluctant choice.

“Memned.” He sighed, and repeated hiswife s name. “Memned. Not Faen. Never. The leader of Ti
Vire wouldn't be ale to partner with a gnt” Lekd made a gesture of baffled helplessness
“Yet—Memned?’

“Perhaps there is athird explanaion,” said the Sharnn. “Perhaps she can teach it to us”

“Perhgps,” sad Leke, black eyes dazed as he tried to focus on the impossible. “We can only ask.”

Lekd took the shortest route to Memned's h'kd, leading them through an dliptica inner garden
surrounded by luminous crystal arches carved with ancient gods. The compelling scent of Mdian night
swept over them, tdling of folded zamay and swaying tere, secret warmths hidden within piercing chill. A
sound escaped the Sharnn as Faen seemed to condense around him, perfect lips spesking urgent,
soundless imperatives. His mind cdled to her with tearing force, and was answered by a flash of dark
agony such as he had never imagined. His eyes opened blind to the black-slver beauty of Mdian night,
blind to the three people saring a him, blind to everything but Faen's image writhing and fading around
him until only smple moonlight remained to mock the agony echoing through his mind.

He did not cdl to her again.

“Areyou wdl, Sandoliki Ti?’

Lekd’s respectful question recalled the Sharnn to a different redlity.

“Yes” sad Ryth raggedly, his mind dill grappling with a pattern he was arad to pursue to
concluson. But the pattern became clear, too clear, and his throttled cry burned in his throat.

“Ryth,” said Kayle urgently, “what’s wrong?’

The Sharnn’s eyes shone hard with reflected moonlight. He looked at each of his three companions
as though weaghing them in a secret balance. While they watched, the Sharnn changed. It was as though
he had coiled back upon himsdf to become darker, thicker, stronger, more deadly. At that ingant, al
three were ready to fight for their lives, and none expected to win.

Then the coils loosened, dlowing them to bresthe once more.

“Faen,” sad the Sharnn softly, as though she stood next to him.

Lekd and Kayle and Mim waited, wanting to know more, but afrad to ask and risk a Shann's
anger.

“Something has driven Faen into g-consciousness. Y et even there sheis not a peace.”

They stared, but could not see Ryth's features. His cape was a darkness surrounding him like dense



smoke and ingde the darkness violence waited.

“Whereisshe?’ sad Kayle.

“Near.”

The Sharnn’s voice held such certainty that Leke involuntarily looked around, expecting to see Faen
wak into the night garden.

Sowly, the Sharnn’s eyes focused on the k'm'n Sandoliki. “Perhaps Memned's explanation will
indude what has happened to the Sandoliki Ti Faen.”

Lekd’s body tightened until muscles coiled, “Is Faen in danger?’

“Ves”

Lekd soun and strode toward a glowing arch.

“Is Memned the cause?’ demanded Kayle of Ryth.

“Memned. Or my gint, my shadow, my—"

Vidlence seethed around the Sharnn, a depth of violence that shocked Kayle. Ryth's eyes waited,
deceptively clear, like a oring in the center of an ancient tere grove.

“She should be safein g,” said Kayle quickly.

“Q is a desperate retreat, bardly one breath from death,” said Ryth coldly. “Q is totd flight from
gimulation. How much of that do you think someone like Faen can tolerate before she goes mad, or
takes that next breath?’

Kayle s mind closed as he tried to imegine the slent, monochrome infinity of sensory deprivation,
where an indant and an eternity were equa because time is measured by the senses and no senses
exiged in g. And Faen was Mdian.

“Hurry,” muttered Kayle.

The pervasive scent of zamay thinned as they hurried into the warmth of the Joxsha Kdl. Like Lekd’s
robe, the crystal and creamstone walls of the kel were made of more shades of orange than anyone but a
Mdian could discern. While they walked, shades of orange legped and flickered and burned in a
symphony of slent fire

“It's like living in the Allgod's eye,” murmured Mim, the orange of her own eyes intendfied by the
diding shades of the kdl.

But Lekd did not hear. He turned aoruptly and Ieft the kel for a narrow dde garden. There was a
brief scent of blooming nightvine, a brief bite of chill air, and then Lekd led them into a large ke where a
thousand tints and tones of blue arched overhead. From the dlipticd room, corridors led away like
spokes, each corridor presented a gradation from lightest to darkest blue.

Lekd gave them no time to appreciate the subtleties of Mdian color artistry. He led them at a
near-run down a corridor that began more pae than Faen's eyes and ended as darkest midnight blue. So
perfectly were the blues graduated that in no place could a change of hue be discerned.

With an unconscious flourish, Lekel pulled aside a tranducent tapestry and strode into a hidden
room. The somber blues surrounding him swayed in currents of candldight. The tal candles were dmost
black; their bodies were scented with nightvine and their flames burned more mauve than gold. Except
for scattered cushions, the room was empty.

The Sharnn stared beyond Lekd, trying to guess the function of the room, but his pattern sense was
baffled by the shifting, scented flames. After the clean chill of the garden, he found Memned's room
difling.

Lekd crossed the room and yanked asde a monochrome blue wal hanging with textures thet
shimmered and spoke in the changing light. Beyond the fabric was an indoor garden. In the center of the
garden stood a sarsa, gathering and concentrating moonlight over its thousand crysd surfaces.

Ryth stared at the Sghtless facets and wondered whether the sarsa answered Memned's touch with
slver ghodts and slent ecstasies. Then he redlized that only a finder like Faen—or Maran—would have
the mind and sill to combine with the sarsain unguessed linkage, probing sAif and past dike.

Lekd crossed to the sarsain two strides. Every mation spoke of impatience, yet his fingers hed the
m’'sarsa ddlicately. The wand flashed in the moonlight and sSx descending notes summoned Memned as
dearly asif Leke had caled her name. The last low note trembled in the slver light, then dissipated like a



sgh.

There was no answer, though they could hear the summons resonating through every crystd wadl in
the kel. The Sharnn had only to look at Lekd to know that Memned' s absence was unexpected.

“Whereisthe VintraKd?' said Ryth abruptly.

“Wecdl it the Kemir Kd.” Lekd’s voice was strained, but indgtent. “Kemir.”

“Purple or blue-red, cdl it what you will,” snapped the Sharnn. “Where isit?’

“No one lives there. It was built only to complete the spectrum. No sane Mdian could be expected
toliveinit”

“But Memned usesit occasondly, doesn’'t she?’

“Oppogtes refresh,” sad Lekd. “It proves nothing.”

“No one said thet it did.”

Lekd turned away from the Sharnn’'s too-knowing eyes. The kKk'm'n Sandoliki crossed two
connecting gardens a a pace that was nearly a run. The second garden was oddly ragged, dmost
abandoned, as though even servants fet uneasy among the unfolding purple foliage. But under the Slver
and white moons, the plants were merdy black on black without even a shadow of purple madness.

At the end of the garden rose an arch, its faceted curves refracting moonlight into countless violet
flashes.

Lekd stopped and turned to Ryth. “Whatever happens” Lekd said, his voice low but clear,
“Memned' sfleshismine”

The Sharnn hesitated only an ingant. “Her flesh isyours”

Without another word, Lekd vanished beneath an amethyst arch. The Sharnn legped to follow,
running Slently beneath ancient arches and moonlight until the Kemir Kel rose out of darkness, its
twin-peaked roof like the wings of a greet bird.

Eveninthe flawless light of Mdian day, the kel’s myriad purples would have suggested a burden of
secrets and regrets, in the attenuated light of moons, the Kemir Kel’s brooding atmosphere was amost
maevolent. Strokes of magenta light fdl like blows across the lavender floors and each shadow was a
duggish condensation of purple. The ar was thick, barely stirred by dow maroon currents.

Ye the Kemir Kd was aso compedling, the very heart of mystery illuminated by random shards of
pure violet light.

The heavy scent of nightvine coiled around Ryth as he followed the fading rustle of Lekel’s robe
brushing over the floor. The amdl of nightvine became stronger, darker, dmogt papable. Lekd pulled
adde a tapestry and for a moment was slhouetted againg tiers of tdl candles that burned with clear
purple flames.

The room was furnished with cushions, low lounges, and amethyst sculptures in arrangements that
were not quite random. Everywhere, tal candles burned until their eerie light and scent became as much a
part of the kd asitsraling tones of purple.

In the center of the room stood Lekel, head bent as he spoke to a woman whose golden skin was
transformed to deepest rose by the dchemy of dark candldight. When she turned toward Lekd, her
black har billowed out, dive with purple lights. She lifted a amdl, beautifully formed hand and stroked
Lekd’sfacein skilled t' Sl ne. Her eyes as they watched him were aswhite asiice.

The Sharnn fought to breathe ar that had congedled in his throat, fought not to cal out Faen's name,
but mogt of dl he fought not to kill them both as they stood in the warmth of each other’s breath. His
cape whipped soundlesdy, twisting and writhing, seeking.

She turned again and walked closer to Ryth, moving with the slent grace of a shadow. Vague light
washed over her face, conceding its lines in shifting megenta tones. When she looked into his eyes she
stepped back, afraid.

“You agreed,” said Lekd to the Sharnn.

As she turned to look at Lekd, a sudden draft outlined her profile with a flare of candldight. In the
heightened illuminetion, the lines of her face were subtly blurred, wrong. Not Faen.

The Sharnn stepped back. “You didn’'t mention that your wife so resembled ming” he said hardhly.

“Espedidly by candldight”



“| assumed you knew,” said Leke, rdeasing his grip on hisknife, “It's hardly a secret.”

“Yes” said Memned, her voice toneess. “It's common knowledge that | am less beautiful then
Lekd’sfirg choice”

“Beauty varies with desire and custom,” said the Sharnn.

“You are very tactful, Sandoliki Ti Ryth,” said Memned, her voice as expressonless as ill water.

The Sharnn glanced around the h'kel, making sure that Memned was never out of his Sght. For dl
the informaion he gained from her unreadable face, she might as wel have been heavily veiled. “I'm
unfamiliar with the pattern of the kel,” he said casudly. “Where are you keeping Faen?’

Memned's moment of surprise passed so quickly that the Sharnn could not be sure he had seenit.

“Keegping? No one keeps the Ti Faen. The Ti Faen does precisdy as she pleases.”

The Sharnn gave Memned a long, consdering look while he sent lightning menta directions to Kayle,
*Tdl Mim to try Memned's mind. Force it if possible, but don’'t damage her memory. Be ready to fight
Lekd *

Ryth looked from Memned to the powerful k'm'n Sandoliki. “I agreed that her flesh was yours, but
her answers belong to me. N'ies?’

Lekd hedtated, then spread his hands. “N’ies. If she knows any answers.”

Memned turned toward her husband, her beautiful face expressonless. “You give way to a man who
isnot Mdian dmply because your Faen might be in danger? The more she scorns you, the more you—"

“Enough,” said Lekd, cutting across what was obvioudy an argument so often chewed over that dl
juice was gone. “Do you know where Faen is?’

Memned dmost smiled. And said nothing.

“I'm not asking for mysdf,” said Lekd, his voice a mixture of anger and gentleness and regret. “I'm
asking for the Sandaliki Ti Ryth.”

“And | am refusng. I—ohhhh!”

Lekd supported Memned, preventing her from tumbling to the hard crystd floor.

“What isit, Memned?’ asked Lekd, lips close to her black har. But her limp body did not respond
to hiswhisper. His fingers found the pulse on her dender throat. “A amplefant ... but why?’

“Good reason,” said the Sharnn quietly.

Only then did Lekd notice that the two Nendletis were standing close together, orange eyes burning
as though they could see beyond Memned' s controlled exterior to the truth indde. Lekel remembered the
ingant of pain that had staggered him when he attacked Mim and he guessed that something smilar had
happened to his wife. But he could not fight back, trapped as he was by the warm weight of Memned
lying across hisarms.

“You fight like skaverns,” he sad bitterly.

The Sharnn said nothing. He watched the Nendletis intently, senang that something was wrong. At
last Kayle blinked and his round orange eyes dowly focused on Ryth.

“Mim can penetrate, which is more than we had hoped for, given her difficulty with Mdian minds.

“But? prompted the Sharnn, trying to curb hisimpatience.

“But | can't join their minds, because Mim can't get beyond Memned' s outer consciousness. It's like
being on a huge oailed bal. No place to grab and hold, no traction. You jugt dide and lunge and dip until
you're sck with dizziness and you're no closer than you were when you started.”

“You get no information?’

“We get too much! All of it, one huge seamless ball and no way to sort it out. No reference points,
no—"

“Pattern?’ suggested the Sharnn.

Kayle s eyes narrowed. “Too dangerous. Y ou might end up worse than | was with ' Qen.”

“And | might not. One way Faen dies, we die, Mdia dies. The other way—anything is possible.
Everything.”

Suddenly the Sharnn swung around and crouched in a sngle motion that was both beautiful and
deadly. Lekd stopped his attack in mid-stride.

“You're too close, k'm'n Sandoliki. Back up.”



Lekd shifted Memned' s weight and carefully walked backwards.

“Drop the knife” said Ryth. “Yes, that one. It shines so beautifully beneath her black hair.”

The knife dropped loudly in the silence.

“Ligen well, Lekd. | will find my answersiif | have to tear your wifé's memories into sngle ingant
dhreds” The Sharnn's words were as diginct as the muscles corded in his neck. “You may fight me, if
you mug, after | have my answers. If you move one step before that, | will force your mind and kill you
where you stand. N’ies?’

Lekd’s black eyes searched the Sharnn's face and found neither uncertainty nor weakness. With a
long breath, Leked agreed.

“N’ies” Then, coldly. “May | St?’

The Sharnn made a cutting gesture of indifference. Sowly, Leke sat, holding Memned across his
folded legs. For an ingant, candlidight shifted and spun over her dill face; it was like seeing Faen through
deep water, blurred and unattainable. In spite of his control, Ryth must have made a noise, for Lekd
looked up from Memned's shadowed face. Something oddly like pity crossed the k'm'n Sandoliki’s
herd features.

“Do what you mugt, def'mi ti,” Leke said, looking away. “Your lossis gregater than mine”

Ryth closed his eyes, blotting out the woman's face that was both strange and too familiar.

“Reedy?’ asked Kayle.

The Sharnn took severd dow, deep breaths, then responded with curt mindspeech.

*Ready. What do | do?*

* Absolutely nothing.*

The Sharnn laughed bitterly. *I should be able to manage that.*

*|t's the hardest thing of dl,* responded Kayle, and put a warmth into his thought that radiated
through Ryth's ragged nerves. *Very good,* encouraged Kayle. *Very, very good, just kegp—ahhh,
don't fight me. Y ou're too strong, Sharnn.*

*I'm not fighting,* inasted Ryth, then redized that he was indeed waging a reflexive sruggle aganst
the presence seeping toward the center of his mind. With a slent apology, the Sharnn concentrated on his
need to link with Mim.

*Better ... better.*

There was a moment of vague vertigo, tiny pans.

*Y ou’ ve changed, Sharnn. Amazing—truly amazing. Powerful, dill, and vadtly patient.*

*The lagt thing | fed is patient,* returned the Sharnn, with a lash of restlessness that made his cape
Seethe.

Kayle's only answer was a vanishing chuckle. A feding of crigp ar and crackling coolness grew in
Ryth’s mind, accompanied by tangy, spicy scents. The total effect was as invigorating as diving into cool
water.

Thank you. You are like ghostsailing the edge of a nova, The intimacy of Mim's response
shocked Ryth. She was behind his eyes, whigpering through his brain and her body lived by his rhythms.
Nowhere did he sense Kayle.

You won't, as long as the link goes well. He is bridging all our differences. Without him such
intimacy would be impossible. We're too different, you and I. You are as powerful and flexible as
life itself. You change even as| breathe. Always becoming.

| am Sharnn.

| begin to fear what that means ...

Don’'t. I am human.

I’ll hold on to that, sri Ryth. You do the same!

With no more warning than that, the Sharnn found himsdf hurled into Memned's mind. He could not
sense Mim, except in the speed with which he oriented himsdlf in the uncharted territory of an dien mind.
He knew he was looking for something in particular, but he could not visudize what he sought. The
difficulty did not disturb him; he correctly assumed that Mim would guide him whether he sensed it or not.
He concentrated on Memned.



What Kayle and Mim had perceived as an ally bdl, the Sharnn perceived as a grey sea troubled by
conflicting currents and random winds. Waves came tal and narrow, wide and short, wedge-shaped and
no shape at al. He both hovered above and floated on top of the sea, Smultaneoudy adoof and a part of
the unbaanced forces that made Memned what she was.

He stayed there, feding/seaing/senang. He was not aware of Kayle or Mim or time or even himsdf.
His whole being was focused on learning the pattern that created the impenetrable grey surface that
heaved below and around him.

Sowly, patiently, he discovered amilarities and opposites, cataogued conflicts and accords, endings
and beginnings. The waves seemed no longer restless, but energetic, no longer amorphous, but inevitable.
The very next wave would be along wedge that—

The sea exploded and he tumbled headiong into a madsrom of voices and mations and
scenes/memories shouting/requiring that he seefhear/touchvknow/be NOW until he fdt himsdf fracturing
into a hundred sdves trying to meet a thousand impossible demands.

| can't!

| can. Let me.

How?

Let go.

With a soundless cry, the Sharnn stopped trying to concelve of and thereby become everything at
once. There was a time of goinning nausea that seemed endless. When it was over, his body beat with
Mim'’s rhythms and he watched through Mim'’s eyes. He tried to communicate with her, but lacked the
necessary kill. Vertigo returned, overwheming.

Don't try to talk to me, unless | miss something vital.

Wisdy, the Sharnn made no attempt to respond to Mim's command. He willed himsdf into passivity
and watched, fascinated, while Mim deftly did down through the sorm of Memned's mind, dways
down, further and further, until voices faded and memories thinned into raw energy, force and
counterforce in the changing yet changeless dance of life,

Something moved toward the play of energy. A tenuous val spread across it, surrounding, melting,
then combining with a fierce crackle of pain that was gone so quickly that it did not even make a
memory. The Sharnn’s impatience leaped, for he guessed that Mim's mind had findly joined with
Memned's.

Be very gill. She is difficult.

The Sharnn sensed will gathering, shaping into an unavoidable command to remember—

FAEN

And Memned remembered.

Midnight and white moon racing, tere trees bending in a black wind, moaning and he was
waiting for Memned, there, cape fanned in the black wind, bending down and touching her,
murmuring Faen’s name in tones of hatred darker than wind or night or tere trees bending down.

The memory did away before they could see the man's face. Ryth controlled his impatience with
difficulty; he sensed that he had seen that man before, in darkness, cape hillowing like black laughter.

FAEN

For an ingant the three-way intimacy heaved and tossed like an unruly animd while Memned fought
Mim's implacable command to focus her flow of memories on Faen. But Mim's greater <kill kept
Memned under tight control and the restless surges of energy condensed into

FAEN

A scarlet form more graceful than water, swaying, transforming the simple act of walking into
a dance as beautiful as faal-hnim, black eyes watching with hopeless longing and a shadow
dragging behind, dark imitation carefully trained but never equal never

FAEN

Ebony and silver night, warm as a lover’s breath and the sarsa brilliant beneath pouring
moons while Faen touched it with a skill that made her shadow weep and flee until he stepped
out, black-green eyes blazing, the core of night consuming Memned until she no longer regretted



shadow-life lived for him.

Even shadows find something like passion. Shadows, like gints, can be more than they seem.

FAEN

Creamstone and Gold oddly drained, flattened, monotonous, and Faen waiting, brilliant
blue-white eyes accusing her, Faen saying its name with disgust curling her perfect lips until they
were separate condemnations and Faen's hair like a summer night sweet and warm and as black
as Faen's contempt for Memned' s shadow life and shadow lover.

But shadows can conceal more than they outline. Light and brilliance drained from Faen's
eyes and her features dlackened, all but the perfect lips that somehow till shaped contempt for
shadow Memned who finally stood above, looking down on her unconscious image like looking in
amirror, only better, much better.

Laughing as she dropped the tiny dart pistol next to Faen’s unconscious beauty. And later

FAEN

a scream that shattered all hope.

WHERE

A sickening swirl of purples

IS

condensed into

FAEN

lying in deep violet light where tall candles guttered thickly, a room of purple shadows where
one shadow lived and laughed and gloried in her superior image screaming just once before the
stubborn retreat into self, frustrating all attempts to force a return to consciousness and agony.

A single scream. Too thin a revenge, even for a shadow.

There would be more deaths later, of course. Vast deaths. A whole planet. But Faen's death
was special; it must be as perfect as a flawed imitation could make it.

Then the shadow would become substance and Faen would be nothing at all.

Redlity shifted with a Sckening lurch. The Sharnn found himsdf bresthing with his own rhythms,
seaing with his own eyes.

Do you have enough, pattern-man?

Yes.

There was afeding of breathless acceleration, then a sense of being totaly alone. Hollow. Conflicting
emotions shook him until he dowly expanded into dl the abandoned spaces of hismind. And redized that
Kayl€e s hoarse voice was drumming in his ears.

“—hear me? Do you know me? What is your name? Do you know where you are? Can you hear
me? Are you—"

“Yes, yes” interrupted the Sharnn, his voice ragged, as though it had not been used for along time.
He shook his head, flinging off the last of his sensory daze. “I'm dl right.” Ryth turned on Lekel, who had
not moved during the long, long interrogation.

“Whereisthe violet room?’

Lekd eased Memned onto some cushions and stood without the least Sgn of diffness “It will be
eader if | take you there”

Ryth looked at Kayle. “Memned?”’

“Sell deep, as will Mim. And as you should. Let me go to find Faen. Joining minds is far less
exhauding than what you did.”

“Can you bring Faen out of g7’

“No one can, Ryth. Not even you.”

Without a word, the Sharnn turned and started after Lekd. At the fird step, the room began to dide
into darkness. Ryth caught himsdf and straightened before Kayle could reach him. The Nendleti said
nothing, but his knowing eyes did not miss one Sgn of the exhaudtion that had turned Ryth's muscles to
sand.

*Y ou would be easy game for Leke right now, Ryth. Even with your cape.*



*Which iswhy he won't touch me*

Kayle watched doubtfully as the Sharnn walked out of the h'kd with uneven strides. But by the time
he caught up with Lekd, Ryth's powerful body had restored rhythm, if not grace, to his movements.

The two men walked side by side, saying nothing, not noticing brooding lavender corridors, pools of
meagenta light framed by amethyst columns wearing the faces of long dead gods. Nor did a@ther man
notice gartling slver eyes, Maran's eyes, a maroon ikon brooding over the dow dance of violet
tapestries turning in the minor wind of two men’s passage.

“May | ask?’

Lekd’s soft question penetrated the Sharnn’s concentration as no loud demand could have.

“Youmay.”

“Did she—my wife—tdl you why?’

“Jedlousy,” said the Sharnn, “and something more. I’'m not sure yet. The pattern is gill forming.”

“I would not have believed Memned capable of taking Faen.”

“She was't. She shot Faen with a projectile weapon.”

Lekd’s gtride broke and his handsome face settled into lines of darkness. “K’m’n Sandoliki Memned
used a projectile wegpon?’ asked Lekd carefully.

“Yes” The flaness of Ryth's tone left no room for comfort. “Anesthetic or poison darts. Then
torture.”

“l can't believe—no Mdian aristocrat would use—" Lekd hit off his thoughts abruptly. “Is Faen
dive?

“Probably, Memned had planned an elaborate ritud of revenge. She hasn't had time to carry it out.”

“K’tekiirey. Ordedl by torture. In that, at least, Memned honors her Mdian ancestry.”

Ryth said nothing, but the sudden violence that radiated from him made Lekd wak very softly urtil
the end of the corridor was reached.

There” sad Lekd, indicating a dark triangular opening to Ryth's right. “There is a specid room a
the end of the hdl. H'kdl n"ma sey. The room with no exit.”

The Sharnn turned and walked dlently into a purple hdl. At random intervas lights bloomed behind
crydd panels, caging mauve shadows across the way. Exhaugtion congealed in the Sharnn, dowing him
until only will drove his body toward the flickering maroon light at the end of the triangular hall.

She lay in the center of the samdl, sx-walled room. Her bed was a dais draped with uiterly smooth
fabric. Candidight flowed over the drape until it shimmered and pulsed in imitation of life. She looked too
pae, too atenuated to be dive, but he sensed the tiny breaths that were too far apart and too shdlow to
disturb the tillness of her body. Remembering her Sngle scream, he expected to find a ghadtly injury, but
her skin was as flavless and fine-textured as the drape she lay on.

Besde Faen's head was a sl glass table holding delicate insruments whose purpose the Sharnn
immediatdy guessed. His hand lashed out, smashing the table and its contents and opening a long cut
across his pdm. He quickly looked away from the debris, not wanting to know the insruments  exact
patterns, not wanting to conceive of their precise use, for he had promised Memned' s flesh to Lekd.

Though the Sharnn knew it was futile and probably dangerous, he could not hep cdling once to
Faen's hidden mind. There was no answer, unless it came as a subtle tightening of her muscles that
passed as quickly as adgh.

The exhaugtion Ryth had held at bay findly damed him; he moved toward her like a man waking
under water. Only a Sharnn’s will could have forced his cut hand to lift uniil blood fdl like black tears
onto her lips. Then the room began to mdt and run into impossble purple shapes. With infinite care the
Sharnn lay down beside Faen and gathered her againg his body. When the sweet scent of her filled his
senses, he let everything ese spin away into a darkness that knew no shades of purple.

VII

The Sharnn dirred and woke, tangled in Faen's warmth. She murmured againg his skin and
gretched languidly. For a startled moment she redlized that she wasiin the torture room of the Kemir Kd,



but then she fdt him next to her and relaxed beneath lavender shadows. Though Ryth fet weakness like
water in his veins he pulled her closer. Over his shoulder she saw the shattered table and smashed
implements of k’te kiirey. The roughness of his pdm and his blood dry on her lips told her what he had
done. And then she remembered why she had returned done to Mdia.

“I wanted you to live forever,” she whispered. “Laseyss”

He said a Sharnn phrase that had no trandation, and she was comforted. With a long Sgh she
accepted ther deaths. Both heard the tapestry dither aside, but neither moved.

“You look like easy mest,” Kayle said, letting the tapestry fal back into place.

The Sharnn amiled. “Try me”

Kayle laughed shortly. “Y ou've taught me two things, Ryth. It is fatal to underestimate a Sharnn; and
itisimpossible to overestimate a Sharnn.”

Ryth pulled himsdf upright. The h'kd became a kaleidoscope of purple tones, spinning and running
together.

“I’ve taught you wrong,” said Ryth, laughing weskly.

“| doubt it.”

Kayle walked across the room. His ralling, powerful gait was oddly suited to the pae violet light that
radiated through the room’s mosaic of colored crysta panes. Kayle set the tray he carried within reach of
both of them.

“You brought a ps out of termind g. The Carifil want to know how.”

Ryth frowned, trying to remember the moments since be had emerged from Memned’'s mind. Then
he saw Faen'slips and knew.

“His method,” said Faen, “would only work between Mdian lovers”

“Isthet true?

“Not quite,” said the Sharnn. “If the lovers were complements, their race would not matter.”

Kayle 9ghed. “We were afraid it was something like that.” His sharp orange eyes went from Ryth's
hand to her lips. “Was the blood necessary?’

“We are Mdian,” sad Ryth.

“Are you? Or is she becoming Sharnn?’ Kayle amiled at Ryth's startled glance. “Think about it while
you edt, pattern-man.”

Ryth looked warily at the triangles of food and tal glasses of viscous liquid that Kayle had brought.
But when Faen reached for both with a ddlighted sound, the Sharnn began to est.

“Leke sad that these were the most concentrated forms of food known to Mdians” sad Kayle,
watching Ryth eat with growing greed. “You'll need your strength. We ve got to pry Memned loose from
some answers. Without you, we can't redly penetrate her indifference.”

Ryth grimaced at the thought of re-entering the maglstrom of Memned's mind.

“l don’'t think we Il have to go dl the way in again, Ryth. It's jugt that we don’t know which answers
we ve found. Thet is, which questions. Or—"

Kayle hissed a sdlection of Nendleti phrases that the Sharnn winced to trandate.

“You mean,” said the Sharnn, “that you don’t understand what Memned told us last night.”

“Precisdly.” Kayle waited impatiently while Faen and the Sharnn licked each other’s fingers clean,
then drank the last drop of pale turquoise liquid. “Ready?’

Ryth did off the dai's, prepared to catch himsdlf, but the room did not spin away from him. Surprised,
he looked at the empty tray with new respect. Faen saw and amiled and said nothing. He curled her hand
across his as he took her into hismind and gave her exact memories of what had happened in Memned's
mind.

“How much,” he asked Kayle, “did you see’hear/fed of what Mim and | found in Memned' s mind?’

“All of it.”

“The man Memned met benesth the moon and tere trees?”

“Ves”

“| believe that was the Gint.”

Faen's hand tightened in his. and she stirred uneasly within his mind. “There were no marks on his



forehead.”

“Thelight concedled more than it revedled,” said Ryth.

“But,” protested Faen, “even in moonlight, gint flashes like crysa.”

“Two possibilities” countered the Sharnn. “Either he wore no gint that night, or she does not think of
hm as gint and therefore literdly did not see his marks. Remember, we saw only with her eyes and knew
only with her mind. Probably, he was not wearing gint. The dternative requires an integrated act of will
thet isadmog certainly beyond Memned' s capacity.”

“Gint marks are tattooed. Permanent,” inssted Faen.

The Sharnn spoke gently to her, knowing that even to think about gint was disguding for a Mdian.
Especidly a Sandoliki Ti.

“They are supposed to be, yes. But gint can be painted on and oiled off, n'ies?’

Faen's shudder of distaste was involuntary and totd. “N’ies. But what kind of Maian warrior—no!
Wha kind of creature could endure gint for even a moment?’

Faen's face twisted at the thought of a Mdian who could overcome a culturd trait that was as
ingrained as sensudity.

“If that man was the Gint—" prompted Kayle.

“Then he was usng Memned,” said Ryth.

“For what?’

“Dedroying Mdians”

“But Vintrans are the ones dying.”

“All living things are dying,” the Sharnn said dryly. “Some more quickly then others. As of this
moment, dl Mdianswill die before afew Vintrans.”

Faen's nails pressed againg his am, leaving crescents of pain that she fdt the indant he did, as
though it were her own am, not his. She rubbed the marks away, but could not so eesly erase the
thought of a despised Gint bringing down a proud race of warriors.

“Then you bdieve the Gint is Vintran?' said Kayle.

“Doesit matter?” said Ryth.

“Can you prove that he's not Mdian?’ snapped Kayle, impatient with Sharnn evasions.

“Only by inference. Pattern.”

“Not good enough.”

“No.”

The three of them walked glently into a room where Lekd and Mim waited with Memned. Cushions
in every tint of purple were scattered through the room and black candles rose like gaunt shadows. As
one, both Nendletis withdrew to the cushions nearest the entrance. There they could hear and see
everything, as wdl as guard againg intrusons.

The Sharnn looked from Memned to Faen and back again. Even in the brighter light of day, their
resemblance was uncanny.

“Come to me” said the Sharnn.

Not untii Memned walked toward them was the difference apparent; she lacked Faen's perfect
grace. When Memned came very close, other differences came into focus. Her profile was dightly less
sharp, her eyes were dightly less danted, more white, and her lips lacked the fullness of Faen's.
Memned's hair was black, but less brilliant than Faen's, lacking both the blue and blue-white lights that
did endlesdy through Faen's hair.

Wordlessly, Ryth compared the two women, dways to Memned's detriment. It was not Smple
prgudice that shaped the Sharnn’s conclusons. Memned was like a magter forgery; though superbly
executed, she lacked the resonance of the origind. It was as though a forger's kill had stretched her
essence beyond its dadtic limit. Something about her was subtly wrong.

With a smothered exclamation, the Sharnn stared a Memned even more closdly. His intendty was
such that she pulled back.

“No,” he said. “Closer.”

With a barely perceptible tremor, Memned obeyed.



“Stand there”

The Sharnn's gesture indicated an octagond window where pae lavender light was so bright that it
amog had no color at dl. “Lekd.”

-

“I’'m going to touch my prisoner, your wife. | will not—"

“l know, Ti. You won't hurt her flesh, for it was promised to me”

Gently, Ryth lifted Faen's hand out of his. She made no objection; like Ryth, she feared what even
vicarious touching of Memned would do.

If Memned objected to being touched, she did not show it. Not once did her lovely, expressonless
face change; not once did her lips shift, not even when his finger traced thar lines with an dmost sensud
delicacy.

“Incredible,” he murmured, pushing a mass of black hair aside and lightly kneading his fingertips over
her scalp. “Nearly perfect. | didn't know that such sill—" He stopped abruptly, fingertips pressng
agang the lower curve of her ears where they met her skull, then just above her harline again. “Close
your eyes.”

Though the Sharnn used no courtesies, his voice was not harsh. Memned closed her eyes and stood
without flinching while he tipped her head back and his fingertips traced every aspect of her eyes.

“Yes” sad Lekd as he waked up and stood next to the Sharnn. “She's undergone reconstructive
growth. There were many firesormsin the war. She wasin one of them,”

“Isthat what she told you?’ asked Ryth, his fingertips as light as breath over her skin.

Lekd made a careless gesture. “Perhaps there was an accident, perhaps not. She would not be the
firda Mdian to enhance her beauty; It is a mater of nather great pride nor great shame” He nearly
amiled. “And it was wdl worth it, n'ies?’

“Such skill,” murmured Ryth, sroking the seamless perfection of Memned's face. “I didn't know
Madia had such skilled regrowers.”

“Mdia doesn't.” Memned's fla voice was as ddiberady expressonless as her face. The effect,
paradoxicaly, was one of barely restrained violence. “1 went to Lirnkleml.”

“You mugt have been badly injured,” said the Sharnn. “Or very wedthy.”

“Neither.”

“What did you look like before you went to Lirnkleml? Were you smply ugly?’

“No.” Something flickered deep in her white eyes, a swift change that was gone before it was fully
percaived. “I was the most beautiful woman on ... inmy country.”

“What did you look like before you went to Lirnkleml?” repeated the Sharnn softly, rdentledy.

Darkness flickered like a shadow turning in the center of her eyes. “The same. No red change. The
same”

“No,” sad the Sharnn softly, and his fingertips traced each point as he named it. “Your eyes did not
tilt quite so much, nor were they so wide. Your ears were dightly larger, set higher. Your chin was less
triangular. Your hair was less full and probably another color.” His fingertips stroked her neck and
shoulders and breasts. “Shdl | go on, Memned?’

The shadow condensed, a point of darknessin her too-pale eyes. But she said nothing.

“Your neck was dightly fuller, and your breasts much fuller.”

“My hips” she sad, interrupting, “were as round as zamay seeds and my back—" She stopped.
“Doesit matter?’

“What color was your hair?’

“As blue-white as Mdia's sun. And my kin ... my skin was darker than amber and more smooth.
My eyes changed color like sarsa crystd.” Her words continued, a odds with her indifferent tone.
“When | walked, women envied and men followed. All but one woman and one man.”

“Faen and Lekd.”

“Yes” said Memned, looking at the Sharnn for the firg time. “ And he was the one | wanted.”

“So you had yoursdf regrown in the image of Leke’s desire”

Something like pity crossed Faen's face. She found she could no longer look & Memned or Lekd.



The Sharnn’s touch comforted Faen briefly, then was withdrawn.

“I had mysdf regrown in her image” repeated Memned.

But her voice was subtly hollow now, wrong.

“Was it your idea?’

Memned said nothing. Leke’s hand dowly stroked her arm, an expression like Faen's softening his
perfect Mdian features. Memned did not acknowledge the gesture with as much as a glance. It was as
though Lekd did not exigt, the hkd did not exist, nothing existed but the soft-voiced Sharnn and his
compelling eyes as green as hers were white.

“Was regrowth your idea?’ repeated Ryth.

“Yes”

“No.” The Sharnn amiled sadly. “No, Memned. Y ou loved yoursdf then. Who asked you to die and
be reborn a shadow of Feen?’

Memned's lips turned down briefly, then straightened into their former expressionlessline.

“It was necessary.”

“For whom? Who sent you to Lirnkleml?’

“No one. MysHlf.”

“A man?’

“No one”

“The Gint.”

“No.”

“You died for a shadow, Memned, a shadow who could not conceive of—"

Memned laughed suddenly, an eerie rigng sound that stopped his words. “You are wrong,” she
whispered. “So wrong. He is more than a shadow.”

“Who,” said Ryth, a flick of scorn in his voice, “is this nameess paragon wearing the marks of
cowardice?’

“You'll know his name just before you die!”

“l won't care then,” said Ryth. “You've told me what | dready knew. The man who made you a
shadow of lifeis the same man who flaunts gint.”

Maevolence suddenly radiated from Memned with the darity of a scream. “That’'s a amdl victory,
dead man!”

Her eyes changed, and her sdf-control broke between one breath and the next. Leke’s hands
tightened on her arms, for he sensed she would spring on the Sharnn and force her own destruction. She
seethed at the strength restraining her, twisted in his grip, then became very 4ill, only her shattered white
eyes dive, moving.

“But why?” said Faen. “Why Vintra? | can understand that you would enjoy peding me from life one
scream at atime—but Vintra?”

“You ak?" Memned said, with a Sdeways glance a Lekd that was more dhlling than her amile
“You, who declared Ti Vire on an entire planet?’

She amiled again, but refused to look at Faen; had refused to look at her from the moment Faen had
entered the room. The Sharnn had an eerie feding that Memned redly did not see Faen at dl, for
shadows could not see substance.

“TheTi Vire” sad Faen carefully, “was not the same as what you have done to Vintra”

“No,” agreed Memned, amiling blindly &t the purple fdl of light beyond Leke’s strong hands. “My Ti
Vireis better. Minewill be atota success. My name,” she said, her voice thinning and dimhbing, “will live
longer than yours, longer than Maran’s, longer than any Mdian name or any—" She stopped abruptly
and began to hum to hersdf.

“Not the same at dl,” sad Lekd hoarsdly, beginning at last to understand what his obsession with
Feen had cost Memned, himsdf, Mdia “Faen and Maran fought for the thousand moments of ther
people. You—" His voice hestated and they watched him change, withdraw, recede before ther eyes.
“You have killed your people, Memned. All but a few of our moments are gone. Only one sra ti, one
grest moment is left to us”



“Deeth,” hummed Memned, more to hersdf than in answer to the man she no longer saw.

“That pleases you?’ asked the Sharnn.

Memned looked a him in a restless movement of white.

“Desth pleases every shadow.”

“Just death? Any deeth?’

“The enemy’s death,” she murmured, then hummed and looked at her fingertips as though they were
fasdinating new growths.

“Who isthe enemy?’

The Sharnn’'s question went through Memned like a shockwave. When it passed, so did the
shattered look in her eyes. They were clouded now, nearly opaque.

“Who isthe enemy?’ repested Ryth softly.

She looked a him as though he were an gpparition. “Enemy?’ she inquired politely, tondesdy. “I
have no enemies. Merdly friends who left before | was born. And after.”

The Sharnn balanced her enigmatic answer in hismind for a long moment. He sensed something vitd
buried in her hauntingly irrationd response, but the core of meaning euded him.

Memned hummed softly to herself, sending uneasy chills through everyone who heard. Ryth looked
a Kayle and both slently thanked their separate gods that she had not gone insane while they were in her
mind. Faen listened, flesh dirring, to Memned's distorted yet familiar melody, a tune she recognized but
could not name.

“It' stime for you to leave,” suggested Ryth softly. “You don’t want to be here when Mdia dies.”

“Leave? Memned said, tilting her head as though ligening to a distant voice.

“Yes,” murmured the Sharnn, leening closer to her until his lips nearly touched hers. “He's waiting for
you on Vintra”

“Do you know him?" she asked, looking vagudy around, never quite seeing any of the people who
stood near her. “He ign't here now. He told me | was more beautiful than ... | believed him once ...
Memned made an oddly hopeless gesture. “Didn’'t 1?2 Did | believe? She looked implaringly a a spot
just over Ryth's shoulder where nathing but purple light moved. “Do shadows beieve?

The Sharnn’s face twisted but his voice remained steady, compdling. “Ask him. HE Il remember.”

Memned's face cleared. She amiled with a child’s uncomplicated ddight. “Oh, yesl He's so good.
He knows everything.”

Memned tried to walk forward, but was stopped by Lekd’s grip. She nether turned nor spoke, just
waited. With agmdl sound, Leked released his wife. She stepped out from between his hands as though
nothing had ever held her. Lekd stood and watched her graceful back for along moment. Then he dowly
lowered his hands. Ryth thought he heard Lekd cdl out, but the Mdian's handsome face never changed
and Ryth could not be sure.

They followed Memned's progress through shifting purple tones; a shadow in billowing pink robes,
soundless and swift, hurrying toward a child's answers, answers that would irrevocably condemn the
adult, for if she led them to a secret Access, Leke could no longer doubt that she had conspired to kill a
planet. Memned paused only once, to push againg a mauve wall until a section turned on a conceded
pivot. Shedl but ran down a narrow passageway into a circular h'kel. Such hidden rooms were common
indl kels, for Mdians understood the rewards of secluson. But Lekd looked at the wal with a sartled
expression on his face; it was obvious that he had known nothing of this h'kd, much less the Access
which shed such clear blue light over the center of the room. He watched his wife with dark intensty, but
neither his face nor his body revealed what he was thinking.

Then Lekd legped toward Memned. His hand snaked out and wrapped around her wrigt with a
force that made her body jerk. She pulled avay once, hard, then stood as passvely as a tethered animd.
After amoment, she began to hum again, a tune that Faen could name now, a song it was forbidden to
gng on Mdia Maran's Song.

Ryth went immediately to the Access contrals, never forgetting that Mdia's life might be as short as
thelr next breath. The controls were a combination of standard Concord and hadtily-rigged Mdian
textures that baffled him.



“Have you further need of her answers, Sandaliki Ti Ryth?’ asked Leke with a respectful gesture.

“No,” muttered the Sharnn absently, his mind focused on the puzzle of the controls. “I'll let the
Concord Council question her.” He looked up, beyond Leke’s shoulder. “Faen, have you ever used
controls like—No!”

The Sharnn leaped, but too late. The edge of Leke’s hand met Memned's neck with a dlean snap;
she was dead before she fdl across her husband's outstretched arm. Sharnn curses grated like sand
between Ryth's teeth, but he made no move againg Leke. In Mdian terms, Lekd’s action was both
inevitable and admirable,

“No,” snapped the Sharnn, gesturing curtly to Kayle. “My cardessness killed her as surdly as Lekd’s
blow. | was too concerned with the Access to redize that | was spesking her death sentence” A hbitter
phrase twisted his mouth. “Lekd owes nathing to the Council. Certainly not Memned' s life”

Kayle stepped back, bresthing dowly until the tenson oozed out of his body. A look of defeat
settled onto hislined face.

“l understand,” he said, gesturing toward the dead woman, “but will the Council? Everything we ve
seen and heard only hangs Mdia higher, tighter. We can't prove even now that she was a—*

*Quiet!* The Sharnn's mental command scored across Kayle's mind. Then, much more gently,
*Leke will try to kill you if you cdl Memned a Vintran.*

*But he killed her himsdf! He knows she was a least the most despicable kind of traitor, if not an
enemy born and schooled.*

*Lekd is Sandoliki. It is his duty to kill anyone—anyone—who cdls questions upon the Sandoliki
name.*

* Even when the questions are answered by irrefutable truth?*

*Egpecidly then.*

*| don't understand.* Kayle looked a Memned; her Sghtless white eyes reflected a different redity.
*And | don’t want to.*

“She earned her death,” said Faen, guessng what lay behind Kayle's unwinking orange eyes.

“But she died too soon!” Kayle gestured abruptly to Mim. “We have a Council to convince, Si
Mim.”

Mim's whole body registered doubt, but she stepped onto the Access platform next to him. “They
have aready decided.”

“Yes”

The Nendletis waited with outward patience while Faen deciphered the hybrid controls.

“Two-way,” she said, looking up. “Vintraonly.”

“Toamgor Access?’ asked Kayle.

“Ves”

“Praise gaimo,” muttered Kayle, “ Ready!”

Faen’' s hand swept down and the two Nendletis vanished in a blaze of pure blue energy. She turned
and looked at Lekel. He stood unmoving, Memned' s dead weight unnoticed in hisarms, hisdark eyes as
unsaaing as hers. Then Faen redized that Lekd had dmogt loved his shadow wife. She reached out in
impulgvet s’ ne before she remembered what it would cost. Her hand fell to her side.

“You are blessed,” Faen said gently. “You had no children to die between your hands”

Lekd’'s eyes dowly focused on Faen. “Yes | am blessed.” With a weary gesture he closed
Memned' s white eyes.

The Sharnn looked from Faen to Leke and knew a moment of horror when he understood the
meaning of Faen’s words. Memned's crime againg her people was S0 greet that the punishment would
not end with her; it would extend to her blood kin of the firs degree. Lekd mugt kill them dl. Memned,
her parents, her ssters and brothers, her children. His own.

“Blessad,” Lekd whispered as he kissed Memned's eydlids, lips and hands in ceremonid farewdll.
Then he let her dide away to lie floor, a huddle of rose doth surrounded by shades of purple. “She told
me her parents died in the war and she had neither Ssters nor brothers. Doubly blessed.”

The k'm'n Sandoliki stood moationless for a long moment, drawing himsdf inward, concentrating on



whet had to be done.

“Will they,” Lekd sad findly, indicating the empty platform, “be able to hep Mdia?’

The Sharnn’s body moved in a gesture of ambivaence that needed no words.

“l see” Leke turned toward Faen. | have no right to ask anything of you, Ti, but | do.”

Faen waited, pae eyes unreadable, body poised as though for bettle or flight.

“FHnd the Gint for me, Ti. Hisfleshismine”

Faen looked away from Lekd to where Ryth stood, dark and dlent, waiting for something only a
Sharnn could name.

“The Gint'sfleshisyours” agreed Ryth dowly, “but his answers belong to Sharn. To me”

Lekd made a swift motion that seemed to cast away Memned's body, the dien Access, the twiging
purple shadows. “Why?" he asked, his voice shadowed by pain in spite of his Mdian control “Why?”

“No,” sad Faen quickly, cutting across what could have been a Sharnn’s answer. “Ti Lekd, | will
speak with the truth of your own pulse ... if you let me”

“You have never cdled me Ti.” His dark eyes searched her face, but what he sought was not there,
could never be there. He accepted her compassion with a wisdom that was born when Memned's neck
broke beneath his hand. “ Speak as my pulse would, Ti Faen. | will not chalenge the besat of truth.”

“Ryth was in her mind,” said Faen, not usng Memned's name, for to do so would be to cdl her
shadow. “Mindlink is a moment rarely known by Mdians, but it exigts nonetheess. Do you beieve my
words?’

Unconscioudy, Lekd touched his forehead where pain had exploded a a sngle look from a Sharnn.

“l believe”

“The Sharnn saw her memories with her own eyes—tere and zamay, night and wind, Cream-stone
and Gold.”

“l believe”

“Tere leaves were the scarlet of flowing blood, zamay like my eyes a dawn and the night wind tasted
of dedire”

“l believe”

“All that and more she saw, fdlt, tasted. But in the crescent room, she saw only four of the thirty-nine
shades of cream.”

Lekd stared off into a distance that existed only in his mind. There, memories and desires and regrets
locked in painful battle. Not once did he look at the dead woman lying a his feet, for she existed now
only in hismind and in those few of the thousand moments they had shared.

“Asblind asaVintran,” Lekel whispered to himsdlf. “She and | together. Blind.”

His eyes focused again on the living woman who had cast a living shadow. The resemblance was so
great that his throat closed around fedings he could never acknowledge, for his dead wife was surdy a
Vintran.

“l believe”

For many moments, only purple shadows moved, coiling and reforming with each shift of tapestry
and light. Leke watched without seeing, watched as though he would never see again. Then his eyes
focused on the Sharnn.

“The Gint's answers are yours, Ti. They have dways been yours, haven't they? May they comfort
you more than my answers comforted me”

“l am honored,” said the Sharnn.

Lekd laughed curtly. “By a Mdian without eyes?’

Faen flinched and looked away from the ruins of a pride she could have loved and once had hated
and now would have to remember uniil she saw his moment of desth and he became a shadow whose
name she could never cdl.

The Sharnn heard her cal Lekd’s name in her mind and took one step that brought him closer to
both of them.

“Vintrans were Mdian once,” Ryth said over Faen's slent cry. His eyes, srangdy luminous agangt
the shadows, compelled Lekd’s attention, as did the cape swirling, dive with light. “What shame is there



inmarrying a woman who once was a Mdian?’

Anger hardened the k'm'n Sandaliki’s face, then anger drained into humility. “I’ve earned your

“l am not mocking you.” The Sharnn’'s eyes were like shattered green crystd in the thick light. “It is
your guilt toward Vintrans that makes you despise them. Vintrans are no less than Mdians. Had your
dead wife been raised under this culture, this sun, she would have learned minute discriminations among
tints and tones. But she was not, did not and so you who have been blessed count your thousand
moments and despise her few.

“You hate Vintrans because you know that you, too, could be twisted and flattened into Vintra's
limited mold.”

“Never! Mdians are—"

“No different!” The Sharnn leaned forward, poised, and his cape hissed, underlining each word.
“Thereis no irrevocable genetic difference between Vintrans and Mdians. They are the same!”

Faen looked from one to the other, trying not to think about the truth of Ryth's words, for she was
Mdian, and the best she could fed for Vintrans was pity. Yet she knew the Sharnn was right, there was
no red difference, none, and part of her wept for the shadow lives of dl Vintrans.

Lekd stood braced as though to receive more blows. He turned to Faen dmaost imploringly, but
there was no comfort in her pae turquoise eyes, no shelter from the truth. She sketched a t'sl’ ne phrase
inthe ar between them.

“The Sharnn isright,” she said softly.

Only Ryth sensed the cost of those four words, only he knew of the slent tearing deep within her as
she acknowledged blood kinship with a people she loathed.

Lekd had no response to her truth. He had learned too much, too quickly, and none of it pleasing.
The present had more cutting edges than a m'vire, and the future promised worse, but the past—the past
was his, dways, unchanged and unchanging, charged with the Mdian imperative of darg vire.

“Youwill lead me to the Gint, n'ies?’

Faen stretched out her hand, stopped just short of touching. “N’ies. | will lead you.” It was the only
comfort she had to offer, for the k' m’n Sandoliki had lost more today than even she could find. “N’ies, Ti
Lekd.”

The Sharnn’s body jerked and his hands flew to his temple. “His hair,” grated Ryth. “Do you il
have the Gint’s hair?’

“Yes” answered Faen. “Why—"

“The Access. Both of you. Now!”

“But—" began Lekd.

The Sharnn swept both of them onto the platform. Blue energy leaped up to meet them, surrounding
them with cold light. Deep indde thelr bodies something lurched once, twice, and they fell/soared for an
endless ingant until the gdaxy shimmered and spat them out on a distant Access platform.

“Regrets, k' m'n Sandoliki,” said the Sharnn, releasing Leke. “We had little time.”

“And you used every hit of it,” said Kayle, waking into the room. His mahogany skin glowed richly
inthe pale tangerine light of an dien sun. “You're a hard man to reach, Sharnn. Seven mindlinked Caxifil
bardy dented your avareness” He looked at Faen and Lekd disgpprovingly. “Ryth inssted that you
finish your discusson/argument/redization without being disturbed.”

The Sharnn amiled dightly, but his eyes were cold. “The moment was Mdian. They either understood
Memned's nature then or not a dl.” He glanced around the room, assessing its shape, the Syle of its
furnishings and, most of dl, the didtinctive qudity of itslight. “ Centrex.”

Kayle stared at the Sharnn, wondering how Ryth could recognize a planet he had never seen before.

“And that,” Ryth added, looking at a transparent cube that was taler than he, “mugt be the Caifil
omnisynth.”

“One of them,” agreed Kayle. “How did you know?’

“Theré s no other way Faen can track the Gint.”

“Your logic eludes me” dghed Kayle. “The omnisynth’'s mgor function is information synthesis. Its



minor function is coordinating the Accesses.”

“I know.” Ryth glanced around once more, then asked, “The Council?’

“Hghting Vintrals representative. Even now, molecular fire is poised.” Kayle looked unessly at
Lekd. “If the Council knew that both Maian Sandolikis were off-planet—"

“If the Councl knew anything at dl,” sad Ryth coldly, “it would not maiter where the Sandalikis
were.”

Kayle snapped his fingers. “It would have been easier with Memned dive. Once she admitted to
them that she was—" He stopped and |ooked warily at Lekd.

Lekd gestured curtly. “ She was Vintran.”

“You knew? hissed Kayle. “You knew and didn't suspect that she was undermining Mdia by
seeming to destroy Vintra?’

“l knew nothing, then,” Leke said with deadly quiet. “I refused to see beyond her resemblance to
Faen. | was awilling foal.”

Kayle's skepticism was plain. “Isit possible for aMdian to make such a mistake in discrimination?

The Sharnn laughed softly. “Possible? It s inevitable. If you beieve that every Vintran is somehow as
dearly marked as gint in sunlight, then you will certainly fail to identify Vintrans when you meet them on
Mdia, without marks.”

“I wish the Council believed that. But they bdieve Mdid s representative and she ingds that a Mdian
could not marry a Vintran.”

“Not knowingly,” agreed the Sharnn.

Kayle' s body rippled in an expressve gesture of angry frudtration. “Nor can the Council believe that
aMdian can't recognize a Vintran?’

“Would they believe me?’ asked Faen. “Or Lekd?’

Kayle's eyes deepened into burnt orange. “No, si Faen. They assume you will say anything to
urvive”

Feen radiated sudden danger, like a beast crouching and switching its tal. But her voice was
uninflected and smoath.

“l do not lie or cringe or lick dirty fingers for afew more moments of life. Nor does Ti Lekd. We are
Sandalikis”

“The Concord Council,” said Kayle tiredly, “won’'t believe—" He stopped, appalled a what he saw
legp indde her pae eyes. “

“The Concord Council will believe whatever comforts them,” said Ryth, touching Faen with a diding
caress that dilled the wildness behind her eyes. “But | ... suggest ... that Mdia not be destroyed before
we find the Gint.”

Though the Sharnn did not say or do anything, Kayle fet suddenly chilled. “Is that a threat? he
asked bluntly.

Ryth amiled like a Sharnn and said nothing.

Faen' s thin question separated the uneasy silence. “How much time does Mdia have?’

Rductantly, Kayle looked away from the Sharnn. “No one knows. Carifil—and a few Coundil
members—are fighting againg Vintran demands.”

“And losng,” Ryth added coolly.

With a mation that belled his umber robes, Kayle swvung back to face the Sharnn. “Yes. Primary
proscription was enforced earlier than we had expected.”

“But you're not surprised,” said Lekd, contempt lacing his voice. “Mdia is not wdl liked among
Concord planets”

Kayle turned o that he faced both the Sharnn and the k'm'n Sandaliki. “If Maia had not been so
closed to the Concord, you would have been given much more tolerance. And time It is easier to kill
drangers than to kill a people you have lived among, shared laughter and sdt and children—"

“Gdactics,” interrupted Lekd cdmly, “have no moments worth a Mdian'stime”

“A matter of opinion,” said Kayle curtly.

“Only to a Galactic.”



Kayle hissed his anger. “Has nothing penetrated your arrogance? Don't you know that—"

“Enough,” said Faen coldly, remembering when purple shadows had coiled and choked Lekd with
unwanted knowledge. “By what right do you demand a Sandoliki’s moment of humility?’

“l am trying to help.”

“Then get your foot off histhroat!”

“l never thought to live the moment,” murmured Leke, turning to her, “when the Sandoliki Ti Faen
stood with her back to mine, fighting my attacker.” He made a flowing gesture of gratitude that was as
graceful as his tone was bitter. “The moment was amost worth the discoveries that preceded it, Faen.
Almog.”

“I regret,” sad Faen softly, her voice husky with then-futile past, “much that has happened between
us, Ti Lekd.”

“But,” Lekd said, without accusation, “you would change none of it.”

“l am what | am. Even now, | cannot touch you.”

Lekd closed his eyes; his handsome face seemed to blur, then settled into new planes of acceptance.
“And | regret—ah, little sster, how much | regret!'—that moment when | tried to force you. Had | not
driven you off Mdia—"

Lekd held out his hands, pams up, mutdy asking forgiveness. Without hestation, Faen stretched out
her hands, pams down over his, so close but not touching the warmth of his flesh.

“l once blamed you for what | had become,” Faen said, “for cutting me off from my shared Mdian
moments. But a Sharnn taught me that what | became was as inevitable as dawn.” She searched Lekd’s
perfect Mdian face with eyes that were ice bluein the dien light. “I will give you the Gint, older brother.
It sdl that | can give you.”

Ryth fdt the regret in her voice and would have touched her, but the only touch that could have eased
her sorrow was Lekel’s, and that touch was beyond bearing. He watched her dim hands hover just over
the long fingers and hard wrigts of a man she had dmost hated and nearly loved.

Asthough a an unseen 9gnd, thair hands dowly moved apart. At the lagt ingant, Faen dlowed one
fingertip to brush the pulse begting benesth the skin of Lekel’s wrist. So great was her control that only
Ryth knew the anguish that exploded through her at the touch. Then, as though she had done nathing
extraordinary, Faen turned and spoke cadmly to the Sharnn.

“I'll need maps.”

Ryth indicated the tdl cube with a glance. “That’s the known gdaxy in three dimensions. All you need
isaguide”

“That's not a room computer,” said Kayle dryly. “It is incredibly complex. Five linked Carifil—"
Kayle stopped, then snapped, “Have you used an omnisynth before?’

“No,” sad the Sharnn. Then, amiling. “All my life”

“Sharnn is another word for impossblel” Kayle said with a sound of disgugt. “All right, pattern-man,
| won't even give you a Sngle suggestion about the ways to use an omnisynth.”

“And you hope it scrambles my brains”

“It can’'t scramble what isn't there. When you've failed, I'll link you to the five who might be able to
help you.”

Ryth laughed softly. “Be ready to shut down Accesses, my skeptica friend.”

Faen waited, gpparently not hearing, showing neither fear nor anticipation in her pae eyes, merdy the
patience of a predator. In her hands was the misa bag she had taken from a pocket in her turquoise robe.
The crimson bag seemed to shimmer and burn in the dien light of Centrex. She watched, dowly tuming
the bag on its cord, as the Sharnn went to a amdl, sharply curved dcove close to the transparent cube.
The dcove wals were tranducent and absolutdly flawless. Behind them was part of the omnisynth's
machinery, only asmdl part, for the omnisynth ran benegath the planet’s crugt like a tideless sea.

There were neither wires nor attachments in the dcove, Imply an dlform char covered by totdly
light-absorbent cloth. All of the Sharnn’s contact with, and dl of his control over, the omnisynth would
come from an energy net created between himsdf and the machine.

Ryth sat in the chair and waited until it adjusted into a semi-reclining position that did not inhibit his



view of the cube. When he was so comfortable that he no longer was aware of his body, light began
seeping into the dcove. Firg came the long waveengths, colors so dark they were heard as much as
Seen.

Y e Kayle knew by the rapid progression through the spectrum that the omnisynth was satisfied that
Ryth's eyes were discriminating among colors that did not exig for any but the Mdian race of man.
Kayle glanced at Faen, a her rapt face and mationless body, and he redlized that she was ingde the
Sharnn, seeing with his eyes ... or he with hers. Or even both, a fuson of complements that created new
abilities and indghts.

“They’re together, aren’t they?” said Lekd quietly.

“Such asmdl word for what—yes, they’re together.”

“That's amoment I'll never know.”

“Not with Faen,” agreed Kayle softly.

“Not with any woman.”

“Y ou have many maurities to search.”

“Many maturities” Lekd’s lips twisted in what could have been a amile. “And no more moments.”

The cube blazed with a soundless tumuit of colors, colors deting across dl visble squares and
shards of light that had no namein any language. Kayle started for the dcove, then redized that whatever
he could do was too late. He looked from Ryth to Faen, but saw nothing on their faces, neither agony
nor pleasure nor even the least awareness that the slent explosion of colors had been unusud. The only
difference he saw was that the Gint's hair now was out of the sk bag and tangled between Faen's
fingers

Kayle muttered the eighteen names of a Nendleti god, and stared intently at the cube. After many
long minutes of watching colors run and leap and pour over shapes haf-mdted, bardy revedled, Kayle
quit trying to make sense of the omnisynth’'s display.

At that moment a man's masked face shimmered in the cube. Gint marks flashed and black-green
eyes seemed to see through the universe into a Sngle room lit by the radiance of a Mdian fused with a
Sharnn. Both Leke and Kayle unconscioudy assumed afighting stance in response to the message in the
Gint's restless eyes. Then the Gint faded, leaving only a nebulous glow of gint marks and the memory of
malevolence condensed into two daing eyes.

Kayle could not control a prima shudder, but Lekd leaned forward, fingers outstretched and
curving, yeaning for his enemy with a desire greeter than any lover's.

“Not Vintra)” said Faen, her voice oddly changed, dmost doubled, as though she spoke through two
throats to make a sound like the echo of harmony. “Not Mdia. Heis—"

The colors in the cube pulsed and twisted, impressionistic, suggestive, surred, evoking desiccation
and brittle cold and black sky ablaze with a billion perfect stars. Along the Sde of the cube closest to the
Sharnn, numbers appeared, more densdy packed then stars, each number a Concord planet code.

“Magentaaun ... like a sea lgpping horizons ... sunrise a the end of time.”

Even as magenta light washed through the cube, numbers vanished, planets whose sun was not the
exact color seen by Faen/Ryth and the timeshadow memory of the Gint.

Kayle watched numbers vanish with each impression/evocation of temperature and wind and gravity
and pressure. Without looking away, he unwrapped his re-focused pstran and smoothed it into place.
When the numbers diminished to thirty, he dlently derted the Caifil who were going to pursue the Gint
with Faen/Ryth's unwitting help. Through Kayl€e's eyes the Carifil watched, poised, waiting for a angle
number to remain on the face of the omnisynth.

Eight numbers.

“—Dblack ice streaked by the crushed bones of long dead animas and sand like powdered tere in
moonlight—"

Seven numbers.

“—gmdl, so smdl, and perfect. Like slk and zamay petals soft-dippery, growing lon—"

Fve

“—and amdling of sunlight trapped millennia ago, a whole living floor tight with spines—"



Even as a number faded, the cube convulsed with colors.

“Gone. Away. So far, agggh!”

Faen jerked and staggered.

“Heavy!” she groaned. “Too—"

Numbers flashed, only to be lost in another convulson of colors. Faen muttered and forms
condensed, exploded and condensed again. Kayle swore in the hissng phrases of Nendlet.

“He sjumping dl over the kerdin gdaxy,” snapped Kayle in answer to Lekd’ s fierce question. “How
could he know? How?’

But no one answered, for the only Sharnn in the room was immersed in the omnisynth and had not
heard.

“Four,” murmured Kayle. “Fve”

Colors pulsed, dowed, began to condense into forms. Then the forms shattered into yet more colors.

“Sx.” Kayle's musdes bunched. “He s got to be near hislimit”

Thelight in the room flared through every possible mutation of ydlow.

“Saven.”

And every manifestation of green.

“Eight | don't—"

And blue.

“Incrediblel”

Sowly, other colors seeped into the cube, other sensory impressions. Leke glanced impetiently at
Kayle.

“What—"

“The Gint went through nine Access shifts” interrupted Kayle without looking away from the cube.
“Now his synapses are overloaded. He' s resting on some planet.”

Lekd smiled dowly. “Soon hisflesh will be mine”

“Maybe. If hisrecovery timeisfagt, hell jump before we identify the planet.”

“And then?’

Broken rainbows bled thickly over the half-shape, haf-shadow of aman.

“We wait until he clogs his synapses again—and hope we're fagter than his recovery.”

“How long?’ demanded Lekd.

Sowly, two dark dlipses condensed In the cube, two black-green shapes dmost like eyes.

“l don’'t know,” hissed Kayle impatiently. “It depends on his strength. And theirgl”

For the firg time since Faen had touched him, Lekel looked at her. His Mdian glance detected fine
lines of drain around her blue-white eyes and perfect lips, but he could not see if Ryth was amilaly
affected; the Sharnn was dl but concealed by the radiance that twisted through the acove. With a last
long look a Faen, Lekd turned back to the cube.

“How,” said Lekd, low-voiced, “did the Gint know he was being followed?’

Irritation and strain made Kayl€' s naturdly husky voice dmogt raw. “I don't know. | don’'t seem to
know anything important, least of dl how Ryth or Faen or Ryth/Faen have turned that omnisynth into a
magic window!” Kayle made a sharp sound of frudration. “Regrets, Ti Lekd. You aren't the only one
asking me questions.”

Eyes, whally black now, restlessly searching, diding over the people in the room as though they were
invisble

“—nhot-orange dust—and cinnamon-tagting-aily air, sticking, rolling—"

Colors jerked and ran together as the Gint made yet another Access shift.

“Wethink,” said Kayle dowly, sorting through the many voicesin his mind, “thet the Gint has enough
ps to know that heis beng followed, but not enough to know that the pursuit is mentd.”

“gy

“So the Gint is wearing himsdf out with multiple Access shifts—’

Siver bubbled up and shattered into lime triangles streaked with ice.

“—when one hift at atime, then arest—"



Pde sand with golden spheres mdting into crescents that drained into mocha ..

“—would work just aswel.”

Like pictures snapping through a child' s learning whed, colors flickered and changed.

“Seven,” Kayle said. “Remarkable samina”

“Hell wear out his reflexes”

“All the easier for us”

“l don’t want him weakened,” hissed Lekd. “I wouldn't touch an enemy who was less than whole”

“Don’'t worry,” interrupted Kayle angrily when colors whirled yet again. “His recovery time is as
extraordinary as his gamina By the moment they corner him, if they corner him, the Gint will be rested
and ready to fight.”

What Kayle did not say was that nine Carifil would reach the Gint fird.

Lekd murmured a Mdian phrase and amiled. “It will be satisfying to carve permanent gint marks on
his forehead.”

Reds surged, peaked and washed back in a dow fountain of pulsng color. Drops flev away,
darkened, ran into viscous pools of black, two pools, eyes sraining outwards toward an enemy sensed
but never seen.

“Light” sad Faen/Ryth’'s voice, spesking another man's perceptions, “so light floating
and-my-head-so-light!”

A masked face appeared, blurred; nether dien backdrop nor numbers identifying planets
accompanied it.

“What'swrong?’ said Lekdl.

“Probably his nervous sysem is too overloaded to respond to anything less than an extreme
environment. And what he doesn’t sense, she can't rdlay. Or,” added Kayle grudgingly, “Faen could be
tiring. Or Ryth.” He stared as though he could will the cube into focus. “No one has ever used the
omnisynth thislong, or with such excrudiaing finesse. If only—"

“Yes? urged Leke softly.

“If only she could tolerate a mesh,” said Kayle with a harshness that surprised Leke. “We have
Caifil who could pour strength into her. Into them.”

“Sheis a Sandoliki. She will endure until the enemy is dead.”

Kayle made a cutting gesture. “They both dready have endured more than either of us could guess”

“Of course,” said Lekd camly. “They are the Sandolikis Ti.”

Suddenly, gint dashes radiated out from the center of the cube. His tightly masked face focused into
rectangles and squares dominated by penetrating eyes.

“_ plue”

Colors jerked once, twice, three times his eyes appeared agan, glazed, unable to see beyond
haf-open lids, the eyes of a man exhausted or utterly mad. For long minutes there were only those eyes
and pinning colors that dowly congedled into outlines suggesting clouds or ocean waves.

“Thin and dry,” Faen/Ryth said, echo of harmony, haunting. “Moonstones and wind cdling through
white amber vines”

The cube became tone on tone of white and near-white, beige and cream and sand and the Gint
ganding like a shadow againg the pale land. Down one face of the cube, numbers appeared, as thick as
the sensations flooding over the Gint.

* —gawveet-musk-and-lightning-smoke—*

No numbers vanished, for even an omnisynth and a Sharnn could not penetrate with any certainty the
truth indde the Gint’s sensory slorm. The voice of FaerVRyth became ragged, dissonance instead of
harmony, eerie and oddly moving.

“Tired. Rest. Just one moment. Smdl sun-smoke hurts”

Hdf the numbers vanished. Kayle's breath hissed with expectation and Leke’s body flexed, but
neither spoke, for neither wanted to miss the words spoken by her/his frayed and lovely voice.

Blue-white light deeted through the cube as the unknown planet’s sun appeared from behind a
passing ice cloud. The Gint's eyes winced shut, but Feen/Ryth had aready seen more than either could



put into words.

“Sun. So potent. To live flattened beneath that brutd light.”

More numbers winked out. The face of the cube was not crowded anymore.

“And the smdl of lightning over a city made of glass”

All but fifteen numbers vanished.

“Siding wind song, higher, dways higher, keening while white birds soar with black beaks open to
the sky.”

Thirteen numbers,

“Cold and thin like high mountain air, but the glass dty is low, crouched between plan and
white-rolling sea”

Sx numbers.

“Sdffron river, rigid aove and coling bedow, faning through pde tundra and the
sweet-musk-lightning smel of crushed ving, a perfume like no other—"

The cube went black as dl but a sngle number faded. With a ragged sigh, Faen let the Gint’s golden
har drift to the floor. As though she were wading through syrup, she went to the acove, where iridescent
light no longer played. She kndlt and laid her forehead againgt Ryth's arm. He neither moved nor spoke.
Nor did he have to; ther minds were Hill one.

Slently, Kayle demanded to know what had happened. He met a wdl of resstance that he knew
could not be breached. “Sharnn!” he cried. “Do you have him?’

“Yes..”

“Where?” demanded Kayle.

“Where they make the most exquisite perfume in the gdaxy.”

“Zamir!”

The Sharnn laughed hoarsdly, as though his body had had dl the humor squeezed out of it. But his
voice spoke of strength returning. “Zamir,” he agreed.

Ryth and Faen flexed their bodies, restoring circulaion with the subtle rhythms of fad-hnim. To
Kayle's critical eye, it was clear that both of them were drained by their menipulaion of the omnisynth
and the timeshadow of the Gint's mind. But even as Kayle watched, their movements became more
integrated, more fluid.

“How long,” asked Kayle quietly, “before you'll both be able to identify the exact location of the Gint
on Zamir? The Caifil tdl me that there are at least twelve personnel Accesses on the planet, as wdl as
excdlent surface transportation. The longer we wait, the further from an Access he can run.”

The Sharnn seemed unconcerned. With no haste, he and Faen and Lekd waked to the Access
platform. While Kayle waited for them to mount, a feding of unease grew in him. Then he redized tha
they were standing together, and he guessed the truth.

“You aren’t going to let me come, are you?’ Kayle asked tightly.

“No one and no thing can get off Zamir by Access,” sad the Sharnn camly. “And only three people
can get on. Regrets, Ti Kayle”

“Why?" Kayle said angrily. “Why won't you let us hdp?’

“You have. You will again,” said the Sharnn. “Buit firg, Lekel must have his moment.”

“You'reinsane. If Lekd should miscalculate and kill the Gint before he talks to the Council, Mdiais
logt! You're betting an entire planet on one man’s kill.”

“I know.” The Sharnn’s voice was hard. He made a gesture of odd helplessness and said too softly,
“But not the man you think.”

“And you do it anyway,” hissed Kayle. “Why?’

Faen turned with a suddenness that fanned her turquoise robes. For the hundredth time, Kayle
redlized that she was a Mdian—and even more dangerous than that, a Sandaliki.

“It is Ryth's kirl gift to me”

Kayle stared a her, unbdieving.

“A mariage present? You asked a planet for a marriage present?’ He turned back to Ryth. “I can
believe the arrogance of a Mdian Sandoliki in asking, but | can’t believe the arrogance of a Sharnn in



gving! What right do you have to risk a planet as a gift?’

Lekd’s voice, cool and amused, cut across the slence. “Why should it matter to you who risks
Mdia? Or why? Your beloved Concord condemns Mdia to kh'vireni, desth without honor, and you
spread your hands in acceptance. Y et when the Sandoliki Ti Ryth offers Mdia kh'vire, you wall like a
guitted skavern.”

Kayle's orange eyes moved over the three of them, then centered angrily on Ryth. “Are you sure,
Shann? Is there a pattern in this beyond disaster?’

“There are dways patterns, even beyond disaster.”

But the flatness of Ryth's voice gave Kayle no comfort. Faen touched the Sharnn’'s wrig with a
ddicate fingertip. “Kayle cannot understand, laseyss. Mdiais ours to risk, not the Concord’'s. Ours to
destroy. Oursto create. That is the meaening of each Mdian moment.”

Her fingers lifted and moved in liquid t'sl'ne that dmost caressed the Mdian perfection of Lekd’s
body.
“If I could accept your seed, Sandoliki Ti Lekd,” she said softly, her voice resonant with echoes of
ancient ritud, “I would, duty and pleasure combined that your greatness not be logt to generations
unknown.”

Lekd’s face changed as he tried to conceal what her words gave back to him. And then he amiled as
though for the firg time, or the last, and Kayle stared unbdieving; he had not known that a man could be
S0 beautiful

“| release you from dl duties, little Sster,” said Lekd, his voice like zamay. “All our moments are
numbered, dl named. When we meet again, it will be for the firg time.”

Lekd’s fingers flickered through a t'sl’ne phrase that dmost touched her. The motion was too fast
for Ryth to read, but not for Faen. Though her eyes darkened, her amile matched Lekd’sin beauty.

Before anyone could move, Leke legped onto the platform and vanished in blue fire. Kayle made a
futile motion, then accepted what he could not change.

“How will hefind the Gint?" asked Kayle with acdm that did not conced hisrage.

“The Gint iswaiting for im where the river joins the white-ralling sea,” Faen said, her eyes focused
inward on a shadow memory.

“You warned the Gint,” said Kayle, satement rather than question.

The Sharnn seemed abstracted, as though absorbed by an inner argument.

“Warned?’ said the Sharnn, “Y es, along time ago, before | knew Faen.”

“Make sense, Sharnn!” hissed Kayle. “Will the Gint run?’

“He chose to fight, though he did not know it then, nor whom he would face.”

Thetangible grief in Ryth's voice only angered Kayle more. “Spare your Sharnn tears. The Gint does
not deserve them!”

“Are you sure of that?’ asked the Sharnn, his voice soft, deadly.

Kayl€ s rage evaporated. “Teach me”

“Ther€ sno more time”

Faen and Ryth leaped onto the platform. Just as blue energy surged, Faen's fingers moved in a
t'sl’ne phrase that comforted Kayle, though he did not know why or how.

Zamir's ar had the keen edge of a fighting knife, but neither Faen nor Ryth was bothered by it.
Ryth's cape protected him; her senses were so overwhelmed by the amdl of white amber vineyards that
ghe could fed nothing ese for a moment. The Sharnn oriented himsaf with a glance. The solar extraction
factories glittered to his |€ft, the ice-rimmed sea to his right, and the vineyards dl around, but for one
coiling line where ayelow river gnawed through ice to the sea. Though it was midday, the sky overhead
was blue-black with blesk stars glinting down.

Faen shivered, drawing her robes more closdy around her. In the nearly monochrome landscape, she
stood out like a turquoise excdlamation point. Ryth, however, was nearly invisble in his beffling Sharnn
cape. The cape stretched out, surrounding Faen and pulling her close, warming her, while Ryth's eyes
searched. Then he saw a vivid stroke of orange dong the margin of the river. Lekd was running lightly,
rapidly, though scarlet streaked his orange shirt.



“l don't seethe Gint,” said Faen, draining forward. “Did he run from us after dl?’

“No,” sad Ryth, remembering a twilight Vintran aley where an invisble shadow had moved, ditting
throats. “ Sometimes he's very hard to see”

There was pan in the Sharnn’s voice, a bleakness to equd the sky. It was as though a pattern that
hed begun with many posshilities had narrowed into a Sngle grotesque strand. Faen turned to him but
though she was ganding within his arms, he was dmog invisble to her. Only his eyes escaped the
muffling, changing cape, his eyes so like a Mdian spring, with shadow currents diding deep within.

“I logt,” he whispered hitterly. “I concelved too late, and logt your planet.”

With an abruptness that tartled her, Ryth pulled away and legped off the open plaform. He ran
down the curving river path so quickly that she could not close the distance between them, only keep it
from growing any greater. He did not answer her mindcdls. All around, white amber vines writhed,
teking hard light and ar and ice and trandforming them into a sngle ovewhdming perfume. The
compdling smdl of white amber permeated thar clothes, ther skin, thar flesh, as inescapable as a
Mdian' s revenge. Or a Sharnn concept.

A cry tore through the vines, a scream that did up the scalein one long ululaion. Lekd’s orange shirt
avung and jerked as though he were fighting his own shadow. Faen could not see the Gint, though
Lekd’svire cry told her the prey mugt be near.

*Ryth—!*

The urgency of her need penetrated his shidds. She was too focused on Lekd’s cry to redize tha
the Sharnn’s mind was raw and cold and deadly to anyone but her; she only knew he had findly heard
her.

*Can we reach hmin time?* she demanded.

Though the Sharnn knew that Leke would never ask for help, he ran faster, until the neet rows of
vines blurred. Ahead, Lekd spun and legped high, incredibly high, and his foot lashed out with lethd
potentid

*| can't see the Gint!*

Faen's frudtrated cry went no further than her own mind before she redlized that she could not see
Ryth, ether, though she could hear the staccato of his running feet. The shifting, flaing Sharnn cape
perfectly blended Ryth's body into the writhing vines.

*Can you see the Gint? she demanded.

*Sometimes* he answered, the contact so thin that she wondered if she had imagined it.

*Show him to me* she said, touching her knife. * JJust once.*

And in her thought was the knowledge and agony of Lekd’s dying and the certainty of her own
revenge.

*No.*

The Sharnn’s refusal shocked Faen. *His flesh is mingl*

*No.*

As they closed with the molten orange of Lekd’s clothes, they could see hdf of the battle. Leke’s
hdf. A dance like wildfire in a high wind, each surge capable of burning to the bone, but never making
contact before the invisble wind twisted away. Blood streasked Lekd’s clothes, dowed his legps, durred
the superb hues of his strength. Only his knife was untouched. Unblooded.

Inginctively, Faen watched the ground for unattached shadows. She sav—or dmost saw—the
shadow, but knew that it would be nearly impossible for one man to fight. And Leke would not ask for
help.

Faen wondered how he had survived the uneven contest for longer then its firgt ingtant. Unknowing,
she cried encouragement to Lekel, praisng the bruta beauty of his ill.

The shadow thinned, then fattened, and dust puffed up behind Lekd. He staggered, turned with
shocking speed and the pale sun burned on his blade. He lunged, speed and grace and desth, but the
knife did away. Lekd sagged as blood poured down his body, warm and heavy and far too much.

Two eyes shone darkly as the Mdian and the Gint looked a one another, killed and killer, bound in
the terrible intimacy of death. Slently Lekel did to the frozen ground.



A cold breeze parted the vines and then even the shadow vanished.

But Ryth was there, bending over Leke.

“Whereisthe Gint!” Faen screamed.

“Gone. Aswe agreed. Free.”

Faen shuddered but did not protest; a Sandoliki keeps a bargain, even with a gint.

“What is he, Ryth?’

The Sharnn’s eyes were green-black and as bleak as the grinding sea. “1 have conceived too much,”
he said hardhly, turing his back on her and looking again at Leke.

The k'm'n Sandoliki was motionless beneath the red folds of his clothes. Ryth looked at the blood
congeding benegth the blue-black sky, then he bent and picked up Lekd’s body with as much care as
though the Sandoliki could 4ill fed pain or pleasure. When he passed Faen she reached out, but her
fingers touched only air, for she preferred the panful memory of Leke’ s living beauty beating for just one
moment benesth her fingertip.

Around them white amber vines writhed slently, showering their fragrance on substance and shadow
dike.

VIl

Kayle looked from Faen to the Sharnn. Both had refused to tak after thar return from Zamir. Food
and dimulants had restored their strength, but the Sharnn’s eyes were darker, as though light moved less
eedly through their green depths.

“You logt your gamble” Kayle said bluntly.

Nether one answered. Nor was it necessary. They had returned without the Gint's answers. Vintra
hed won. Tomorrow Mdiawould die.

Killed by a Sharnn.

“You once told me” said Kayle, saring a Ryth, “that there were patterns even beyond disaster.
Was that truth or merdly a Sharnn evason?’

“It was true,” said Ryth weerily, “but Sharnn truth is not the same as Sharnn concept.”

“Then make it the same!”

The Sharnn’s eyes became amog opaque with inner argument, Slent caculations that spun and
legped until dl but he fdt time passing on the shadow wings of Mdia s approaching desth.

Suddenly the Sharnn’s whole body stretched until he stood with legs and arms spread, fingers wide
as though to grasp the impossible. The room seemed to shift and dide, light wheding around him, braided
radiance twigting until he stood as a dill focus of ginning energies.

Then he laughed, and they sensed echoes of light more beautiful than light itsdf. A blink, and the
room was normd, neither pouring light nor transcendent echoes and each person again cast a shadow.

Ryth spoke dowly, as though the need for urgency had passed. “With Caifil help, how many minds
can you mesh?’

Kayle's orange eyes sparked as they searched the Sharnn’'s drangely compdling face. “I don't
know,” said Kayle, his congtricted voice reflecting his bafflement a Ryth's transformation.

“Then talk to me about variables”

Kayle paused, looking into Ryth's brilliant green eyes with a feding he could not describe. “Traning
and receptivity are the two greatest. Given those, | could even join Faen with a Vintran.”

Ryth ignored Faen's shudder. “Good,” he murmured, and Kayle fdt absurdly pleased. Then, as
though it were unimportant, the Sharnn added, “Can Mim penetrate the Mdian mindset now?’

“Yes, with Carifil help. Y ou taught us how, Sharnn, though Memned was moslly a Vintran. What we
learned enabled us to reach even you on Mdia” Under Ryth's cam, encouraging glance, Kayle
expanded. “It's a matter of immense delicacy, of exquisite timing, of weaving among the intricate rhythms,
o ... of ...” Kayle stopped, soreading his hands. “There are no words to describe it.”

Ryth’s amiling lips moved and Sharnn phrases burned for an ingant behind Kayl€e's eyes.

“Yes” sad Kayle excitedly. “Yed That's exactly what happened!” Then excitement oozed out of his



voice as the phrases faded, leaving behind not even an echo. “Jugt get them in the right mood, Sharnn,
and I'll mesh them.”

“Hundreds?’ said Ryth quietly. “Thousands? And more, many more?’

“No. Too dangerous. If we pass a certain threshold—and we don’t know what the threshold is—we
get Unity. No one can control Unity. It's the kind of chain reaction thet is the fear of every ps.”

“How is uncontrolled Unity dangerous?’

“If it doesn't disintegrate spontaneoudly, it bums out every mind in the mesh.” Kayl€e's eyes looked
haunted. “Only a few people are unlucky enough to survive”

Kayle's eyes did away from the Sharnn’s knowing gaze. The fear of Unity was built into every ps at
the levd of survivd reflexes, as basic as pain. But the Sharnn was not every ps.

“What are you planning, Sharnn?’ asked Kayle, a curious mixture of reluctance and excitement in his
voice.

“A Sharnn moment,” said Ryth softly. “The moment when we ether concelve of the impossible, or
wede”

The Sharnn stood slently, waiting, as mysterious and compdlling as life itsdf. Faen’s fingers moved
inimetely, tingled with his response and a shared moment that only a Mdian could name. He smiled for
her done, but hiswords were for Kayle.

“We mug convince the Council of what we know is true Vintra is sabotaging itsdf and blaming
Mdia”

“Only someone who understood—realy understood—both cultures could believe that. And,” the
Nendleti added bluntly, “no one but a Mdian understands Mdian culture”

“l do,” said the Sharnn. “So do you ... sometimes. So will they. WEll teach them, Kayle, you and |
and Faen. And they will learn.”

“Mindink,” whispered Faen, guessng, disbdieving, appalled at the very thought of such intimacy with
anyone but the Sharnn.

“Impossble” sad Kayle flaly. “Even with your pattern skills Mdian culture is far too intricate to be
taught in a gulp. The ps who tried it would die raving like a zarf. Impossble.”

“l have concelved it,” said the Sharnn smply. “And Faen will hdp me”

Ryth leaned over her until his lips brushed hers, murmuring Sharnn phrases that she suddenly
understood. She cried out once, then his radiance healed the pain of his words.

“Thesarsa,” she said dowly.

Kayle s eyes narrowed with unessy speculation. “Teach me”

The Sharnn waited for Faen to speak, but she was logt within hersdf and what he had asked her to
do.

“l concelved,” said Ryth hestantly, seerching for Galactic words to equal Sharnn concept, “thet the
sarsa, touched by a supremely skilled muscian who has certain mentd energies ... dfinities with the
sarsa’s resonance spectrum and timeshadows ..." The Sharnn's voice faded and he gestured abruptly,
frustrated by the limitations of a language thet viewed redlity very differently than a Sharnn.

He began again, amplifying to the point of insult. “The sarsa can link minds, even mesh minds, below
the level of awareness. It draws energy through the link/mesh and uses that energy to create ... imeges.
These visud/aurd/ menta resonances act as a force that meshes present minds with the timeshadows of
former minds, former ...” Ryth made an exasperated sound. “Gdactic is a very limited language” he
observed sourly.

“Gdactic done is more complex than any nine languages together,” said Kayle. “Only one language
ever surpassed Gdactic in complexity—the language of the Singers”

“Did you understand anything | described?’ asked the Sharnn impatiently.

“You plan to use the sarsa as an ad to linking/meshing the untrained, probably unwilling, minds of the
Coundil. You're insane, of course.”

Ryth shrugged, a muscular movement that was distinctively Sharnn. 1 suppose your understanding is
complete enough for our purposes. Faen will bear the brunt of the assault.”

“l won't be done” she said, her fingertips stroking the diding muscles of Ryth's arm. “You will be



with me, closer than my own blood.”

“When?' sad Kayle.

“As soon as we can get the Counall on Mdia” Ryth answered.

“Thet will be difficult. The planet is under primary proscription.”

“Tdl the Council,” said Faen, “tha they will her Maran’s Song played on the Sandoliki sarsa,
Mdias soul.”

Ryth dmog heard the questions hammering at Kayle, but dl the Nendleti said was, “The Caifil will
convince the Council.” He fixed his eyes on the Sharnn. “Do you know—redly know—what you're
going to do to Feen?’

The Sharnn's face changed and it was as though he had never conceived of laughter. Faen's soft
voice did between ther anger.

“He has not hidden any patterns from me, Kayle. We have dready forgiven each other and
oursalves. We are ready.”

“To die” dghed Kayle. His eyes brooded over Faen's deceptively fragile face and pae glowing
gyes. “Areyou sure, daughter? Thereis no need for ether you or Ryth to suffer and die”

When Faen findly spoke, her voice was husky with memories and regret. “For many years | had the
privilege of being Sandaliki Ti. Yet | did nothing. | drank from Mdia s wdl and gave nothing in return.
Not love, not duty, not even gratitude. | owe my people alast chance, however amdl.”

“If they knew the danger to you,” said Kayle, “if they knew that we would dlow you to survive
Mdia s death, they would release you with blessings.”

“Yes. And that iswhy | mugt return to Mdia”

Kayle's eyes closed and the sense of hammering questions ended. “As you will. It will.” When he
opened his eyes and looked at Ryth, he could not hep but wonder how a men fdt who asked his
complement to undergo a terrible dying. Then he saw darkness twiding deep within Sharnn eyes and
wondered no more.

Kayle touched Ryth with gentle hands. “How can | hep?’
Ryth accepted the touch, returned it. “Teach my Sharnn curiosty about Unity. Can the Carifil control
it?’

Kayle moved minutdy, as though uncomfortable deep within his mind. “Once, on a planet cdled
Td-Lith, Caifil ... guided ... a Unity for a very short moment. But the people were uniqudly focused.
Thear world was mdting around them and they thought they had seen ther God.” Kayle shook off the
reservoir of Caifil memories that even now could make him shudder. “It's not an experience that Carifil
want to repeat,” sad Kayle. “But, as only the Councilors will be involved, there' s no risk of Unity.”

Faen looked a Ryth and knew ... and said nothing, for measured againgt certain extinction, no risk
was too greet, not even Unity.

The seamed face of Darg Vintraraced below the flyers. In the lead flyer, Kayle and Mim sat slently,
unmoving, appalled by the ruined landscape and the rusty wind.

“Now | beieve” said Mim, her low voice husky with unsgpoken emations. “A people who could do
this could do anything.”

“Vintrans were Mdians once,” Faen said hollowly. Her fingers clenched on Ryth's thigh. “Once and
dways”

The thought of Vintrans dill repelled Faen, an ingrained culturd averson nearly as strong as a surviva
reflex; Ryth lifted her hand and rubbed her knuckles across hislips until her fingers relaxed.

Theland grimaced and bled shdlow streams thick with rock dust. Long shadow fingers crept out of
blagt furrows, a dark, soundiess wdling that joined fingers to hands and hands to arms until the body of
night materidized over the destroyed land.

In the distance, lit by the last direct light of Mdia's incomparable sun, the ancient tere grove of the
Sandoliki Estates legped out of darkness, a red flame burning againg the blind weling of shadows. Faen
leaned forward, slver eyes drinking the slent cry of color. When the lagt ray faded from the highest
scarlet tree, she bresthed the name of a moment. With new tranquility, she leaned back, eyes closed, lips



like two tere leaves curving around a white flower.

Neither Faen nor Ryth looked behind, where Carifil and Councilors filled nine flyers. Since the flyers
hed diced through the find high pass and skimmed low over the face of Darg Vintra, none of the Caifil
had spoken. After seeing gdaxies of Slver insects glittering over blue-green zamay seas, dfter being
caressed by winds fragrant with desire and moigt with promise, the blasted face of Darg Vintra was
shocking to the point of obscenity.

While the flyers cirded the living remnants of the Sandoliki Estates, Councilors comments began to
filter through the listener in Ryth' sflyer.

“—never beieved—"

“—dfter such beauty, too. Mdiais the most beautiful—"

“Did you say there was no warning before the molecular fire?’

“—died. Except for her, of course. | wonder if they were as cold as she is, or hdf so beautiful. But
then, dl Mdians are beautiful. Too beautiful for—"

“Dag Vintra? Vintra's Revenge. It's taken from the Mdian darg vire, meaning desth vendetta
Remember her Ti Vire—"

The Sharnn listened to summations of Maia and Mdians, accurate and inaccurate, but did not use his
flyer's override to comment; he wanted the hideous contrast between Darg Vintra and Mdia's living
beauty to seep into the center of the Councilors minds. Only then could they begin to appreciate the
tenacious hold Mdia had on the psyches of its people; only then could they take the fird minute step
toward a grasp of Mdian esthetics, a grasgp that would normdly take severd maturities—if it were
possble et dl.

A grasp that he was going to attempt to teach them in the space of moments.

He would have hep, of course. Faen and the sarsa, and Mdia itsdf, dl her people, dl of them
seaing/hearing their Sandoliki sarsa. He only hoped that Faen was correct, that the comnet built into the
sarsa garden would carry subtleties aswel as tones, nuances aswdl as chords. And that the Gint would
hear and be hdd, a shadow caught in the intangible vise of Unity.

But that was only Sharnn hope. Not conception.

Ryth rubbed his lips over the soft kin of Faen’'s hand, unaware that his grip had tightened. Even
without that pressure she would have known his mental unease, but other than a gentle return pressure on
hislips, she did nothing to disturb him. She knew that he had a separate peace to make, a peace that
induded a shadow that he did not permit himsdf to name, much less concelve, in the center of his mind.

The flyer sdedipped down, down, until it was below the sudden thrust of the Western Wadl. The
flyer knifed between ridges until it burst over the tilted bench of land where Faen's metd shelter crouched
among golden stones buffed by ages of sun and wind.

The ten flyers landed as one. At the edge of the landing Ste, shattered crystd made hegps of
blue-black shadows that were shot through with secret glimmerings In the radiant twilight, a surviving
crystd god smoldered with turquoise mystery, wind-pitted eyes garing into a future that never came.

When Ryth and Faen stepped out of ther flyer, the scarlet bird cdled, high and swest, piercing the
gathering night. Faen paused, and her lips shaped a flavless answer, a rigng trill more haunting than
twilight and tere and shattered gods. The Sharnn bent over her, held her as though she were twilight
diding through hisfingers

Kayle led the Councilors down a path glowing with the phosphorescent bells of blooming nightvine.
The flowers subtle fragrance strengthened with each step until the crushed petads underfoot were
overpowering, dmost narcotic; no matter how penetrating the smel, the Councilors could not get enough
of it. Then the scent vanished, absorbed by living tere bark. The sudden change brought both reief and
regret, one of the myriad sensud paradoxes that was the core of Mdid's unique appeal. Kayle led the
Councilors into a towering tere grove where dry leaves whispered underfoot and living leaves swept the
Ky with separate fans opened againg the firg brittle stars. He stopped when he reached the deserted
courtyard where the sarsa waited. Wordlesdy he gestured to stone benches and gnarled tere roots
carved into inviting curves.

“The Ti Faen will not approach the sarsa unttil the third moon rises.”



The Councilors looked around the garden, eyes diding off a sarsa made nearly invisble by twilight.
Tere leaves drifted down, dill velvet with recent life a soft benediction with a fragrance like dawn.
Though the Councilors represented thirty-five planets ranging from the blue seas of Lirl to the fused
deserts of Verlad, each person was slenced, wordless, because no one had words to describe the
unique beauty of tere leaves and wind and twilight diding into night. The Councilors moved little, and then
softly, as though the moment and the night were exquistely fragile.

And then they moved not at dl, for Mdia could only be described or fdt in superlatives, excesses of
hyperbole that findly left the mind stunned and quiescent until another moment subsumed the first and
surfat became wonder once more,

Kayle watched them, measured their awe in therr unnaturd tillness and the brilliance of ther eyes.
Nor did he disturb their meditations, for he remembered his own firs moments on Mdia, his certainty
that he had been reborn into a world of infinite sensud possibilities. The newness had faded with time, but
not the fine edge of anticipation; that never dulled, for Mdia renewed wonder with each breeth.

C'Vaid Ti rose, the fird moon, a clear turquoise crescent that towed behind it a second moon, a
pearl hdf-circle whose rich glow equaed that of the larger moon. As light from the two moons mingled
and filtered through tere leaves, the sarsa seemed to dir. Tiny glints echoes of light, movement
unexplained yet certain, sublimind presence too tenuous to be known.

As one, the Councilors turned and faced the sarsa. They watched, unblinking, waiting for something
they sensed but could not name.

Thethird moon rose, asiver disc cdled C' Sarsa Ti, full and flawless, pouring siver light down until a
thousand slent facets blazed and the sarsa glit its husk of darkness.

The soundless exploson of light was received by Sghs of pleasure and pain mingled. As though
satidfied, the sarsa’s radiance dimmed subtly, becoming a sllent symphony indl the tones of slver. At that
moment, like amemory of a dream, the exquisite voices of tiny crysta bells chimed in the tere grove.

Faen walked into the moonlight, her feet soundless on worn stones, her graceful body swaying just
enough to make carved crydd earrings cry softly. Kayle heard the tiny chimes and knew why she wore
them, and knowing, wept. Others wept, knowing only that the bells aso cried. Ryth moved behind the
soft-ringing bells, his Sharnn cape rippling with a hdf-light hdf-life that answered the sarsa’s geaming
dlver. His fathomless Sharnn eyes searched the courtyard, a 9ngle green glance that dismissed even as it
recognized that the enemy was not here, for he had heard chimes grieve for her child, his child, the child
who could die without knowing the moment of birth.

He did not know if even Mdia was worth the life of their unborn child.

Faen stopped in front of the sarsa and a pulse of light lit her face. She stood unmoving, moonlight and
sarsa glow tangled in her har and robes until both seemed dive with slver energy and her earrings
burned with light so pure it had no color, only presence. When she findly spoke, her voice was an echo
of that light and her earrings clashed and sparked, marking her words.

“You are not Mdians, yet you will soon know Mdia as few ever have. You will know al our secrets,
and the secrets of our deadly shadow, Vintra”

The Vintran representative stirred and would have protested, but the Sharnn looked at her and her
words died unspoken.

Faen's arms lifted in a gesture dmogt like worship and her fingers touched the sarsa’s shining crysta
surfaces. Then fingertips sought and found four dender M’ sarsss.

“In Mdian, sarsa means soul, and souls aways precede the life that grows to recognize it.

“This sarsa is older than the Sanddliki name we give it, older than the Mdian who named and
numbered our firg moment, older than the stones worn smooth benegth your feet.”

Faen breathed deeply and light shimmered.

“What the sarsa gives to us, we give to it in return, and then it returns to us In a cycle ever new, ever
renewing. Each Sandoliki creates changing yet changeless song, the echo of an individud being, an
individud soul redized inmusic. This song we give to the sarsa while we live. This song the sarsa returns
to our children when we die”

Ryth remembered a man's song and a man's shape condensing out of moonlight. Remembering, he



dirred, and the Sharnn cape curled around his calves like liquid light. For the firg time, Faen looked
beyond the sarsa to the waiting Councilors. Her eyes paused over Wys, the Vintran representative, then
moved on, searching for something she did not find.

“You don't understand, do you? Only Wys, and her fifth-parents were Mdian, once.”

Tiny bells rang, fierce, impatient.

“Some cultures have monuments to recdl ther past; some have teachers or dreamers or machines,
some even have gods. Mdia has the Sandoliki sarsa. It isthe repository of Sandoliki memories, Sandoliki
minds

“Tomorrow you will take al Mdian lives. But tonight 1 will give you Mdia s soul!”

Faen's ams dropped, sweeping the four m'sarsas across crystd faces. Mudc shimmered in the
clearing, complex resonances older than tere or garden, older than sun-worn stones, ancient notes
recdling the firg Sandoliki.

It was a woman's song, supple and savage with the certainty of life

The, sound swelled, divided into separate harmonies, children unfolding, growing and then a new
song dowly consuming dl others. The longest crysta hummed with ominous resonance, dark harmonies
shivered. The clash of battle shook the sarsa and moonlight ran down long crystals like ghostly blood.

Cacophony faded into a new song, oddly thinned but ill powerful: a child, old beyond reason,
drength and cunning of a savage mountain beast. Other mdodies flowed into the child's swift rhythm and
were consumed by his enormous power. The longest crystd, the vire, shimmered vengeance and death.
A fully-grown man led lightning armies across the moonlight night. The song ended in a crystdline shriek
of agony. The vire crystd tolled the degth of the second Sandoliki ruler, then trembled into slence. High
notes sghed into separate songs, dowly forming, melody coadescing into a new generation.

Ancient songs poured out, each different, each created by a separate Sandoliki, summation of
individual souls flowing in ghosily pageant. Some songs were brief, cut off in firg harmony, and for them
the vire crysd tolled and tiny crystals wept. But dways there were more, Ssters and brothers, man and
woman, children sweling into separate songs, fading beneath the surer rhythms of the strongest of ther
generation as a new Sandoliki rose to power and fought and lived and died while three moons arced
across the outer darkness.

The songs subtly shifted range, quivered in eerie harmonics, as Mdians discovered other races could
cross the darkness to new worlds, to Mdia Concord scouts rode lightships to Mdia, bringing seven
more lives for each living Mdian, until children stood next to parents seven times removed.

Until Mdians were too many and moments were too few.

A rogue Sandaliki rode a stalen lightship to other worlds and found one, unnamed, a shadow of
Mdiawhere purple coiled and flowed.

But to him, it was beautiful.

But for him, it would have remained a shadow with no name.

The vire crystd boomed as Mdians killed each other in endless duels, ralling thunder while crysas
cried and sensudity sank into a mire of flesh, 'Sl ne replaced by knives, too many people and too few
moments, shadow esthetics crowding out the thousand names of transcendence.

Then a woman was born in a shower of perfect tones, alilting hope that began Maran’s Song, the
forbidden song of Mdia

Sandaliki Ti Maran, leader of the old race, mother of the new, creator of a song that was known
throughout the Concord for its torrentia power and exquisite nuance.

Known, but not understood, for only Mdians understood the meaning of Maran’'s Song, Mdian
secret, Mdian shame, Mdian flaw at the core of perfection.

Few atigs could play Maran's Song adequately on any indrument. None but Maran had ever
played it on the Sandaliki sarsa. And Maran had shared her song only once, for dl her people, an entire
race focused in unknowing Unity so that it might divide itsdf into substance and shadow, Mdian and
Vintran, thereby saving one and perhaps the other.

But the Councilors knew nothing except that for the firg time in Concord higtory diens listened while
the Sandoliki sarsa spoke. They were completely caught, suspended in the space between notes as her



four m’sarsas cdled intricate mudc out of triple moonlight, each movement a sure touch, each note a
flawless aspect of the sweegping whole, Maran’s Song cascading until their breaths Sghed out unknowing
and their blood surged with Maran's rhythms, Maran’s hopes, Maran’s triumphs, Maran living again in
her song and in them, timeshadow of her mind touching and links forming, deepening, a mesh balanced
by a Nendleti whose kill was as great as his fear.

At the fird breeth of the Councilors' linkage, the Sharnn fused with Faen, sturating her mind with his
presence as he saturated her senses with his touch, protecting her from minds outside his own.

He discovered more then just her mind held in the net of his radiance. Each crystd note caled
another timeshadow, touched a past mind, shadows and music and moonlight twisting, condensing,
gowing woman-shape turning, slver-eyed Maran, laughter and a timeess murmur of greeting as other
shapes shimmered, returning, caled by Faen and the Sandoliki sarsa.

It was then that Ryth redlized that the sarsa braided present and past, mind and timeshadow, drained
alittlelife from one and alittle death from the other, eerie synthesis of energy and time.

Maran's Song soared on the wings of a thousand past minds, ten thousand, and Mdians again
gathered in ghostly concourse, murmuring of moments known only in legend, whispering of solutions
known only in hope, addressing everything but the name of a shadow found by a rogue Sandoliki.

Maran stood and named the shadow, ignored its vices, cdled each of its virtues with piercing notes,
sang of uncrowded futures for dl who followed her to Vintra, moments beyond numbering, beyond
naming.

Hdf of the Mdians came to her, hdf-Mdians followed her to hdf-life on a planet tha contained
every shade of madness known to Mdian senses. But Maran bdieved tha a shadow could have
substance, if only its name were sung superbly, its shadow moments discovered and cherished, named,
for, once named, those moments would change perceptions until Vintra became more red, Mdia less so.

Maran was dmogt correct, dmog as greet as her song. But the new Vintrans lived too long; they
remembered too wel; they taught their children too much about the planet they had left behind, the
culture they could not achieve, the perceptions that had become unatainddle ... and the heaunting
resonance of one thousand names, Mdian moments Vintrans would never know.

Maran died among the shards of her dream, pouring her life over their merciless edges, but not
enough life, not enough death, for the shadow had been named and once named, became hdf-dive,
haf-aware, whally craving.

Thevire crystd shuddered, shapes twisted, moonlight shook with hatred as the sarsa exploded with
undeclared war. Darg Vintra. Separate songs legped and shattered, songs truncated by the vire' s awful
tall, genealogy of song and Sandoliki death, deeth and hatred, hatred and black light blooming, molecular
firrand Ti Vire, Sandoliki song and death and hatred and deeth until throttled screams tore each throat
and the dearing fdt the consuming pulse of darg vire, hatred shared in common, Mdian and Gaactic
dike.

Too late Kayle redized that, jus as Mim had learned from the Sharnn the key to Mdian mind
patterns, the Sharnn had learned from her the way to force minds into linkage. Now the Sharnn reached
out in expanding concept, sweeping up minds dl over the planet, minds dready focused on Maran's
Song, Mdia s song, the song of ther past and their only possible future. * Too many!* screamed Kayle's
mind. * Too fagt!*

There was no response from the Sharnn’ s driving mind, unlessit was the sarsa’s atond cry as Faen's
hands jerked and m’' sarsas chattered across crystd faces. Shadows seethed. The fabric of redlity tore.
Indinctively, Kayle poured himsdf into the dissolving mesh, mending rents through which shadows
leaped, craving.

Faen steadied and the sarsa’'s moonlit notes drove shadows back, triple moonlight poured Slver
chords over smooth stone, harmony soaring, binding mind to mind in triple intimacy of past and present
and future.

FUTURE ... ?

Evalving Unity’s question echoed through the velvet night, Unity shaped by sarsa’s clear energy, hdd
by sarsa's clear focus until Unity stirred just once and Faen screamed and the scarlet bird shrieked with



Sandoliki agony as Faen withered beneath the consuming energy of Unity awakening.

(Losng her.)

(No!)

(Let ushelp.)

(Caifil?)

(Yes)

(Take the Councilors. They blur us.)

The impossible weight of Councilors vanished. The Sharnn flexed, driving back Unity a mere fraction,
a fragile margin where Faen sought and found surcease from hammering intimacy, too many memories,
too many fears, too many hopes and lies and minds dl hammering, clamorous, cacophonous in ther
greed to speak and see and above dl

NOT DIE

for they had heard crystd summation, chords of urgency and despair and truth.

Unity coalesced, dill seething, becoming, controllable so long as to focus did not fdter, so long as
Faen could cdl song on Sandoaliki crysta, guiding massed minds until she was no longer needed, or until
ghe broke benesth the freezing wash of intimacy, Unity.

(Cold.)

And Ryth stood behind her, body covering hers, fingers warm over hands numbed by slver
m’'sarsas’ hum, pouring warmth into her exhausted chill, giving her more than he had, more than he could
conceive, because there was no other choice but extinction. The Sharnn cape fanned out, licked
soundlesdy againg the brilliant sarsa as though seeking warmth, light, any energy to power the driving
need of two fused minds desperately warding off Unity, for if the focus was subsumed, Unity would
implode and crush dl its living minds. Sharnn cape dung, draining timeshadow energies until the sarsa
dimmed, past pouring itsdf into the present.

The truth of sarsa mugc was not dimmed; it chimed unremittingly, focusng. Maran's Song had
ended, its last chords blending into a digntegrating Vintra, a two-dimensond race saggering toward a
three-dimensiond extinction they could not understand, much less avoid.

Unity listened. Its heavy center was now intdligent, integrated, saturated. Only the edges seethed,
findng and digning new minds, seeking completion in a dynamic process even a Sharnn could not
conceve.

But Ryth had conceived of the intdligent center, of living minds able to sweep through the reservoir of
knowledge held by each member to find the solution to survivd. Or at least to find what he had lost so
many years ago, on Sharn.

Ddicatdy, the Sharnn conceived of Vintra s disasters, disasters guided by a shadow with no name ...

A clap of energy shook the dlearing as Unity demanded individua knowledge, the discovery of those
minds who had conspired to kill Mdia by seeming to kill Vintra, individud acts of commisson and
omisson that added up to the death of a race. For Ryth/Faen knew that Memned and the Gint done
could not have shaped Mdian extinction. There mugt have been others, many others who had helped,
knowing or unknowing thet it was toward Madid s death they |abored.

It was to find these minds that Faen had dared Unity. It was in search of these minds thet the sarsa
poured out its eerie cry of hate and betrayd ... these minds and one more, unnamed and unknown.
Except to a Sharnn.

Unity ligened and decided. With the unflinching eye of necessty, Unity examined each of its
component minds for complicity.

And found—

One of Lekd’s advisors who had traded integrity for a few tangled moments with Memned. It was
he who betrayed Cy, Ninth Circle Assassn and Lekd’s f'mi. When the compromised advisor became
suspicious, Memned amiled and touched him again, explaining thet it was Vintra's death she worked for,
Vintra s extinction. Though the concept of extinction was anathema to Mdians, he believed her because
he wanted to. And said nothing.

Memned's body servant who knew of the illegd Access, knew Memned worked againg the k' m'n



Sandoliki and, knowing, did nothing, for Leke had refused to share a moment with her.

Many guards who had many times seen Memned in Vintran costume and looked away from her
because they feared Leke more than they loved Mdia

And more, too marny more, found and weighed in a savage ingtant, annihilated with a ruthlessness that
gppdled Caifil and Councilors dike. But there was nothing the Carifil could do; it took dl thelr strength
and il just to withhold the Councilors from Unity’ s consuming imperatives,

Even while the last shockwaves of death quivered, Unity redized that it had achieved only a fragment
of its purpose; survival was not yet assured. Caifil screamed againgt Unity’s decison, but Ryth/Faen
amiled, guided, and Unity came to Vintra like a thousand dawns, soundless and searing.

For Vintrans were Mdians once. And dways.

Now the edges of Unity were heavy, satiated, a whole people ingested. Questioned. Now the vire
cydd tolled for Vintrans, long ralling thunder as mind after mind fractured beneath the demands of
Unity. Thousands died, each giving up a separate piece of the catechiam of hatred, dream of Mdias
desth.

(Enought)

But the Carifil cry went unheeded while Unity ransacked minds, seeking an answer as whole as itsdf

(No more!)
and aretribution as complete as a Sharnn concept.

COME TO ME SHADOW MAN

Thousands more died, until the edges of Unity writhed, crumbling, and shadows dithered up, muffling
sarsa’s radiance, reaching for the driving focus of Unity.

The Sharnn cape thinned, surged impossibly wide, flaring until the clearing was drenched with light.
The sudden radiance left no hiding places, even for a shadow.

The Gint stood behind Faen/Ryth, limned againgt the darkness of ancient tere.

Faer/Ryth turned away from the sarsa to face the Gint while Unity’s rage twisted through dearing
and grove, wrenching apart light to reach a shadow. The m'sarsas dipped and jerked in agony over the
wrong crystals. The spaces between notes became long, longer, too long, urtil even the vire's attenuated
hum drained into sllence,

Unfocused, Unity heaved. People on two planets died shrieking mindlesdy.

The Gint redled beneath the backlash of Unity’s savagery. Hiswrithing cape blurred at the edges and
he vanished but for dark eyes afraction closer to FaerVRyth with every breath, every mindless degth.

Caifil demand was a scalpe among Unity’s axe blows, a skilled dash that scored across Faer/Ryth,
demanding.

(Focudl)

(But—Gint)

(Now! Or Unity will kill you before the shadow can!)

Asthough pulled in pieces, Faen/Ryth jerked back to the sarsa. Ancient crystd cried arrhythmicdly.
Then his hands covered hers and strengths fused once more, seamlesdy, a new whole. A song poured
out, a song never before heard, never played, never conceived until the moment Unity wrenched apart
light to reach a shadow.

Faen's song, sung by Sharnn and sarsa.

It was not a song of rage and seeking and annihilation. It was a song of completion, of two haves
rgoined in a whole that could survive better than either hdf adone. The song dimbed through light and
darkness and distance dike, drenching the crumbling Unity with the timeless possibilities of survival.

The Gint clawed closer to Faen/Ryth while they poured their energy into Unity's flaws, filling spaces
with music as the shadow came ever closer, invishle but for black-green eyes and Ryth/Faen's certainty
that the Gint crawled closer, for the Sharnn had conceived of everything, even death and the shadow
00zing closer to Ryth's hedls.

Unity shuddered, enticed by the sarsa’'s sweet chiming of Mdians and Vintrans regjoined, neither
extinct, one people again, dl past moments numbered and named, meeting for the firg time. Unity
consummeated.



And two eyes diding closer.

(can you)

Hand dosing invisbly around a hidden knife,

(no choice)

Strong arms pulling a thick shadow closer.

(jugt an ingtant)

Killing knife sslver amile

(yesgokill it)

The Sharnn left Faen in a legp, spinning in mid-air while his cape dung to his feet, turning away a
knifeés killing amile. The knife dashed upward, where the Sharnn would have been if he had not
Separated from Faen.

But even while Ryth leaped, Unity filled Faen’s margin. Focus fractured. Faen was driven screaming
to her knees and m’ sarsas were frozen in mid-stroke. The Sharnn was gone.

Vanished.

Like the Gint, Ryth had become a mere thickening of the air, a sublimina sense of presence. But Ryth
was even less accessble than the Gint, for Ryth did not need eyes to see, eyes whose shine betrayed
presence. Memory and reflexes and fad-hnim became a low driving roll. His cape whipped out, fastened
onto the edge of shadow and yanked, tearing. Ryth's knife appeared, vivid in moonlight the indant before
ged flashed benesth the edge of the Gint's invishility, seeking and finding and burying its cold blade in
the center of warmth.

The Gint's scream was a thin and anguished sound echoed by the sarsa's atond shriek until Faen and
Ryth fused again, forcing chilled flesh and cold crystd to create joyous song, a compeling exploson of
musiC.

With a blind reaching, Unity turned to the song, fragments flowing together, bound by moonlight,
shaped by music. For one terrible moment Unity focused and saw/fet/knew that dl survival imperatives
had been met except one.

With vast gentleness, Unity dissolved.

The m’sarsas did from Faen’s numb fingers and clanged over cold stone. She searched for warmth,
for grength, for her other sdif, but he was gone beyond reach of her eyes or mind.

And then the Sharnn was visble, within reach, bending over the Gint. She touched Ryth and moaned,
unknowing, for the agony in hismind was too great for anyone to bear.

“Ryth!” She leaned toward him, arms reaching out, not touching. “Ryth ...”

Ryth did not hear her, for he was spegking in the spird phrases of Sharn poetry.

And the Gint answered.

The exchange took only moments, long enough for a man to die. His outline writhed, durring over
light and darkness dike; then the Gint lay dead insde the husk of a Sharnn cape.

“Sharnn—" whispered Faen hoarsdly. “lt—He—Sharnn.”

“Yes”

Ryth stood with the uneven moations of an old man. He glanced down at the shadow now whally
vigble powerful even in death, black-green eyes saring back a moonlight. The Councilors stirred,
waking, saw a dead man and a dimmed sarsa and three moons untouched by either Sharnn degth or
Mdian sdvation.

Wys waked dowly over to Faen, going around the dead man who was the essence of Vintran
hatreds. She did not give so much as a sddong glance to acknowledge the Sharnn who had died trying
to make her people as complete as a Sharnn concept.

When Wys spoke, her voice was raw with knowledge she had never wanted and 4ill could not
accept. “Vintraand Vintrans belong to Mdia. To you, Sandaliki Ti. | ask more mercy for my people than
we would have given to yours.”

“T'mara hki,” said Faen dowly. “Though you will never transcend the shadow, your children might
wak in three dimensons”

“My children will die on Vintra” said Wys bitterly.



“Only if you wigh it. You are welcome to return to Mdia. All of you. It was your planet, once.”

“But ... what is our punishment?’

“Vintrans are not Mdians. Do you need more punishment than that?’

WYys' s eyes darkened, but she said nothing. All Vintrans had just enough of Mdlia left to appreciate
and desire that which was beyond their grasp: one thousand Mdian moments, named and numbered and
mogt of dl lived. Wys lifted her face to the triple moons and her Vintran eyes saw only grey shapes. She
breathed deeply, andling nothing, and her skin fdt only a sngle texture of chill out of the deven didinct
textures of this night that any Mdian child could have named.

But Wys s mind sensed more, so much more, just beyond her ability to grasp. With a cry she turned
away from Faen’s compassionate Slver eyes.

Therest of the Councilors followed Wys out of the garden, feet soundiess on worn stone. Though it
was superfluous, they would return to Centrex to pronounce Vintra s guilt, Mdia s innocence ... and ther
own secret agony that they were not Mdians.

As quidly as leaves, Mim and other Caifil began to gather around the Sharnn. Each face showed
lines of anger, exhaudtion, and a need to know that was greater than anything else. Slent questions
pressed againg the Sharnn, questions that were both delicate and inexorable.

Ryth looked up, his eyes flat and indifferent, his Sharnn body reveding a weariness that went beyond
ample exhaugtion. When he looked down again, even his Sharnn control could not mask his grief.

“He was a greast Sharnn,” said Ryth tondesdy. “But he conceived only of shadows.” Ryth's lips
twiged in what could have been a amile but was not. “Yet what a conception it was, my gint, my
shadow. So nearly perfect. So nearly complete” Ryth looked up again, seeing nothing, no one. “He fdl
in love with his conception, with Memned and her shadow life He became captive to Vintra's hatreds,
essence of shadow.” The Sharnn moved his hands suddenly and his fingers gleamed blackly with his
brother’s blood. “He died trying to make shadow into substance.”

Kayle walked closer, though he flinched at the possibilities turning deep within Sharnn eyes.

“Teach me” sad Kayle huskily. “Thereistime, now. N’ies?’

The Sharnn cape snapped out like the living animd it dmost was, then subsided a a quiet thought.

“N’ies,” agreed the Sharnn at last, stroking his cape, fingertips hypersengtive, gppreciative, a gesture
30 Mdian that it made Faen weak with desire.

“Sharnn,” continued Ryth dowly, voice echoing emations that had no words, “Sharnn are nothing.
And everything. We are what we can conceive of being.”

The cape moved over him, consoling, a sound like Slk rubbing over amber.

“When the Sharnn permitted First Contact with you,” said Ryth, “we thought that new conceptions
would evolve from the new questions you would bring. And o0 it was, myderies and enigmas and
tantaizing wisps of the beyond, enough to compel generations of Sharnn.”

Unconscioudy, Ryth sighed, remembering the innocence of a race that had not known what he knew
now. “Madia, with its uncounted textures, uncountable subtleties, was the most intriguing of al the new
experiences Concord brought to us. Except for the Carifil, but | had not conceived of you then, and you
do not mention yourselvesin loud voices ...

“But,” said Kayle, groping to sum up the conversations ringing in his mind, “no Mdian ever went to
Sharn. How did you know of Mdia?

The Sharnn amiled, but there was neither light nor laughter in the line of hislips. “Muddans,” he sad
succinctly. “Musicians from Markaran. They played what they knew of Maran's Song, what little even
their great <kill could conceive.

“Because mudc is important to the Concept of the Seventh Dawn, my ... family ... heard the
Markarans. Maran's Song clamed us, the mydery of a complex hisory hdf-finished, dl posshilities
open. Many mutudly exdusive concepts were possible, many paradoxes, many terminaions” Ryth's
voice thinned into the bittersweet sarcasm of a Sharnn. “Maran’s Song was a joyous enigma wriggling
with paradoxes, more difficult to disentangle than anest of Sharnn capes.”

Ryth stopped, but the slent pressure had not abated; he would have to say it dl to the find twigting
word—al but the name, and that he would not say.



“Weligen,” said Kayle.

Faen moved closer to Ryth, dill not touching the man who had fused with her, completed her and
himsdf and never once mentioned the deadly Sharnn whose blood now sank between the cracks of
ancient Sandoliki stones. Her siver eyes were baffled, splintered, as though Ryth were ill beyond her
reach, invigble inade his cape and dien Sharnn concepts.

“He” said Ryth, gesturing to the dead man, “saw Vintra as Mdians did, as even Vintrans did, as
Maran’s Song did—shadow days and shadow places, shadow lives and shadow faces.

“He concelved only of shadows. And, inevitebly, became what he conceived. His conception
diminated possihilities, terminations, required certain acts to complete Maran’s Song.

“I concelved of a different ending. After the cusom of Sharnn, he and | ... played ... a game to test
the perfection of our very different concepts.

“My concept was stronger.”

The Shann's gpparently cadm summaion incensed Faen. “He nearly destroyed Mdia You
knew—and trusted no one, told no one! Not even me”

As Ryth turned to face her, his bloody hands moved in a gesture of odd helplessness.

“Why did he want Mdlid s deeth?’ Faen demanded, her Slver eyes as narrow as new moons.

“Madlia casts a shadow rather than being a shadow,” said Ryth. He searched for understanding in her
eyes but saw only cold slver. His voice flatened even more and the green of his eyes drained into
shadows. “He was trapped in his own concept. He hoped that if dl Mdians died, Vintrans would
become red agan—and so would he. Then he would be free, whole, dive. Able to concelve once
more.”

“But it—the Gint—was dl too red!”

“Todl but himsdf, yes.”

Ryth looked at the blood congealing on hislong fingers and said nothing more.

“Then he was as insane as his dead lover, Lekd’swife” said Faen flatly. “Insane”

“Not by Sharnn standards. But he is surdly dead.” Ryth's voice thinned and suddenly he showed the
immense effort it took him to talk. “I hope my brother learned that it isfutile as well as foolish to concelve
only of shadows.”

“Y our—brother!” For the fird time, Faen redly looked into the Sharnn’'s eyes. She saw that they
were too dark, nearly black, as though light no longer moved through their depths. She had seen those
eyes before, shadow eyes. Their bleakness answered more questions than she had ever wanted to ask.

“l understand too much,” Faen said hoarsdly.

It was as though he had not heard her, as though now that he had begun to speak he must finish.

“| left Sharn because it was my ... turn ... to test my concept. Though | could not find my brother, |
knew he was out there, either Mdia or Vintra, but | did not, could not, believe that he had lost control of
his concept. That he had become part of it and | would have to kill hm before he killed a planet, a
people. | refused to concelve of that.

“Yet some of me knew, must have known, for | deliberately chose to become part of my own
concept.” He looked a Faen, totadly, his whole being focused in a moment of such yearning that Carifil
linked to lock out Ryth's anguish. “I could not let Mdia die, for | had found there something even a
Sharnn had never conceived.”

Ryth looked away from her perfect lips hard with moonlight.

“l sought the solution to my own and Mdia's problems without knowing that my brother was the
core of both.”

“When did you know,” she said, her voice as colorless as sarsa crysd.

“I've suspected since five men died in a Vintran dley. A Sharnn cape is dmost the only way such
gedth could have been achieved. Almog.”

“Pettern-man—" began Faen, her voice hard with dishdlief.

“Gently, daughter,” said Kayle. “Ryth's pattern gift fals when he is part of it. You, of dl people,
should know that.”

Faen looked away, her face suddenly expressionless. “And then? When did you know?’



“When he logt mein the Topaz Arcade, | dmost knew. The cape again. | dmost conceived. Almog,
but not quite ...” Ryth looked at her with eyes that were no longer green. “Even when | touched him,
shaved his dyed hair, I—I could not conceive of my brother trapped among shadows he had named.
Even when | knew. |. Could. Not. Conceive”

And Faen remembered her own mind reding after touching the Gint, a shadow, his brother, and
sendng something of Ryth's pouring radiance, light-shot shadow shining and her mind refusng to
acknowledge, to know, and darkness exploding in welcome oblivion. Even when she woke in Ryth's
ams, she had refused to know the impossible link between her lover and agint.

She was as willfully blind as he.

In spite of her pain, Faen’s hand moved over Ryth's bare am in t'dl’ne curves that spoke of
redization and need. With an inarticulate sound, the Sharnn gathered her fingertips together and held
them againg hislips. Still afraid of mindtouch, he murmured againg her pam.

“My limitations and my brother nearly destroyed your people, yet you don't turn away from me”
Ryth looked at her with eyes that again conceived of light. “I did not hope for such forgiveness”

“From a Sandoliki?” The sweet-sad irony of Faen's laughter rippled like his cape. “It is one of our
thousand moments. T" mara hki, the moment when we forgive dl, even oursdves ... the Mdian name for
unity.” Her fingers moved within his grasp, slent pressures that spoke of everything he had conceived and
more, for she was Mdian. “Your brother didn't divide Mdia into substance and shadow, the living and
the merdy exiging. Without that divison, the Gint would have had nothing to mould with his deadly
concept.”

Faen leaned toward him, unamiling and serene, her long hair redolent of zamay and night. “Don’t take
onto yoursdf more than is deserved.” Then she amiled dightly. “And | will tdl you how much that is”

Faen's hand moved, supple and warm, devadtating. The Sharnn cape opened, adlowing her closer.
Kayle waited for along moment before he gavein to Carifil pressure.

“You told us that you had lost something. Y ou found it?’

“Yes” sad the Sharnn, his voice thinned in spite of Faen’s warmth spreading through his body. His
eyes lingered over the face of his dead brother, a face that could have been his Faen's body moved,
comforting.

“It was just a game, n'ies?’ Ryth said softly. “A Sharnn game” Then he spoke agan in Snuous
Sharnn words that no one but he understood ... or wanted to.

As though impeled by Sharnn curses, the Caifil slently Ieft the dearing. One by one they vanished
into the tere grove' s rusling intimecy. At the edge of the fragrant darkness, a Carifil stopped and turned
toward them.

“I regret your brother’s degth,” Kayle sad hdtingly.

Ryth's cape pulsed once, awash of dull slver, then it was as il as the windless night.

“My brother died long ago, on Sharn, when he named dl of his shadows.”

Kayle looked for a long moment at them, standing so close that they were one, and hoped that one
day he would understand both of them, or ether. But not now, in darkness except for triple moons and
sarsa

“Breathe the white wind,” said Kayle softly, Nendleti farewell.

Then Kayle turned and walked into the grove where tere and zamay and Carifil waited.

Faen's head moved and her earrings sang of a child dill dive within her. She pulled Ryth's hands
down, holding them againg the unborn life.

“Kayle dill doesn’'t understand,” said Faen.

Ryth's hands moved, knowing as only a Sharnn’s could be. “Gaactics” murmured Ryth againgt her
neck, “bdieve that the universe is beyond human conception. And Sharnn believe that the universe is
shaped by human conception.”

She turned in hisarms to face him, dive as only a Mdian could be.

“It will be the greatest game in Sharnn memory to find out which concept is stronger,” whispered
Ryth, breath warm againg her lips.

“And the most dangerous?’ Faen said, breeth returning his warmth.



“Always”

The Sharnn cape licked out, folding around Faen with a strength as gentle and unyidding as Ryth's
body. She moved snuoudy, warmth diding over warmth in a seamless joining.

The cape blazed with alight that cast no shadows.



