Since the dreaded Xik destroyed Earth, the corps of Beast Masters and the animd teams with which
they have tdlepathic rapport have served as sentinds againg the Xik and other threats to colony worlds

throughout the gdaxy.

Now a conspiracy with ties to the Thieves Guild is trying to kidnap the Beast Masters team animas
On one world after another, they are atacking Beast Masters and targeting their animds, leaving atrail of
dead or wounded Beast Magters and their animdsin their wake. They haven't yet succeeded in capturing
onedive ... but they are ill trying, and they're becoming more desperate—and bolder.

Lais is a young woman who works for a space-faring circus, a bonded dave to its manager. An
orphan with a troubled past, Laris is gifted with animds, a vduable asset to the circus and to her boss.
But she's learned that somehow there's a connection between him and the Thieves Guild, and dso the
attempted abductions of Beast Magters animas. She aso knows that if her boss finds out what she has
discovered, it would make her a problem, and he usudly disposes of problems.

When the circus lands on Arzor, home to Beast Masters Hosteen and Tani Storm, Laris feds a
kinship to them and to Hosteen's family, the Quades. She redizes, however, that she may be endangering
them by exposing them to the dark interest of her boss and his ill-intentioned friends. Hosteen and Tani
like Laris, too, as does Logan Quade. She would give anything to tdl them her dangerous secret but
cannot. Because she knows that her friendship with the Beast Masters could be their downfdl, as wel as
her own!
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Chapter One

Laris crouched over the new animd. It was gasping for breath ill, but that would not last long. The
shock of itsinjuries and the pain of loang what meant mogt to it were draining both its strength and will to
live Even as she worked, it gave one find, long, dow breath—and as that was released so was the poor
beast's life. She fdt tears come to her eyes. Sheld tried. She had. But that would buy her nothing from
those who employed her.

Nor did it. A moment later awhip sang, the lash burned across her thin shoulders, and she cried out,
twiding away.

"Dedran, no! | did my best. | can't work miracles”

She glared up a him. "If your people brought me anything but damaged goods mind-broken by the
way they were taken, | might have a chance.”

The Circus Master glared down. Dedran was a lean, hard-looking man. His hair was that odd shade
of blond that looked amost white but his skin was a wegthered brown. He'd fought with the Ishan forces
uil his planet was destroyed dmog five years earlier. What hed been before that no one
knew—athough they made guesses which could wel have been right.

Dedran had never given anyone the impression he was rigidly honest. The Ishan forces had not cared,
their leader had taken the man in to fight, not to attend league meetings. In fact, Dedran had been a
cimind dready dlied with the risng Thieves Guild. He was a clever man with ideas. One of which had
been that it was safer to be given a wegpon and encouraged to fight againg the Xik then to hide without
ams and wait to be daughtered. He'd bided his time, survived the destruction of his world, and made
sure of some very portable and vauable loot as he escaped the ruins of his planet.

Hed set up the circus after 1shan. Spent the two years before the war ended sorting out acts and
people to work for him. He seemed to have enough money to do it without problems. Within the circus
though there were hints that he owned only a part of it—that others had funded the business as a cover.
Laris could bdlieve that. The circus had swept her up four years ago. She'd been a garving refugee from
one of the worlds cleared by the Xik, or so she beieved. She'd been barely twelve, and remembered
litle of her firg years. The years after the loss of her home had been filled with dimly recdled moves
being bundled into a ship and dumped on another world with no more than the clothes she stood up in
and her mother, who wept. She thought she might have been four or five then. Another move and
another, and her mother was gone. Another and dill yet another until at last she was twelve and in a
camp with many others, none of whom she knew and most of whom spoke other langueges or the
one-speech with strange accents. She'd fought fird to survive, then to escape, senang thet if she stayed
within the camp she would become as hopeless as they.

Laris had a keen intdligence but had learned enough by the time she was done to hide much of what
she knew. She looked younger than her true age and could appear younger dill. People were more



careless around a child—both with talk and smdl change.

Sheld found part-time employment in a pet shop run by an old man. He wasn't unkind but he
expected afull day's work for his credits. Sometimes the work was dmost too much for the light-boned,
underfed girl but she dways managed. She loved the beasts, and when he saw how wel they responded
to her the owner gave her more responsbility. Then he died and her way of escape appeared closed.

There were other roads open but none that she would willingly take. At twelve she appeared to be
only nine or ten, and in any grest city there was a market for that. Had she agreed, there were severd,
induding Mercer, the camp boss, who'd have found her employment. Laris was andl and appeared
fragile Yet for dl that she showed promise of becoming not so much pretty as eegant. Her movements
were graceful, her cap of dark hair complemented the dark brown of her eyes, and her skin was a warm,
creamy, fantly olive shade. Her manner was self-contained and she unbent to few.

Why bother? Camp after camp had swept awvay her mother, her memories, and any earlier friends she
had made. Now she walked done but for the one friend sheld kept these past few years. Prauo, whom
she cherished and trusted, loved as she'd had none to love for so long.

Dedran was back. "Dont st there dreaming, you fool. Get that carcass cleaned up, take samples for
me, and make sure no one will find it afterward.” He turned to leave, then svung back. "Your cat, hell be
well enough to perform tonight?"

"Yes—at least—here?!
Dedran smiled hungrily. "Elsewhere, a dimb maybe.”

Laris considered. Prauo had beenill from another growth spurt but he was recovering. "So long as the
dimb isn't too exhaudting and he can rest once it's done.”

Her employer nodded. "It's a draight job. If you and the cat do it wel | may even toss you a hdf
credit or two." He laughed and gtrolled away, ignoring the look Laris gave him. Even after four years she
sometimes wondered how wel sheld done to Sgn on with Dedran's Circus. But sheld had to get out of
the camp. With the pet shop owner's death her one obvious avenue of escape had closed.

She'd despaired; then Mercer, the camp boss, had come to her amiling and she'd cringed. 1t meant no
good for someone when the boss of the camp grinned so chearfully. But, incredibly, it had meant good
for her. Hed towered over her, amirking down.

"You Laris? The one who's good with animas?' Sheld nodded. Mercer nodded back. "You don't
look like much. Maybe that's an advantage. Come with me" She followed, hiding the inward sneer at his
pretense of not knowing her. Hed remembered her wel enough last year when held wanted her to
accept work in a city place. Hed thought she looked like a lot then, a lot of credits. Now what did he
have in mind?

He'd taken her to Dedran. Both men had eyed her coldly. "Thid Y ou reckon this miserable thingll be
ay useto me?'

Mercer nodded. "She's been working in old man Plaigrin's shop the last year. He told me once she
was red good with the beasts. He was consdering a contract. Reckon held a done it if'n he hadn't died."
Larisfdt her heart jump. So near to escape and the old fool had to go and die. But wha was she doing
here, another job with animas?

Dedran snorted. "All right. I'll test her. If she passes I'll take her on." He amiled vicioudy. "Five-year



bond and you get the bond money. | suppose she's yours to bond?!

Mercer looked a her and Laris understood. In the camp there was aways talk; some escaped it in
various ways, and sometimes they returned to see friends or family. From them and thar tdes she had
learned dl she could about conditions of freedom. What it meant to be bonded. If she were ever in that
postion she must know what she would receive and what she could legdly ask for. Here and now she
could speak out. Deny that Mercer had the right to give a bond for her. Dedran would wak away and
once she was back in the camp, sheld pay. But if she agreed she might have hope. She'd be out of the
camp, employed even if she was under bond. After five years she could leave with an honorably
canceled contract saying she'd had a good job these past five years. Or she might be able to stay, with a
new contract and good pay if she'd proved her worth.

Better yet, under bond she mugt be decently fed. Given respectable dothing. A bond-servant could
not be summarily judged or too badly beaten. There were dways those who'd use too clear evidence of
abuse againd the abuser. None of these things were hersin the camp; she'd be better off bonded.

She'd looked up innocently. "Y es, Honored Sir, the Noble Mercer can sl me if'n he wishes. | work
hard an' I'm good with the beasts."

"Youll 9gn the bond?’

"Il 9gn," Laris agreed. And she had. In front of an overstuffed pompous officid, whom she guessed
was collecting his share of the money. He'd attested that she appeared to be sixteen. Laris knew that for
alie, but she had to be sixteen for the bond so she Sgned where she was told and agreed when she was
asked, that yes, she was Sixteen years old.

After that she went with the two men to a building. She could fed her nerves tightening as they
approached the door. It was possible that the talk of animas had been atrick. That Mercer had sold her
for another purpose. But the amdl| as they entered reassured her, as did the animd sounds which rose in
the rank air. Mercer led them to a cage at the back. He gestured at the inhabitant.

"Lereyne tigerbat. The brute's gone into a decline and | paid high. Get in there and rouse it, make it

Laris sucked in adlent breath and bit down on a grin. The tigerbat had a very nasty reputation on its
home world which was quite judtified. Tigerbat swarms had stripped humans to the bone in minutes, even
through reinforced dothing. In swarm, the beasts had no fear and would continue the attack despite
heavy losses. Lereyne settlers had dmost wiped them out over three generations and now they were
sdldom seen, dthough the stories remained.

But somewhere dong the ling, she didn't quite recdl where or when, shed learned to read. Old
Madrin had owned quite a library on other-world beasts. Held loved to tak too, and held been both
fond of his merchandise and knowledgeable. She'd read and listened, soaked up everything she could.
She knew something about the tigerbats. She glanced around. The two men shifted to block her path and
ghe snorted.

“I'm not trying to run. | want a brush.”
Dedran looked blank. "A brush? What kind of brush?'

"A grooming brush," Laris snapped. She saw one tossed on the top of another cage and reached.
Dedran dlowed it. With the brush secured she turned back and looked at the door.



"Am | supposed to wak through plasted bars or something?'

Dedran's look hdted Mercer even as he snarled and drew back his fist. "No, | want to see this If
she's as good as she thinks sheis | want her in one piece.”

He sivung the door open and his eyes were amused. "Inyou go, Gracious Lady. You leave once that
brute has esten—you or itsfood, | don't much care which."

Laris ignored him, stepping quietly toward the huddled animd. It whimpered quigtly in its deep.
Tigerbats were svarm animds. To keep one done was to watch it die of longiness, something Dedran
appeared to be unaware of. Moving dowly and quielly Laris swept the brush down the matted fur. She
worked gently, untangling the long pelt, grooming until the tigerbat lifted its head to stare at her. Then she
took up a piece of the meat. The tigerbat opened its mouth, reveding the massve fangs within. But the
feding it gave off to her was one of pleasure. One had come to relieve its solitary state. One who
groomed the matted fur as a swarm member should.

Asthe men waited she fed the animd until it had eaten enough. She knew she must not overfeed one
which had not eaten wdl in too long. She returned to the grooming while the tigerbat lay there blinking
blissfully. When she stood it moved to ding to the bars, wings furled over its narrow shoulders. Ydlow
eyes watched her hopefully.

She patted it. "Don't worry. I'll be back, I think." Dedran nodded at her before turning to Mercer. He
counted out credits into the camp boss's eager pam.

"Shelll do.”

The camp boss hurried away, leaving Dedran to look at Laris. "You know animds, it seems. What
else do you know?'

"l can read an’ write," Laris told him, watching his surprise. "I work hard. And | can keep my mouth
shut an' my eyes an' ears open.”

Dedran grinned briefly, a mere twig of histhin lips. "Then you may do wel here. What do you read?"
"Books about animas. So's | can learn more about them.”

He nodded thoughtfully. "I've got no objections to that. Do your work and when it's done you can
access thelibrary.”

Dedran had been as good as his word. In the last four years Laris had read fredy, more fredy then
her magter had known. There were ways to earn a credit or two as the circus traveled. And ways
on-planet to untracegbly access information once one had those credits. With the war over, Dedran had
purchased an old cargo ship, packed his beasts and gaff within, and upped ship. Laris guessed he had
other reasons beyond the damed one of bringing entertainment to the human-settled planets. Sometimes
they stopped so hriefly they could manage only a handful of sold-out shows. Clearly they could have
dayed at a profit, but they moved on. At other times they played to haf-or quarter-filled houses and must
have lost money, but they remained severd weeks. It wasn't a large circus. There were some thirty
beasts, many which were no bigger than a Terran dog. In fact, they had two of those who did an act with
two Tragtorian carra. Later the carra did a dlown act with their trainer and the dogs often joined that as
wall.

Dedran saw to it that modlly the animals were decently fed, housed, and well-treated. On her own
initiative Laris had taught hersdf and the carra a trapeze act. Dedran had been pleased with that and her



hard work, so he rardly struck her. He wasn't as kind to the forty or so people who worked for him.
Often they left when and as they could, and were quickly replaced. Some seemed merdy to vanish with
no prior word of tharr intent to depart.

Laris had swiftly seen that some of those who left were the ones who talked too much, who nosed
into Dedran's business. But not dways. Once they began to trave there were frequently people who'd do
anything to escape their world. Dedran would take them on, for a trip to the next. By that time they had
to have worked out a dangerous act to perform. On the new world they would be expected to appear
twice aday. Most took too many risks and died or were crippled. They would be left behind when the
circus moved on.

But it was good business. The crowds came to watch someone die. Dedran took them on without pay
until they had proved themselves. There were dways two or three on the ship working hard between
planets to earn a place. Over four years many of his gaff had come and gone. Some others |eft because
they would not bow to Dedran's blows. Laris had no option in that, so she remained. But the blows
weren't that regular, and the food was good, the provided dothing respectable. The gifl had grown and
filled out. Still others came and went and she made no red friends. Laris knew only one other who'd
been there longer than she. That one approached her now.

"Did we loseit?" His foot dtirred the diffening body.
Her voice was steady. "Of course. It was too damaged to survive"
"Yes. A pity. We needed it."

Neither said more but both understood that the damage mentioned had not been that to body aone.
He took a container from his pocket and drank. The scent of oranges drifted to her; Laris kept slent. If
Cregar wanted to preserve himsdf in Naranje that was his decison. Dedran never seemed to care. And
for dl he drank—and it was a lot—Cregar never became less than golidly taciturn before others.

Once shéld tried to tak to him. Sheld been with Dedran only a few months, and waiching Cregar
shed guessed hed had traning with animas. Sheld asked about it and held turned to look & her, a
terrible stare compounded of such rage and pain she'd never asked again. Over the years shed watched
him and wondered. He seemed to have no connection with beasts, no desire to touch or love, yet he
knew the way they thought and would react. He was capable of training them to do things which

appeared impossible.

Hed trained many of the animas they had now. And unlike humans, the animas did not hate or fear
him. This new one had been brought in after midnight. Cregar had dumped it in a sack by her tent and
woken her to tend it. HeEd been a little drunk and a lot angry. He muttered about stupid fools who
couldnt obey asmple order. Then hed snarled a her to do what she could, and stamped away. She'd
logt the fight. She ignored him as he stood drinking. She had to take the samples of tissue Dedran had
ordered. She took them gently, mourning over the body.

Cregar was often away, traveding ahead of the circus. When he met up with them again he often
brought a new beast. Those he brought rarely survived their abduction and dways it was her job to care
for them, take samples when they died.

In her reading sheld come across word of beast masters. Those who had the gift of communication
with animas. Terra had taken and trained the human haves of the teams, and had bred geneticdly dtered
beasts to match with the chosen humans.

Laris suspected Cregar might have been a beast master once. What had happened, she did not know.



She knew only that now he seemed dways to be in pain, not of body but of mind. Both she and her cat
could sense it dimly whenever Cregar was around. She finished taking her samples and struggled to lift
the beast. The circus had a Smple method of disposal.

The ship's engines were typica of older freighters. They had no red speed but were far cheaper to run
then the newer models. Idedl for a circus with its tons of litter each day. They would run on any form of
maiter fed to them. This carcass would become atoms just as soon as she reached the ship. Laris
suspected that a few people had gone the same way. She was sure she would have been one had she
faled to pass the tigerbat test and been killed.

Cregar waked away. She glared after him. If he mugt stedl these beasts couldn't he a least see to it
that his hirdings took more care? Bad enough beng snatched from ther human, to whom they were
bonded deeply. But this one had been brutdly struck about the head and would likey not have survived
those injuries. Nor had it wished to. Sheld fdt its pain, the emptiness, and guessed Cregar's men had
killed the human. She swore hitterly under her breath as she carried the body to the ship.

According to her reading the beast master teams were few and far between. Maybe fifty had been
trained a firs. Another dozen or so in training had broken free before the find Xik thrust which had |eft
Terra a smoking cinder. Most of the trained teams had perished in the hard fighting shortly before that
time. But even the partly trained teams were bonded. That intimate emotional and menta connection was
st before the physicd training began.

In fact, with the later teams the bond had been set far more deeply than with those firg used. It was
an experiment which, Laris fdt, had been fdly. The novice teams were bonded until death, but they
lacked the military traning which would help them resist Cregar's attack. Thusit was that Cregar targeted
them, but also for that reason that he lost beast after beast to the trauma of its master's death.

She shivered as she placed the animd in the matter chamber and activated the turntable. Dedran was
determined to have live beasts from such a team. They had proved over and over that they could not use
beasts from the trainee teams. She was afraid she could guess where his eyes would turn next. But surdly
there were none eft of the trained teams which had fought and mostly died for Terra,

Behind her Dedran spoke. "Prepare for departure, girl. | won't be needing you and the cat after dl.
Get the cages in. We up ship tonight.”

"We have a show booked for tonight. They'll talk if we cancel.” She paused then added, "Do we want
tak and attention drawn to us?'

His eyes narrowed thoughtfully. "True. All right. Start preparing after the show. WEell leave tomorrow
maorning as soon as we're packed up.”

For a moment Laris wondered if this was the time to jump ship. But it wasn't a good planet on which
to take that chance. Lereyne would be better. In her mind another's eyes opened and looked out on the
bleak, chill landscape. Agreement came. There was dways time to consder. But to act hedily could
mean unnecessary suffering.

As she bustled about meking ready for the show and then departure, Laris dlowed that other to see
through her eyes. Cregar didnt know how far they had come since Laris had found a tiny, shivering,
darving cub three years gone on a world far off the besten track. Sheld taken the poor beast in, cared
for him, loved him, and then found in him growing abilities which mixed strangely with the girl who loved
him. Nowadays Prauo and Laris were usful to Dedran. The circus boss had many irons in the fire
They'd taken minute tissue samples from Prauo severd times, Laris had been forced to permit that. But
she amiled secretly on overhearing Dedran's rage.



"They can't produce anything. Damned beast we grow ends up mindless over and over. And it doesn't
grow larger.” Hed ranted on and Laris had dipped away in silence.

After that she'd carefully hidden other advances between hersdf and her friend. After his last growth
spurt some eghteen months back Prauo had begun to be able to use her eyes. Not merdy a bond, but a
direct linkage. Shortly thereafter Laris had found she could do the same and see what the young cat saw.
It had enabled them to please Dedran to a larger extent and he would suffer no interference by othersin
case his vauable asset was damaged beyond further use.

Larisdid her show in thefirg hdf of the performance, a flamboyant turn on the trapeze with the carra.
The act was hdf serious, hdf downing, aways skilled, and greeted as ever by loud laughter. Then she
changed into a boy's costume and disguise to enter the tigerbat cage. Dedran had found four more of the
creatures in the intervening years but her specid friend was the oldest and largest of the tigerbats. He
ruled the miniature svarm.

As part of her act they acted out a tiny play of a lad who found one of the creatures trapped and
aded it. He was then rescued in turn when a swarm struck. Throughout her act there were gasps and
cries from the audience. She finished, sent the tigerbats from the center cage, and turned to bow deeply.
The applause was generous and Dedran nodded gpprovingly as he passed her. Sheld been an excdlent
investment.

Laris watched as he ran lightly into the ring. She knew what held thought. She made sure he fdt that
way by keeping her head down, working hard, and being utterly discreet. What he did not know didn't
hurt him. He did know of the smdl amount of quarter and hdf credits she had hidden in her cabin.
Dedran would not have been pleased to learn that she had afar larger stack of credits saved about which
he knew nothing. Enough to keep her and Prauo for many months at the subsistence level of most worlds
should she decide to flee.

He'd have been dill less pleased to know that she read as widdy as she did. She regularly invested a
credit here and there in unmonitored library access. Usng her reading, overheard comments, newscasts,
and the work Dedran sometimes required of Laris and her cat, shed started to build a theory—that
Dedran worked for the Thieves Guild. The war and destruction of two planets, the devagtation of many
others, had not been good for guild profits.

And even worse had been the patrol, a neutrd force to monitor human-settied worlds and crewed
often by ex-military and survey officers. It had been started soon after the human race had exploded
outward. When war began it had been scaled back. In the three years snce war's end though, it had
grown again, and with such a reputation that even some worlds with races other than human asked for
the patrol's intervention a times. As a result atrickle of people of other races were being accepted for
patrol training. And the patrol did not like the Thieves Guild.

Laris changed to her ordinary dothing, spent time with Prauo, and then left reluctantly. She must begin
the pulldown. She got it started but managed to disappear long enough to access a newscast. Her mouth
gretched in an unpleasant grin. No wonder Dedran had tried to cdl off tonight's performance. The
headlines were screaming about a murder.

Since the murdered man had been not only an ex-beast magter trainee but dso the nephew of a very
influentid member of the government, the locd surface patrol were out in force. Lais did through the
crowd and returned to her work thinking hard. She dared not let those here find the tissue samples. Sheld
be implicated. Dedran and Cregar would bribe their way free and up ship. Sheld be the one left and
blamed.



But she could not dlow Dedran to know that she knew of the hunt. Nor could she hide the samplesin
any place which might dert him that she had other hiding places he had not found. She drifted onto the
ship unobtrusively, retrieved the samples, and placed them on the matter turntable under a heap of cage
cleanings. Then she went back to her work. It was close to dawn when spaceport security descended
upon the Queen of the Circus. Whoever Dedran usudly paid off, it hadn't worked thistime,

They began a the entry port and worked forward usng some ingrument which they clearly expected
would tdl them if anything was to be found. Laris glanced at Dedran. His face was blank but his body
language, to one who'd known him four years, bordered on desperation. He caught her eye
questioningly. She alowed her lip to curl a fraction in reply. His tense posture dacked a fraction as he
nodded at her.

She relaxed. Good. Hed accept the samples dedtruction. It was what he wanted, given this
over-thorough search. She opened the tigerbat cage as requested, persuaded the four to move to a
second enclosure while security began to check the first cage. The fifth tigerbat caught her tiny hand
sgnd. He spun on wing-knuckles and fled down the corridor. She raced in pursit. They soun past the
engine-room door; she dowed, glanced back, good, they were out of Sght for a few seconds. Her hand
shat out, pamed the door gar, pressed a switch, and thumbed the door shut again.

Then she was back into their view and she moved up, cornering the animd at the end of the corridor.
She pretended to strike him severd times while he uttered pitiful cries. It was part of one of their acts and
he trusted her. He cowered as he had been taught. Laris led him back to his cage. Security got to the
matter chamber and found what they had found e sewhere—nothing. Laris breathed out. Their machine
could find no trace of samples, now only component atoms. She watched them leave, Dedran ushering
them palitely. She'd have to admit what she'd done but she thought held accept the loss of samples at this
time



Chapter Two

Dedran was coldly furious, but not at Laris. His anger was reserved for those who'd taken his money
and falled to keep port security from his ship. HEd logt the samples, and worse, the authorities were dill
suspicious of him even though nothing had been found. He raged at Cregar in a corner where only the girl
could overhear.

"Y ou deadglow, | wanted the man knocked out, unconscious, not killed. That way we could have had
alive beast."

Cregar's voice was cold. "Don't be more stupid than you can help, Dedran. He was a beast magter.
Alive, you couldn't have hidden one of his animas from him anywhere. That's what being a beast master
is"

"You could have left im injured. Head injuries would have stopped that.”

Cregar snorted. "Fer Crats sake, Dedran. Injuries would have stopped it so long as he was sick. His
unde would likely have been even quicker to start searching with a half-dead nephew urging im on. And
| can tdl you somethin' else the doctors here would have told Uncle. That the boy would get better faster
if the anima was found. And if we killed it and just took samples once they started searching, the boy
would have fdt it die. HE'd have gone crazy. So don't cdl me names. Y ou were the one who ingsted we
try here. | told you it was risky."

Laris saw Dedran glance around; she shrank back further into the tigerbat den. "Sure it was risky."
Dedran's voice was lowered. "But you know who gives the orders. Want to argue with them?'

Cregar's reply was brief. "No."

"Right, then we try Lereyne. There's one of the origind lot there. He was left with only two of his team
and he recently logt a beast in some accident. The boss says we try now, before he loses the last one.
Theré's another on Arzor and we do that next."

"It that gonna be a touch obvious? Our ship lands on Meril and a beast master gets killed. Our ship
lands on Lereyne, and a beast master's animd gets snatched.”

It was Dedran's turn to snort. "No one's that stupid except you." He was hdf turned from Cregar as
he spoke. He saw nathing, but Laris, pegping from the den saw the other man's face. If that was her, she
wouldn't be talking to Cregar like that. The man was a killer and right now hed like to kill Dedran. She
drew back deeper into the den. If ather knew that she was ligening, her life wouldn't be worth a tenth
credit.

Dedran continued. "The guild says that with dl the fuss on Meril there's been a plan change. We go to
Arzor for afew shows, get the lay of the land there. WEeIl go on to Trastor and set down there for a
couple of months. Well skip Lereyne until afterward.”



Cregar nodded dowly. "And | go solo to Lereyne and Arzor and use locd tdent to hep with the
snatches."

"Smart man, you got it. And just so's the trall breaks, you leave when we lay over a Port Bhaa on
Yohd for a couple of days." He turned to leave. "An' thistime do a proper job. No deaders behind you;
in, out, and off-planet while the locd yokels are dill sucking their thumbs™

Laris drew back as far as she could, putting her eye to a crack in the den wall. Dedran walked away;
Cregar was looking after him with a thoughtful ook on his face. Laris had seen tha kind of look in the
camps. It was the dow, careful congderation of one predator wondering if he could, or if the time was
ripe yet to take a competing predator down. She shivered. In her mind eyes opened and watched Cregar
with her. A thought formed.

*He waits. He may chalenge when he returnsif he has succeeded. That way he will bring good news
to sweeten Dedran's death.*

Laris was stunned. The touch of the mind was familiar but not the blurred mix of picture and emction
she usudly experienced * Prauo?*

A feding of laughter. *Who else, Sster-without-fur? The presence was gone again and she blinked.

After that she hurried through her chores and returned to her cabin. Prauo lay dong one of the two
bunks, great purple eyes surveying her with cdm amusement. For a moment as Lais stood in the
doorway it was as if the 9ght of him was new again. She admired the sharply ddineated black-on-gold
markings. Prauo's body was gold, lean, with long, thick fur. His face, tail, and legs were sheethed in
shorter black fur and light purple eyes looked from the black mask of hisface fur.

When Laris had found him he'd been the Sze of a haf-grown Terran kitten. She'd assumed that's what
he was, some mutant coloration of one anyhow. Four months held remained unchanged, then held taken
to her bunk and appeared ill for severd days. But during those same days held eaten and grown hugdly.
By the time that spurt of growth had hdted he was some thirty pounds, long and lean with developing
musdles and claws of which no tigerbat would be ashamed.

The second development had been unobtrusive: the dility to look through her eyes and dlow her to
see through his. Thet, she had been able to hide from Dedran and Cregar. The next growth spurt had
agan put weight on him. Held attained a little over fifty pounds. And to her amusement he could dide
through dmogt any smdl gap by flexing his shoulders together. Dedran had found a use for that, and for
the odd sucker-pads which had opened from smdl round growths on each of Prauo's mid-leg joints.

The cat could dimb even an overhanging plascrete or clearplas wadl, and could dide through amadl
gaps. He was intdligent enough to bring back anything of which hed been shown a picture, just so long
as he was bringing it back to Laris. Sheld obeyed Dedran's orders on that. It was safer and it dlowed
them to build up their smal savings. A Dedran pleased was a man who tossed her the odd hdf credit, a
hendful of quarter or tenth credits. It was these she saved in an obvious hiding place.

But the firg time Prauo had been out with her held dso brought back a cheek-pouch filled with full
credits found while he hunted the item held been shown. He didn't find the coins every time, but often
enough to build her savings to a respectable sum. And now, with Prauo's loot from that firg haul, was
hidden a rag-wrapped bundle of smdl pieces of jewery. Nothing too large, too vauable All
unidentifiably mass-produced but easly sdlable by agirl who appeared respectable and without bringing
suspicion down on her.

That was something else Dedran had not discovered, that Prauo had cheek-pouches which he could



keep tightly shut. He could eat and drink without reveding the items carefully stowed. The fird time it
happened Laris had been both surprised and amused. The big cat had shown nothing, returned with her,
accepted food and drink while Dedran examined the stolen item with smug approval and then dismissed
her. Once back in their cabin Prauo had made odd retching motions and deposited seven credits on her
bed.

After that he rardy returned from one of ther forays without offering her some amdl gift. Sheld
examined the pouches. They weren't large but they would hold a smdl Astran apple a need. Laris often
wondered what purpose they served. She'd never seen Prauo use them except when they were out with
Dedran. But they hardly could have appeared for that purpose. She looked at the big cat now and
moved to St by him, her hand scratching around his ears as he purred.

"So you've found something else you can do.” It hit her then like a blow. Hed spoken in her mind.
He'd been Prauo, her friend whom she loved. But he wasn't just a cat, he was an intdligent being. Her
hand halted, fingers buried in the thick fur as she stared down a him. He looked up, purple eyes mesting
her dark brown ones. He yawned widdly, teeth dosing with the snick of a sted trap.

"Prauo?’ Her voice shook. Was he dill her friend or would he change now, see her as unimportant?

His head thrugt hard agang her. *Never, sgter-without-fur. We are kin. My life is yours. And
besides,* the mind voice was warm with amusement. *How wel do you think we should do if you
appeared with me at some human office to say tha this animd who lives in the circus is an intdligent
being? That it should have citizen's rights? Better that Dedran and Cregar do not know. In time one sl
come who will understand and listen. Unttil then let us wait and be slent.*

Laris covered one of his paws with her hands. "That's smart. But ligen, brother-with-fur. Do you
remember anything now? Where you came from, how come | found you?'

*Nothing. Only terror, then cold and hunger. So cold, so done until you came* His head thrugt into
her hands.

She hugged him savagely. "Not adone, not ever again. We day together so long as you want. We
don't tl anyone what you can do. Maybe as you say, we find someone wholl ligen and believe. After
that who knows what will happen. But until then we keep Slent.”

*That iswisdom, and on keeping slent, my sgter, there is no need for you to speak adoud. One might
overhear. Speak with your mind to mine. | shdl ligten.*

Laris concentrated on forming words Slently. *Like this?

*Exactly like that.*

She muffled gigglesin her hands. * It feds strange.*

*Y ou will come to find it naturd and it is safer—for both of us* With that she could only agree.

*Doesnt it fed odd, one day you can't understand what | say, the next you don't just know, you can
Speak to me?>

*| have dways understood much. But now it is as if whatever muffled my mind is gone. Think of it as
if you learned a new language. At firs you mugt think of every word, understand only a little of what you
hear. Then after atime you begin to think in that tongue. Words flow fredy, understanding comes. It is so
with me. | have been able to do this for many weeks but | wished to wait until | understood more.*



Laris nodded. *I understand. And since you have learned now, there are things | would discuss with
you.*

Purple eyes gleamed at her. *Cregar and his killing of beasts. Dedran and his links with the Thieves
Guild. | have seen and heard much these past few weeks. Who hestates to speak before an animd?
More, Dedran hopes to use us for his own ends a Yoha. He came upon me in the corridor yesterday
and talked to me of his plans.* The cat purred as Laris grinned.

*1f he knew what we know he would not have spoken so fredy. But he did. He intends to sted plans.
One on Yohd has discovered a way to secure knowledge more sefdy; it is an advance which will bring
wedlth and complications for the Thieves Guild. Therefore we are to sted the plans so the guild may be
forewarned and find a means to break the codes on this new knowledge, so that they can sl or use it
themsaves*

Laris considered. If they falled in the task Dedran would be furious. If he guessed that the falure was
deliberate he'd regard them as tools which had turned in his hand. Both of them would disappear and no
one would ask questions. Best, then, that they succeeded. But best too, thet they be ready. Once the
beast magters on Lereyne and Arzor had been plundered the hunt would be up behind them.

Maybe she could ad that hunt. It might lso be possible to turn Dedran againgt Cregar. If they killed
eech other she could escape in the confuson. After that who would notice or care that some
bond-servant had vanished? Her bond would not last much longer. By the time they cleared the sector it
would have less than hdf a year to run. She shared that thought with Prauo.

*Your hoard grows. What if you bought yoursdf free? That too is something on which to think.*

Laris blinked. It was indeed. Dedran would never agree, but if he was no longer dive, then her bond
reverted to the government of whichever planet they were on when her bond-master died. With only five
months to go few would wish to purchase it. And then too, she had a choice. Under the lav on many
worlds she might choose which of a number of bond-buyers she would accept once the origind owner
was gone. If she had the credit to buy hersdf free there were none who could prevent it.

Prauo's thought held savagery. * That is very wdl, sister-without-fur. | would have taken out the throat
of that one before. Save that | would have been dain and you |eft little better off.*

Laris was practicd. *He doesn't beat me, only hits me now and again. The food is ample and he
obeys the law and clothes me wdl enough. Many bonded have far worse conditions. At least he does not
use me as a woman.*

The cat snarled softly. *That is so,* he sent. *But | tasted his mind while | lay watching you as you
talked together. 1 did not like the taste of his thoughts. You are vduable as a beast trainer; what if he
persuaded you into an open bond which could be kept or passed to another?*

*| would not Sgn.*
*There are those who would heppily fake such a bond, and who would lisen to you?*
*And then?*

*Y our bond to the circusis over in less than one year. An open bond would keep you here until deeth
cdamed you, or if another paid high enough you could be sold on.*

She saw the idea a once. *There are those who use beasts to fight for amusement.* Her thoughts
darted. Dedran had contacts, friends, power. He could take her to a place where officids would swear



she had sgned a bond hersdlf. The circus boss knew she would never willingly train beasts for an arena,
but once Dedran had an open bond he could sl her, the arena master would break her to obedience.

Thus far sheld been of more vdue as she was. She recalled his words to Cregar. The circus boss
might be getting out, leaving to take up some place of power in the guild. What maiter then if she was of
no more use to the circus? He could sl her as atrainer, or kill her to see her mouth stayed shut. He'd kill
Prauo before that. Dedran was no fool, he'd know he could never abuse her in any mgor way while the
big cat lived.

Or worse, he could drug Prauo and sdl him to some planetside zoo. Put min stasis and take regular
samples, try to done more of him for thief training. In her mind she fet the cat fallowing her thoughts.

*Best we are gone before he decides that histime has come* the cat sent dowly.
*Or if heis dead before thet time. Then his plans die with him*

*You think of Cregar?*

*He hates*

*Then let us help that hate. But for now, best we deep. Tomorrow thereis dways work to do.* Laris
gmiled. That was dl too true. They dept and with morning both moved toward ther new plan. Subtly
they strove to widen the breach between the men. Laris dropped half sentences, apparently repesting
things Dedran had said to her. Prauo alowed Cregar to follow him twice, each time he warned his
sster-without-fur. The second time it prompted an open quarrel.

Cregar was due to leave the ship when it landed in the morning. The beast master who had retired on
Lereyne had teamed with a pair of wolves. One had died. Fortunately a genetech had arrived about that
time or so Dedran's contact reported. The man had successfully cloned a replacement beast from the
body. He had gone on to build other wolves from tissue samples taken from both. Now Lereyne had a
gmdl pack of the animasin alarge preserved wilderness area.

Asthe only wild Terran creatures the human-settled planet had, they were much prized. But there was
a catch—the wolves in a beast master team were gendticdly augmented to be more intdligent. The
authorities had not wanted a pack of those wolves freed, so the genetech had reverted his end-products
back to ordinary wolves. Hence Cregar could not Smply sted one of the pack, a far eeser task. Instead
he must stedl away the only walf |eft with team gene-augmentation.

Since the beast magter lived on the outskirts of a large caity, that meant many waiching eyes. Cregar
would have problems. Laris snickered quiglly with Prauo after they overheard a discusson on the
difficulties

*| hope he gets caught. He won't keep slent and take dl the punishment. He'd spill on Dedran.*

*And the patrol descends on the ship, and us as well. Better Cregar returns and we can set him
agang Dedran. Now, when they are both about the ship, is a fine time. Cregar is one who holds a

grudge well.*

After that the maneuvers were complicated but ultimatdy successful. Laris mentioned to Dedran that
she was worried about one of the carra. It had appeared duggish when they practiced in the empty
traning hold. Perhaps she should ask Cregar to look &t it. He trained so wdl. For that last comment she
adopted a rather dumb and admiring voice and expression. Dedran, busier than usud with the landing,
and annoyed by the look, snorted and spoke without thinking.



Prauo had trotted past Cregar, carrying something in his mouth. He was ordered to stop, to hand over
histrophy. He'd given the human a smug defiant look and ignored the order. Cregar had pursued grimly.
He arrived at the lagt curve of the corridor intime to hear Lariss suggestion and Dedran's savage reply.

"Cregar! High Command tossed him ouit. If he was that good he wouldn't have ended up taking my
ordersina..”

Cregar exploded around the bend. "In a run-down circus in a broken-down ship, bossed by a man
with afa price on his head,” he finished.

Dedran's eyes glittered. "I wouldn't talk about pricesif | were you."

"Wouldn't you? Then perhaps | should tak about a man who pretends to be an owner when he's
more of a hired hand.”

Dedran opened his mouth to speak as his hand dropped to the sun gun at his belt. Then he saw Laris
ligening open-mouthed. Cregar's gaze followed.

"Get the kid out of here.”

Dedran waved her to leave and she obeyed meekly—as far as the bend. Then she leaned on the
bulkhead, diding the nearest door open about a foot. But to her exasperation the voices around the bend
hed dropped to a vicious muttering. Still, from the tone it was no friendly conversation. She shut the door
again and padded slently away dong the corridor. The low snarl of the sounds followed her.

She busied hersdlf in deaning the tigerbat cage and jumped when Cregar spoke quiely.

"You watch yoursdf, lass. | may be alot of what he dams but I'm not a man to work the arenas” He
gave her ahdf-grin as he walked away, leaving Laris ggping after him. Perhaps it had been because he'd
heard her admiring him, she thought. Or perhaps he was merdy enjoying pailing Dedran's plans. For
whatever reason held sad it, held confirmed her own fears and Prauo's belief. She would indeed watch
Out.

They landed on Yohd and Cregar did into the port-side crowd. He gave her atiny nod as he went
and she nodded back. It wouldn't hurt to keep him sweet. Prauo wouldn't be working with her in any act.
Not when Dedran planned a theft. He wouldn't want anyone to notice the cat. But she rode in the
opening procession, svung out on the trapeze with the carra, and acted out the tigerbet play.

The audience departed, leaving Laris to dean the cages and sdtle the animdsiin for the night. After
that, in the ship lights she was surprised to notice men gpproaching the ramp. One look and Laris
recognized their strut. These men had some sort of authority. They were used to obedience. She fled for
Dedran, dropping into the durred ship dang so any stranger who overheard would be less likdy to
understand.

"Theré's men coming, look like law 'a some kind."

"Crats, why now?' He moved quigtly to the ramp door and looked around the edge of the opening.
"Authority, maybe." He shrugged and strode down the ramp. "Can | hdp you, Honored Srs?'

"Do you have a man named Jas Cregar aboard?”'
"No, may | know why you ask?'

"That is not your business. We will look on your ship."



"Now, hold on there..."

His protest was cut short as one man produced a paper and displayed it. "We have the right. Step
adde”

To Lariss bewilderment look was dl they did. They asked no questions even when she made sure
they would see her working. But she did notice something intereting. One had an earpiece. He glanced
a awrig did now and again and she wondered if his asking for Cregar hadn't been a rusg, if they weren't
looking for something ese. If so, they didn't find it. They departed and Dedran stood on the ramp top
wearing a thoughtful expression. She guessed he was wondering too. And what about tonight?



Chapter Three

Once the invaders were wel and truly gone Dedran turned to Laris. "Wha did you see?' She
recounted the earpiece and the impresson that one had been spending too much time looking a a
wristwatch.

"I thought | heard something too. So high it was more like an ar vibraion." She hadn't but Prauo had.
Hed derted her inthe firg place.

"A watch." Dedran understood. "I see" His voice came dowly, thoughtfully. "No, they don't make a
sound like that and one doesn't keep looking over and over to see the time usudly. Either they had a
deadline—or that was not aweatch." He stood a moment and spoke to himsdf, not the ligening girl. "And

why Cregar? They knew his name, what did they want with him? Maybe tonight would be dangerous.”
He turned briskly.

"Laris, walt here, see to everything. | mugst make a comcdl.”

She looked after im as he hurried down the ramp. This was becoming dangerous for her and Prauo,
as wdl as Dedran. If she jumped ship here the authorities would probably pick her up a once.
Something made her fed tha while the officdds might have left, eyes were dill on her and the ship.
Dedran didn't return until the setting up was complete. Then he had only time to fling a hurried word at
her as he passed.

"Beready after midnight.”
She nodded meekly.

The performance was wdl received, the audience in this backwater enjoyed the novety and afterward
the crowds on the midway were in a spending mood. Ogptiona extras or not, the circus would make
money hereif they didn't overstay their welcome. To make sure however, the sideshows had been set up
and dready the holograms danced and coaxed passersby to enter the curiodty tents. In the game tents
barkers caled the wandering crowds to rall up and try their luck. It was a charming scene—if one didn't
know, as Laris did, that dl the games were carefully rigged, and most of the curiogty tent attractions
were cunningly faked.

Prauo's mind voice came to her as she moved in the shadows. *Y ou were right. Others waich. There
isaring about us*

*Where isthe nearest?*

*Walk toward the tigerbat cages dowly. Be casud. | will direct you. | cannot probe their minds but |
can fed ther attention like alight directed upon us*

She obeyed, wandering as if checking on the circus animas. Y es, a watcher there, and another further



aong. A third near the ramp nating dl who came and went from the ship. She dretched, dlowed her
shoulders to dump wearily. Then she plodded up the ramp. Once out of dght she trotted in search of
Dedran.

"Therére spies outsde. They're wetching everyone.

His face twisted in fear and fury as she spoke. Then he fought for cam. "Wl done. But | mugt get
out of here again for an hour or s0. Let no one know I've left" He considered. "Go to the tent of Good
Fortunes. Set it up so that it blocks the dley between beast cages. The carra have the end cage, do they
not?'

"Yes" She saw his plan and grinned, a quick flicker of amusement.
"Wdl? Hurry, girl. Hurry!"

Laris did so, gppearing back down the ramp minutes later with two of the men carrying alight tent and
alarge case. She'd done this before, usudly to take messages for Dedran—the sort of message he didn't
want others to know he was sending or receiving. Not that she was able to read them, of course. Dedran
wasnt that slly. He trusted her more than most, which was to say, only alittle.

She oversaw the sdtting up of the tent and dismissed the men. Then she vanished indde. Moving
awiftly she unfolded the table, placed the crystd bal on the tabletop and lad out the cards. From a
pocket in the case she retrieved along brilliant robe, wig, face vell, and severd other items. She donned
the wig and dothing then moved to the door to place a Sgn at the entrance. It took little time before
seekers after knowledge began to drift her way.

For severa hours she told fortunes, amused the customers with her wit and ingght. Three years back
ared tdler of fortunes had traveled with the circus. Shiira had an empathy rating and had been very
good. In Laris shed detected another who could read the emotions and hopes flung a a teler of
fortunes. She'd liked the child and quietly, patiently, she'd taught Laris dl the girl could learn. Shiira had
left after a few months. Her ahilities had warned her it was best to be gone, and she had listened.
Fortunately she had said nothing of Lariss amdl taent to Dedran.

Almog a year later when Dedran had needed a back door Laris had suggested she become a
fortune-teller. It had worked that time, and other times subsequently. Moreover it was a ussful
supplement to the circus income at leaner times. After dl, Laris was a bond-servant and the money she
made went into circus coffers. However, to Dedran she was merdly a good taker giving the fools what
they wished to hear. She talked on until midnight had come and gone. Then aman paced into the tent.

She knew the feding of Dedran but he would not be pleased to know it. He'd donned the mask and
the light, toe-to-throat coveral worn by members of the Casran sect, an offshoot of the man reigion on
Yohd. The watchers would dill suspect. The disguise was too basic. Too obvious. She went into her
routine and was hushed.

"Enough. It's Dedran. Now, do you have the things?'

She produced the items she'd laid aside ready. He stripped coveral and mask then settled the wig and
overcoat into place. Quick strokes with plastiflesh stick, alightening of his eyebrows, contacts dipped in,
and he was a different man. It had taken only minutes and thus far sheld taken care to give each fortune
seeker a good long fortune. The watchers, if any had concentrated on her, were dready used to seeing
those who entered stay for alength of time.

Dedran raised the rear of the tent, moved out unobtrusvely, and hurried down the narrow dley



between cages. Laris watched. He dipped through a pand at the back of the carra cage and would
emerge unobtrusvely on the other sde. The watchers would start to wonder when he did not reappear
but she'd dedlt with that too. A short time later one of the women scratched at the tent back. Laris lifted
the materid. The woman waked in, donned mask and coverdl, and left openly through the front of the
tent.

Let the watchers see that, and not know the person they had seen enter Lariss tent was not the same
person as had just departed. The sect's costume had been of use to Dedran before now—and had likdy
been ussful as a disguise to many involved in both intrigues and other acts, Laris thought. The Casrans
were an equa opportunity sect. To that end, while light, the coverals were designed to hide any gender
differences. One never knew if one spoke to mde or femde until the one addressed replied. Even then,
maosgt who'd belonged for any length of time had been trained to speak in a fla neutrd voice which made
it hard to tdl made from female. Laris shared her thoughts with Prauo.

*A11 thet is true, furlesssgter. But what interests me more is Dedran's errand. And why those men
sought Cregar.*

Laris told another fortune while mulling over those questions. She was interrupted by giggles outside.
Someone spesking in accented one-speech was ingging that she be taken ingde to learn her fate. The
har on the back of Lariss neck rose. She could fed danger here. The voice sounded like that of a young
flighty girl, indulged, spoiled, and from some rich planetside family. But there were undertones only Laris,
and through her, Prauo, could detect.

*Leave, Sgter, quickly. Go openly before they enter.*

Laris legpt for the tent entrance. All her indincts were shouting that she should not dlow hersdf to be
trapped insde where none could see. She was bardly intime. Her dender body brushed past the gil who
would have entered and the girl staggered sideways with a gasp. Laris caught only an impression of her.
Apparently young, richly dressed—and with the most coldly vicious, experienced eyes Lais had ever
seen.

The man with her matched wel. If he wasn't heavily armed, then Laris was a carra. He appeared
young and from some wedthy provincid family but his eyes too did not match the outward picture.

*Strip your vell,* Prauo sent. * Make them bdlieve they are deding with a child.*

Laris paused to wipe her forehead as she stood outside the tent. She removed the val, lightened her
voice, and shifted her stance to the dightly angular hip-shot way of standing of a younger girl.

"l gpologize, Gracious Lady, Honored Sir. But | am weary, the tent grows suffy, and | fed unwel.”

The gil surveyed her. The ar was one of spoiled irritation but the eyes showed only cadculation. "l
wanted my fortune told. | demand it. That's why you're there, it it? Tdl her, Baris. I'm the Lady
Ideena, and itll pay for her to do what | want."

Laris concentrated, letting her body sag alittle, her voice waver. "I'm sorry, Lady. But | redly do fed
unwel." From the corner of one eye she could see Dedran approaching, or a least someone who looked
the way he had when he had departed her tent. She raised her voice, thinning it to a more childish note.

"| fed diick. Oooo!" She retched redidticaly.

Dedran had dipped behind a cage. He wouldn't want this pair—whoever they were—to get their
hands on her too long in case she talked. His current disguise would take only minutes to remove. She



mug play for time. The man took hold of her shoulder.

"If you fed sck then you should go back insde your tent, my dear. You can lie down in there. Well
day with you. Maybe youll fed better after a while" Somehow Laris doubted that. She doubled over,
holding the tent rope in a ferocious grip againgt his urging hands. Her voice came out in a piercing wail.

"l fed so 9ck." She swalowed agan and again, forcing her somach to react. She'd eaten only a
couple of hours earlier. One of the circus women had brought her the food and the portion had been
generous. It was dways easier to be sck on aful somach. She swalowed again. Where was Dedran?
They were beginning to attract attention but the grip on her shoulder hurt. The girl, hands screened by
their bodies, was trying to make her let go of the tent rope.

Lais fdt her fingers pried loose one by one. They'd have her in a minute. She walled again. Her
someach findly cooperated and she was lavishly sSck over the girl's expensive cloak. The girl snarled.

"Get her into the tent, Baris. There's gossp about this outfit and | want to find out dl | can. There
could be creditsinit for us"

A voice came just as Laris was running out of srength. "Gracious Lady, Honored Sr. May | ad?'
Dedran moved to block the tent entrance.

Laris took her cue. "Oh, Master. I'm so sorry. Maybe it was something | ate, an' the tent being so hot.
| came out to get ar an' these gentlefolk wanted their fortunes told. | was afrad if | went back insde I'd
be sck but they kept pulling a me, an' then | redly was sck and now they're mad a me..." She let her
voice—which had gradudly become louder, dtracting the attention of many close by—tral off into
childish sobs.

Dedran drew himsdf up. "'l gpologize for my bond-servant. But sheis very young.”
"Too young to bein bond, surdy?' The man's tone was acid.

Dedran raised his eyebrows, lying smoothly. "On Meril one may set a bond providing the servant is
ten. And the girl has only been with me two years." His voice became slky. "If it is any of your business.
Itisnot | who has been frightening the child."

Laris swalowed a grin. Sheld been bound on Kowar where the bond age was sixteen. Although it
was true Meril permitted afar lower age. And sheld been with the circus more than two years. But then
sheld dso been bound earlier than the law alowed. Oh, what a tangled web was being woven. But that
precious par had just noticed that people were gathering, drawn by the commoation and raised voices.
They wouldn't like that much public attention, she was sure. They didn't. Her would-be abductors were
muttering explanations and dlowing the crowd to close about them until they were gone.

"Who were they?' Dedran hissed.
"They cdled themsdves Baris and Lady Ideena,” Laris hissed back.

He nodded, apparently recognizing the names. "Scavengers seeking pickings and informetion.
Scavengers—with atouch of the tigerbat,” he added as he helped her with mock solicitous-ness to wak
toward the ship. "What did they ask you?'

"Nathing. They judt tried to get me back into the tent. She said there was gossip and where there was
tak there were credits.”

Dedran grunted. "She'd be the one to hear any talk too. Cratsl Have we drawn the atention of every



nose on a dozen planets?' He focused on Laris. "Y ou'd better not be redly ill. Weve a job to do tonight
dill." She gasped. That was madness with so many watchers. He shrugged.

"I know. But there's no choice. We do it tonight. I've been given a security-breaker and copier. It will
take time but should break the security coding and copy the information. Then you can put the target
back in place and no one will know. We leave in a couple more days and they won't know what
happened.” He snickered. "Not until they find copies of their fancy protections being sold dl over.”

Laris hestated to argue but she had to say something. It would be Laris he turned on and her at risk.
"Surdy they'd have the information protected by their own new codes.”

He chuckled harshly. "It should be. But money buys favors. It bought that one. Therés an assgtant
who thinks he should be more."

"Then why doesn't he just sl the information?' She'd noticed that he seemed to be talking fredy and
she chilled. That wasn't a good sgn.

"None of your business, my dear. You and your clever cat just get the thing to me outside. | copy it,
and you return it Hisfingers dug into her am as he shook her dightly. "Undergand?"

"Yes" Laris muttered.

"Good. I'll have the tent packed up. You go and deep, eat something but not too much. We don't
want you being sick in the wrong place.” He laughed and pushed her toward her cabin. "Go on. And be
reedy in a couple of hours. | won't want to waste time"

She nodded, trudging for her cabin. She liked none of this and danger Sgnds were nudging her harder
and harder. She did her door aside and joined the big cat where he sprawled comfortably on the bunk.
No one could hear anything but within the cabin the two were a once engaged in intense discussion.

They came to no conclusons, only questions. Who were the searching men, why did they ask for
Cregar, and for what were they searching? Then there were Baris and the Lady 1deena. Dedran said they
were scavengers. Presumably they'd have asked questions of Laris. But what would they have wanted to
know? Were they members of the Thieves Guild and if so, did they have any sanding? If they did, how
high was it in comparison to Dedran's status?

They conddered that for some time. Theréd dways been thieves, even on Terra When Terrans
broke into space, thieves had gone with them. Gradudly they'd organized into a guild which now
stretched across the settled planets. They had their own organizationd structure—that much was known
by ordinary people who kept their ears open for the gossp, dthough little ese about the shadowy group
was public knowledge. 1t was known tha the guild had a sysem which dlowed the more important
members to be recognized by ther own people on any human-sdttled planet. That, Lais believed,
goplied to Dedran, which suggested in turn that ether he himsdf was important, or that he was
commanded by one who was of power in the guild.

Findly, tired out, gifl and cat dept. The darm woke both a three A.M. planet time. Y oha's rotation
being dower, there were dill some six hours until daylight. Laris yawned, stretched, and sullenly dlimbed
into a dark blue jumpsuit. Prauo trotted slently beside her as she left her cabin. Dedran was waiting,
dressed in a dull dark-green coverdl. One sde of it bulged dightly and from the way one hand shifted
Laris was sure he was carrying a sunner as well.

He made for his cabin again, locked the door, switched on a light, and dropped down a desktop. On
that he laid out plans and several gadgets. Laris had grown used to usng the items and to learning plans



within minutes. Once hed finished the explanation she asked only one question.
"Security in the area?"

"All taken care of. Now, come with me and don't speak again until | say you can. No matter how long
that may be." He beckoned and set off toward the ramp.

She and the cat fdl in behind obediently. They traveled in slence until they reached a hovercab stand.
The cabs were robotic and accepted tokens. Dedran signded her to remain slent as he fed tokens into
the fare dot. The cab lifted, and they were on thar way. Some twenty minutes later they arrived, exited,
walked around a corner, dimbed into a second cab, and rode again before finding another. They Ieft the
third cab and went on foot awhile before Dedran hdted & a corner.

From one pocket he took asmdl rod and extended it to aright angle. Placing his eye againg one end
he peered in. "Right, be ready.” He waited, "Wait... wait ... now, around the corner." Laris obeyed. He
pointed to awal cloaked in heavy shrubbery around the base. "Into there, now.” She scurried into hiding,
Prauo close on her heds. Dedran paused, looking out over the street. All was quiet and empty. On a
post above them a scanner revolved dowly.

Laris had noted that in one swift glance as she dived for cover. It was dower than those normdly used
to cover the wedthier resdentid streets. It dso seemed to hdt inits circuit earlier and return. It looked as
if the lagt part of the missng arc would have covered the house wall. Now it didnt. She guessed
someone had been here before them. Some kid working his passage for the guild by dowing and
aborting a portion of the scanner's movemen.

But there was no time to think about that. She had to keep her mind on the job. Prauo was scding the
wall, afine rope trailing behind him. He reached the top, folded his shoulders together, did between bars
bardy a hand's length apart, then walked briskly around one to anchor the rope. His mind voice reached
her.

*Climb, sster-one. None gir here*

She climbed, leaving Dedran below. Once balanced on the window ledge she was able to cut the
center bar and bend it outward. She did adraitly through the narrow gap and joined the waiting cat. Her
hand smoothed the ruffled fur over his shoulders.

*Jugt aswdl for usthat Yohd haslittle of the inner world's technology. Ther security is laughable*
*Not s0 laughable that they cannot invent the thing we seek.*
*Having technology and having brains are different things*

She fdt his amused agreement as they moved slently through the building. Dedran had shown her a
plan of the place. It was amplified but it had dl she needed to find the safe. A amdl instrument given to
her before she dimbed would deactivate the darm. She had the security codes after that. The guild
would hold their stolen knowledge until the new invention wasin widespread use. Then, little by little they
would sl the code-breaker.

They would make millions of credits from the sdle, garner a hundred favors owed. This theft of the
breaker's plans and technology, if successful, would probably gain Dedran more guild status. If he failed
it might gain dl three of them an early, unlabded, and unlamented grave. Laris moved more carefully.
Sheld gain nothing from a successful theft but she had no desire for the possible results of atheft foiled by
discovery.



Ahead the big cat moved on slken dlent paws. They accessed the safe without difficulty once it was
found. Laris shivered with nerves the dmogt sixty minutes it took to crack the technology and make the
copy. With dl the information safely in her hands she returned it, closed and re-coded the safe. Then, she
caefully reset the darm.

Hdf done. She moved quickly back through the building. Hissed the al-clear to Dedran and dimbed
through the window bars. With the miniature heet device she re-welded the bar shut; below, Dedran was
waiting when she descended the rope. Together they watched as the scanner circled dowly, hated,
returned, and set off again.

"Now." They trotted quickly around the corner into the darker dley. Laris heaved a 9gh as they
reached it in safety. No darm. With luck they'd be home free. It seemed they were, Snce in another hour
they were drifting, darker shadows among shadows in a deserted circus ground, up the ramp to ther
respective cabins, and ill in Slence.

After that Laris waited. The performances went by, there was no sgn of Baris and Ideena and after
another week of ordinary events the circuss ship requested takeoff clearance. It was granted casudly.
They lifted from Y ohd and no one below was the wiser tha the departing ship was now worth a million
timesits previous vaue.



Chapter Four

The circus landed on Arzor with the minimum of offidd fuss and the maximum glare of publicity. Not
since the haf-forgotten days before the war had there been such an event. Some of the oldest families a
Arzor Port liked to consider themsdves sophigticated. But sophidtication is in the eye of the beholder. It
pleased the firgt-ship families to decide that a traveling circus was sophisticated and to have their entire
families attend in their best dothing.

With them, as Dedran had expected, came the beast magter here. Laris was watching when they
arived.

"Isthat them?'

Occasondly Dedran enjoyed showing off what he knew. "Yes, see. The man at the end with the
woman. That's the beast magter and hiswife. His name is Hosteen Storm and sheis Tani."

"Who're the others with them?" Laris was peering at the digtant figures with fascination.

"His stepfather and younger haf-brother. Storm only joined the family after the war. He was raised
apart. But the stepfather is from a firg-ship family. He doesn't make a parade of it but there's some
wedth and alot of influence there." He studied her briefly. "I'd have no objections if you spoke to them.
With you handling the animds here they may wel wish to tak with you." Hisfingers bit into her arm. "Just
be very careful what you say, my dear. We wouldn't want them to be warned in any way, would we?'

"No, of course not. I'll be careful.”

But hed put the idea into her mind and she thought about it dl through the performance. She gave it
up reluctantly. If Dedran thought sheld let anything dip it would be her body on the turntable; what would
Prauo do then? Even as her mind flew in search of ideas she soared on her trapeze. The carras soared
with her, tumbling like the happy beasts they were, whirling about her, downing to her serious act so that
Arzor Port dternately gasped a her skill and laughed as the carras foiled her atempts to be a serious
atig time and time again.

She caught glimpses of the family as she swung. They were laughing as hard as anyone, dl but the
beast master and even he wore a hdf-amile. Somehow it pleased her, that they should admire her. She
pushed her act to the edge and brought gasps from below. She ended the performance by dropping
lightly from the trapeze to land bouncing in the safety net, the carras dropping with her, chittering merrily.

Thefamily was clgpping for her as she svung down, to turn, bowing to the audience. She scampered
with the beasts from the ring and Dedran watched her take up the carras. That had been an intereging
disolay. The girl had pushed safety to the limits and given an act that had brought the audience hadfway to
its feet in horror and then applause. But how much of her daring had been a determination to show her
ill before a beast master, Dedran wondered.



Hismind paused at that thought before fallowing the path. How much had been admiration for beast
madter skills? Maybe a desire to see the man's animds remain where they were? Dedran was not a foal.
He knew the girl was more and more unhappy over the solen animasthat died. So was Cregar. Could it
have been one of them who had brought down those spies from the authority, and later, Baris and
Ideena, upon the show? He'd have to think about that. Cregar and Laris could be replaced. Not eeslly
on the part of the man but for the girl, there was the De Pydl camp where hed firg found her.

Hislipstwisted into a sneer. In a refugee camp there were aways those who'd take any job, accept
any condition to be free of the place. Hed known the girl's fears. But sheld dill followed him. Signed a
fase closed bond and held to it. His glare became a scowl. He hoped to leave the circus behind if his
patron's plans worked out well. He would take the girl—someone with her skills was worth red credits
to arena buyersif he faked her sgnature on an open bond. He had to be careful there. Between officids,
the patrol, and do-gooders who checked on bondservants, he dare not make the wrong move. Not yet.
But the closed bond under which he held her did not dlow the bond's sde to someone ese. An open
bond would permit that.

He wanted the money he could get for her. But the guild had no time for what its members wanted.
He had ajob to do and until it was completed he dare not take time for his own wishes. Not thet it
mattered anyway. There were months yet before her bond was completed and where would she go
then? No, sheld sgn for another year. Surdly by that time held have taken afew live beasts. He must.

A smdl shiver ran down his spine. The guild was becoming impeatient. The latest message from his
patron had indicated that Dedran's postion could be in danger if he didn't produce something soon. And
the guild had a ample way of seeing that an out-of-favor member told no tales. The leen men shivered
agan as he ran into the ring, soinning to bow and garner the audience's atention in his upraised hands.
Cregar had better not fall or it could be the degth of dl of them.

He switched off his thoughts, concentrated on the dgpping fools around him, and sgnded the next
act. He had a show to give and that too was part of it. Lull the idiots, then strike. Hed use the girl to
open a gap in beast magter armor. She was quick. She'd make friends. Then return to give him what
Cregar needed to take the animds once the circus was safely away. He settled to the whirl of acts about
him.

Laris came on again in her boyish guise as the tigerbat cage was pushed in and connected to the larger
cage where she'd display ther play. Her old friend was firgt out and she saw the crowd diffen. She faced
it, then turned her back as it ran on its wing-knuckles to lie on the ground, pulling the light branch across

its lower body.

She turned back, miming her shock, her fear a the dght of the deadly beast—and tigerbats were
deadly, in that there was no fakery. To the Terran eye they looked like an amagam of tiger and large bat,
hence the name. They stood some five feet tal, and one on the attack appeared to be dl reaching teeth
and long sckle-like claws. They'd been a horror to the settlers on their origind world, dthough by now
they had been dmaost wiped out there. Still, enough people on other worlds had seen depictions of them
and their depredations to know how truly dangerous they were.

Laris mimed her fear, showing to the crowd then her growing redization that the savage beast was
trapped and no threat to her. She was triumphant, rasng her weapon to kill, then dowly finding
sympathy for the injured beast, freaing it, and ganding to watch it dart away.

In the front ringside seats, a ranger leaned over to speak to Storm. "He's clever, but aren't those things
dangerous?'



"Dangerous enough done and lethd in a maor swarm. | doubt they'd have that here. A red swarm
has a hundred members or more.”

The man returned to his seat and Storm concentrated. Besde him he could fed Tani doing the same
as her hand did into his. Her whisper came to his ears aone.

"That's the girl from the trapeze act, isnt it?" She caught his nod. Her senses extended to touch the
animd in the cage. "Friendship. It trusts her. Sheiskind."

"How many of them?'
"I fed five, no more.

Storm nodded dightly. Thet was the number he could fed as well. Enough to tear the gifl to piecesin
seconds if they attacked in swarm-rage. But he sensed no anger. Only anticipation, enjoyment. They
liked what they would do. He watched the act. It was clever. The whole tiny play was a timeworn ideg,
the person who saves an animd only to have the beast save them in turn. But it was wel done and
tigerbats could be genuindy lethd to the person who acted with them. She was illful. From his ringside
position he could sense that she was in no danger from these.

She took her bow and the tigerbats ran down the tunnd to the smdler cage. It was rolled out and the
carras returned with two Terran dogs to put on a clown show which had everyone laughing as the main
cage was swiftly dismantled and removed.

Storm and Tani came out after the performance dill amiling. His father looked at himin resgnation.

"l suppose you want to see the gifl and her animas. Go on then. I'll get a ride with Put Larkin. Hell
drop me off. It's afine night. I can walk down our road.”

Tani fidgeted and Storm gave one of his rare amiles. "It looks as if | should. Tani wants to see the
animds" He glanced a Logan, hisyounger half-brother. "And | suppose you do too?"

"Darn right." He showed off alittle. Storm and Tani weren't the only ones who could see through a
disguise. "Except that it's the girl 1'd like to see. Anyone who can St around in a cage full of tigerbats and
look casud is someone worth meeting.”

Tani giggled. "She isn't bad looking but don't you think she's too young for you?'

Logen flushed. "I think she may be older than she looks, and anyhow, 1'd just like to see her act again.
She's good." His voice went up enthusiagticaly. "Did you see her on thet trapeze?”

Tani nodded. "She was good. Youre right. And | loved those little animas with her in that act.
Storm?' She turned to her husband. "What were they?'

"Caras. They're a hit like Terran monkeys, aren't they? They have dmilar habits too, but nicer
natures.” His voice lowered. "What did you sense from them?'

"Pleasure” Tani said softly. "They like the gifl and they enjoy their act with her. They were having fun
inthat dlown act too. They aren't abused, Storm. They're working for the fun of it and the food treats.”

Her husband nodded. It was something Kelson, head of the ranger group, had asked them to find out.
He looked down a Tani. They'd been married only a few months and he was ill a little incredulous at
his good fortune. After so long waking done save for his beast master team held never thought he'd find
someone who would dip into place with them al. But Tani had. She was not officdly trained but her gifts



were, if anything, alittle stronger than his own.

Her team, together with his group, had been Ieft a the main Quade ranch. Tani wanted to wak the
animd cages, sudy thar inhabitants, and maybe arrange to take samples from some of them to send on
to theinterselar ark her aunt and uncle ran. It preserved species agang permanent destruction and the
Terran dogs should be immortdized in its tissue-sample banks.

They made their way dowly through the crowd. It was a good-natured bunch here this evening, Storm
thought. But then with some of the port VIPs present, the rangers and security were aso out. Few of
even the mogt enthusiagtic brawlers would be slly enough to start trouble here. Tani danced ahead and
his face softened again as he watched her. It had been bardy sx months snce the end of Arzor's
problem after Xiks had seeded the deadly flesh-eating swvarms of clickers in Arzor's lands of the Big
Blue

He knew she 4ill had nightmares sometimes abouit the clickers and no wonder. He had a few himsdf.
But Tani had dmog recovered from the trauma the clickers had caused her. Last week she and Storm
hed been off hunting with the Djimbut tribe of the Nitra, the Arzoran natives with whom Tani had made
such firm friends while she and Storm sought out the origin of the clickers. The swarms had dan natives
and settlers dike and in the end, both peoples had combined to destroy them. Tani and her beast team of
coyotes and Mandy the Ishan paraowl! had accounted for afull bag of grass hens on the hunt last week.

Storm's team had remained at home. Surra, his dune-cat, was in heat. She had not become pregnant
last time. But thistime he was sure she would. After that she'd bear the first dune-cat cubs to appear in
the three and a hdf years since Terras destruction. Baku the African eagle might take longer to produce
her eggs. But sheld accepted the mate Tani had given her from the ark's tissue samples. Hing, the
meercat, had had no scruples about a mate. She'd taken one look & the mae offered and accepted him
with churring approval.

The meercat group of Hing, her new mate, her four adult offspring, and their mates, were producing a
meercat population exploson just a present. Not that this was a problem. The dl but extinct Arzoran
rinces had occupied an important ecologica niche on the planet, since it was they who helped keep
severd desert species of large insect and smdl lizard under population control. They dso ate the eggs of
the big solitary venomous yoris lizard, when they could tease afemae from her nest in safety.

The rinces had dmog died out after human settlement and a rince plague which followed two
generations later. Even scientific intervention had failed to improve their survivd rate. The meercats were
moving into the rince niche and doing it in style.

Hosteen loved to see them. After so long without a mate Hing was making up for logt time. The
origind group with added mates had been ten. All had mated and produced so that now the group
numbered amog thirty. Normaly only the dominant female would have bred, but this time at least, they
hed been encouraged to ignore custom.

Hosteen and Tani had chosen a second dte for a meercat home. Once the babies were adult they'd
move hdf of the group there. Later the meercats would move on to form their own new groups. In time
they'd spread across Arzor's desert lands. Both settlers and natives would approve of that; the yoris
were having a population explosion of their own and needed the meercats to cut back on the big lizard's
numbers.

Up ahead of him he fet a surge of excitement from Tani. She turned to beckon him. He reached her
and looked in the cage. He blinked as he studied Prauo.

"Whet on Arzor isthat?'



"I thought you'd know."
Logen joined them. "What's that?'

Hosteen snorted. "I've seen many animds but not that one” He studied the longer gold fur, the
geaming black of the shorter, plusher fur that clad the creature's legs, face, and tall. "l redly don't know.
It's beautiful but I'm certain I've never seen one like it before. | wonder where it came from.”

Laris had been ligening quietly, unobtrusive around the cage corner. She dlowed hersdf to be seen as
the question was asked. The younger man saw her and nudged his brother. The three of them turned to
look at her. Prauo wasin her mind.

*Good scent,* he said deepily.
*Dont digtract me. They're the kind who'd notice.* Aloud she spoke palitdy. "You like my cat, noble

vigtors?'

Logan spoke fird. "He's beautiful. None of us have ever seen one like him before. Were did he come
from?'

"Fremlyn," Laris began.

The other man cut in. "I've been to Fremlyn. They don't have an animd like this"

Laris eyed him coally. "'l never said they did. | said he came from Fremlyn. Where his home world is,
none of us know. | found him as atiny starving cub when the circus was there. He was on waste ground
a the edge of the port. He's been with me now for along time. For dl | know he was some experimenta
beast and has no breed.”

Thegirl grinned. "My name's Tani, this is Storm, my husband, and Logan, his brother. I'm pleased to
greet you."

Laris nodded. "I'm Laris. Y ou seem to know animas?' Her tone was a question.
Tani laughed softly. "Storm is a beast magter, if you've ever heard of them.”
"I've heard." Laris closed her mind tight.

Logan smiled. "Y ou should have been one aswdl," he said cheerfully. "That act with the tigerbats was
wonderful. But the quff on the trapeze had my heart in my mouth." He laughed suddenly. "When that
carra caught onto your foot just as you swung, I've never seen anything so funny.”

Laris found she was amiling too, seduced into verba carelessness by the honest praise. "It's part of the
act but they enjoy it so much. Sometimes we just add in bits. Everyone does. Particularly if we need to
gretch the acts because one's missng.”

Tani looked interested. "What act was missing, what happened to it?'

"Nothing much." Darn, it was Cregar who was absent and she shouldn't have mentioned it. She
covered quickly. "The trainer has a bad cold. He's regting until he gets over it. He doesn't want to give it
to anyone dse”

Storm said nothing but he'd heard enough lies in his time to know one when it was thrugt a him. So
did Tani. She changed the subject with more admiraion and speculation as to Prauo's origins. Laris could
lose hersdf in that very happily. But she was careful to suggest nothing of the big cat's other tdents



These people weren't fools. She thought thet Storm had guessed her to have been less than truthful over
the missng act she'd cardlesdy mentioned.

She showed them around the other beasts, accepted an invitation to eat with them, and found she was
enjoying hersdf. It had been so long since shed had free time. Afterward she returned aone and walked
toward her cabin. Prauo's mind voice broke into her thoughts.

*Dedran waits for you. His mind churns* With that warning she did not jump as she rounded the
corridor bend to find the man waiting. She took the initiative swiftly.

"I've made friends with them as you asked. | think | can get them to invite me to their ranch in aday or
two. How hard do you want me to push this?'

His posture relaxed alittle. "Don't be obvious. But as quickly as you can apart from that.”

Laris wanted to keep him pleased with her. Perhaps the possibility of more information would do that.
Technology had advanced in the ten generations since Terrans had fird settled another planet. She
remembered where she had seen one of the tiny card-sized voice and picture recorders. One of those
could tape some five hundred hours of recording, for replay on alarger machine.

"What about teking one of the mini recorders? Cregar had one | could useif he's left it behind.”

She saw the lagt tensons leave his body. "Too dangerous. If they spotted it they'd ask questions. Do
nothing to aert them. If they ask you to stay afew days, you may. Dont tdl them you're a bond-servant
ather. | want you to get alook at ther security precautionsif they have any. See as much of their land as
you can.”

"l want to take Prauo."

His body tensed again. "Why?'

"Because they're interested in him. The girl wants tissue samples™ Dedran snickered at that but said
nothing. "And | can use him to check out security more thoroughly. They'll think it naturd | have him. The
man's a beast master, remember. He's indined to believe that someone with an animd is more
trusworthy." She wasn't at dl sure that was true but Dedran would believe it. He did.

"Very wdl. Prauo can go with you if they ask you to vist and if they're happy with that. In the morning
you can drop the news that 1've decided to stay a while longer. WEell be performing here for a couple of
weeks. After that | plan to rest the animas and performers severd more weeks before we leave. See
those people as often as possble until the season is finished. After that, hint that you'd like to see thelr
ranches”

"Ranches?"

Dedran grinned nadtily. "I said your friends have money. There's the main Quade ranch in the basin.
But the old man has land in the Peaks country about five hundred miles away, and Storm and his wife
have more land running dongside it up there. Quade modtly livesin the basin, but the other three dl spend
time a the second place. There's some strange taes about that family." Laris flicked a look a him. He
was ganding there and she could tdl that he'd stopped being suspicious of her and was wondering about
Storm, Logan, and Tani. She prompted him.

"Srange tes?"
"Some gossp about Xik holdout groups. Apparently Storm found one and brought in friends to



destroy it. The rumor was that he had native hep. After that there was a hush-hush ded in the desert.
Some high muckymuck got logt there and Storm went in to find him a a time the tribes were up in arms.
All of that story was hushed up by the patrol, or so talk has it." Laris shivered. "Yesh. | don't want them
around, mysdf. After that there's a tale about some kind of plague that killed natives and started in on
humans. | heard that Storm and the girl stopped it cold somehow."

Laris stared, gating a common bdief in dl Terran space. "Diseases don't cross species. If it killed
natives surely it wouldn't harm us?'

"l know, 1 know. But that's the rumor.” He pushed off from where he leaned againg the wadl. "You
get to bed. Just remember: Tread carefully with that lot. | want you in there with them thinking of you as a
nicelittle girl with a cute pussycat.”

He turned away abruptly and waked off, leaving Laris looking after him. She knew the way he
thought. He was wondering if shed find the Quade family so much to her liking that shed be too
takative. She'd reassured him for the moment. But she'd have to be wary. The problem was that she did
like what she'd seen of them. But if Dedran decided to be rid of her they'd be of no use to her and in
danger themsdves. Better she should stick to what he wanted. She plodded wesarily to her cabin, moved
Prauo over, and dumped down. She was adeegp dmogt before she pulled the hotcover over hersdf.

For the next twelve days she obeyed Dedran's indructions. She was openly delighted to see any of
the family whenever they appeared. She arranged for Tani to have tissue samples from the dogs. She
talked by the hour about the circus, Prauo, and the other beasts and acts. All without saying anything
which would anger Dedran. She ligtened in turn to Logan's tales of the natives, and Arzor. She noticed
that despite his apparent openness as wdl, he said nothing of the rumors Dedran had heard. At fird she
hed seen dl three of the younger family. But by the time the circus was due to close it was Logan she saw
mog often.

He found her by the carra cage. "Laris, | see the show's shutting down. When do you leave?

She amiled a him. "Not for weeks yet. Dedran says we're dl tired. We're to take a break. Well stay
here for afew weeks and rest up before we go on to Trastor. We have quite along season there”

Logan studied the ground. "Do you ever get any red time off? | mean, can you leave the circus?’
"Not for good." Her reply was quick.

He looked up. "No, | mean, could you spend time on our ranch? | could teach you to ride. Would
Dedran agree to let you come and stay with us for a few days?'

"We could ask him." She wasn't sure how to play this. Let Dedran give her the cues. Logan led her in
search of the circus boss and once they found Dedran, asked straightforwardly.

"My father would be pleased if Laris could stay a while with us. We'd show her Arzor. Sheld be quite
safe” Yes, but would the family be safe from her, Laris thought sadly. Dedran was consdering.

" have no objection. My ward is a sengble girl and I'm sure you would see she came to no harm." He
watched Logan react to the words. The boy was becoming attracted. All to the good. Hed be less on his
guard, and the others, seaing him so, would accept the girl more swiftly. He glanced kindly a his little
piece of bait. "When would you like to leave, my dear? | can have Girran take your orders. Tl him
anything he mugt do to care for the beasts.”

“Isitdl right if | take Prauo?' He nodded and she turned to Logan. "Will anyone mind if | bring him?'



Logen grinned. "Storm said you'd probably want to. He won't try killing anything without your say-so,
will he?' She shook her head firmly. "Then it should be fine. Be ready the day after tomorrow. I'll come
with the crawler to collect you about midmorning.” His smile widened. "Itll be greet to have you a the
ranch, and don't worry. Youll have awonderful time with us."

He left Laris with Dedran and hurried away. The gil kept her face blank knowing Dedran was
looking & her. "You know whét to do?'

Laris nodded. "Check out dl the security sysems,” she recited for him. "Map the layout of both
places. Learn the routine and who's where and when. What if they have a safe or something? Should | try
for the code? It might help if Cregar can confuse their loca patrol about the red target.”

Dedran looked gpprovingly. "Wl thought. Yes, if you can get the safe code do so. But take no
chances. Besides, even on these rurd planets, many these days have security systems that are quite
sophigticated. Not around ther property but certainly protecting a safe. If it's that secure, then Cregar will
have no time to play about.”

Hislast words were emphasized and Laris hid another shiver. She knew the guild methods of opening
such security. It often required only the hand which would make a print. More technicd systems required
alive hand. That too could be arranged, as could the owner's voice. Few refused to cooperate when
shown afamily member and told the dternative. The guild was known for its ruthlessness.

But she would enjoy this brief time away. She could pretend that she was an ordinary girl visting
friends. Prauo could run free, be happy, and hunt where permitted. Hed never had the chance to do that
before. Logan was on time and she seated hersdf with him while Prauo jumped eesly onto the back of
the crawler.

"Do you have many of these?!

Logan shook his head. "Nope. Just this one for hauling loads. Arzor uses a minmum of technology. It
breaks down, has to be fixed, and it's very expensive to import. On the ranches we get around on
horseback. The rangers and security have copters. But only a few.”

"Security, that's what you cal your locd patrolmen?”

Logan looked alittle surprised. "Men. What about women?'

"Oh, on Kowar they'd never have let a woman join. They only have patrolmen.”
"Kowar? Is that where you come from?"

"Sort of." She changed the subject. "What's that bush? It's so pretty.”

He started to tdl her about the plants they passed. Then the land. By the time they were dmogt at the
ranch held forgotten the question sheld never answered. But Laris fdt she mugt decide. Should she tdl
them the truth if they asked again? She could do so safdy. The only thing she had to hide was her exact
gatus with Dedran. He'd cdlaimed her as his ward with the Quades. That was respectable. Some planets
didn't hold with the bond-system.

She thought Arzor might be one of them. And ill more worlds did not approve of bonding underage
children. Sheld keep dlent on dl that but if they asked again she would tdl the truth about the little she
remembered of the times before Meil then Kowar's De Pydl refugee camps. She had just made the
decison when the crawler passed the Quade ranch gates and hdted at the top of the rise. Logan pointed.



"Home" he said softly.



Chapter Five

Laris seemed to drop into the Quade ranch as if she had been born there. She learned to ride with a
speed that made it seem as if sheld had only to be reminded of her ills. That did her no harm with
Storm or his father. Prauo was doof but sensble with the other beasts of Storm's team. His longer legs
and rangy body carried him miles dongsde Lariss mount as he hardened to the exercise. He hunted with
her, the two so dearly attuned that Storm nodded approvingly.

For Prauo it was dl ddightful, but it was the gil whose soul expanded in the freedom. She reveled in
being able to ride down the miles; in the new dghts, sounds, and scents. And in the quick give and take,
the clatter and chatter of family life Logan was with her everywhere. It was he who taught her to ride,
accompanied her on those rides, and who sat beside her a meds.

They taked, sometimes casudly, sometimes with more seriousness, discussing events on other planets
as seen on the newscadts. Laris started to redize she had a good mind. She could argue a point and
make her reasons plain. And from the camps and overheard conversations at the circus on an assortment
of planets, she had a hard-headed appreciation of what could be contributing circumstances to the
problem as disasters unfolded. She'd been there five days when her own origins came up again.

"Logan said you came from Kowar?' Brad Quade looked at her kindly. Laris heard the unspoken
part of the comment, that she did not look like a Kowar settler. They'd modly been from the Asdic
parts of old Earth.

"l said 'sort of," she noted. "l don't redly remember. Dedran adopted me out of the De Pydl refugee
camp on Kowar. 1'd been in camps for years. That was jud the latest. But | was at the camp there for
the last two years so | think of Kowar as where | came from, | guess.”

Brad looked interested. "What do you remember from before thet?"

Laris leaned her chin on her figs. "Not alot.” She thought back. "I was on a ship with others. No one
| knew. | was eight or nine. We landed a& Meril and | was there maybe a couple of years. Before that
another camp. Ermaine | think. The camp before that they cdled De Pydl as well. It might have been on
Y ohd. My mother was dill dive. | think | might have been four or five"

Storm looked up. "What happened to your mother?!

"Shedied," Laris sad briefly. "She got sick. | think there were a lot of deaths in that camp. A woman
looked after me for awnhile. She went to a different ship when they moved us again.”

Brad's voice was gentle. "Dontt talk about thisif it distresses you."
Thegirl shook her head. "It's old. It doesn't bother me."
"Then, what do you remember about your mother? What did others cdl her when they spoke? Did



she ever tdl you stories of some place?' Brad leaned forward. "Do you remember any names, words that
don't match other places you've been?

Laris looked back—into the blank times. The times when she mug have been loved and protected.
When maybe sheld had afamily of her own. They were dill as they had dways been for her ever since.
Blank.

"I think 1 was sck when my mother was. | don't remember much about her. No names or people.
Sometimes | think | dream. But | can't remember anything when | wake" She shrugged. "It doesn't
metter."

Brad nodded. "But you know your name," he said quietly.
She answered without thinking. "I'm Laris. I've dways been Laris™

"Yes" The tone was contemplative. "Yes, you are. Your name is the firg thing you learn as a child
and probably the last thing you forget. If it could be discovered where you come from, would you like to
know?'

She thought about it. Knowing wouldn't cut her any dack with Dedran. But it would be nicer, good to
be able to say that she was Laris of a particular place, not just a camp stray. She fdt a sudden surprisng
flare of hunger. She'd like to know. She said so and Brad nodded.

"Il make inquiries”

It was two days later before something dawned on the girl. If Brad started at the De Pydl camp on
Kowar, the records there would show that she'd been bonded, not adopted. She thought of trying to
persuade Brad to drop the idea, but it was probably too late. Anyway she could dways say shed just
ggned papers. That sheld thought it was an adoption. After dl, sheld been twelve. Uneducated, ignorant,
draight from a camp. Brad would believe that.

She was wrong but it would be months before she found out how wrong. It wasn't spoken about
agan until she was due to return to the circus for a day.

"Laris, wed like you to come back to the ranch once you've seen the animds are wdl. Would you
like to do that?' Brad's amile was gentle.

"Yes If Dedran says | can. It's fun on the ranch.” Her rare grin lit up her face. Beside her Logan hit
back asgh. He loved to make her amile. Laris smiled sddom and often tentatively, as if she wasn't sure
ghe should. Congdering what his father had discovered so far that wasn't surprisng. Camp records had
disclosed thet the girl had been about ten when she arrived on Kowar. No known family. She'd left again
a twelve.

Brad had checked how it was that a twelve-year-old had waked out of a refugee camp. He'd found
her bond registered with another office. Except that the bond daimed her as sixteen. All of them could
guess the reasons for that. Logan would have discussed ther discoveries so far with Laris but Brad
forbade it.

"l believe Laris knew she was bonded but hopes | won't have discovered that. She lied, probably out
of shame; being bonded is quite a gigma on some planets. A child learns pragmatism in a refugee camp
and accepting a bond was probably her only way out. Letting her know we've found out would spoil her
time here. She wants to know where she came from and who sheis. Leaveiit lie, son.”

Logan had. At amogt twenty-one he was discovering reasons why people could be fragile, but it had



mede him gentler with her. Storm, guessing a more than Logan could know of what Lariss life had been
like, remained suspicious. A child growing up in the camps learned to care about their own needs fird.
Ethics would have gone to the wall as Laris fought to survive. He watched her with Prauo and later with
the meercats and Surra. She was a natural. The animds liked and trusted her and she seemed to know
by indinct what they wanted. After that thought his gaze on her sharpened; it could be he was right in his
bdlief, that she had the true beast master empathy as well.

Maybe that was why the circus boss had bonded her. Anyone whose livdihood or passon was
beasts would pay highly for someone that good. Perhaps hisdlowing her to vist the ranch was smply an
employer making sure a vauable employee was content. He let his suspicions lapse temporarily and rode
out with his wife, his brother, and Laris the next day. Tani was on Degtiny, the Slver three-quarter
duocorn mare which was her usud mount.

Her coyotes put up a merin deer and dl of them chased it laughing, not too serious in the pursuit.
Minou and Ferarre joined in the spirit of it as the deer ran, ther tongues ldling out in amusement. The
deer doubled, twisted, and findly shook them off. She paused to look back at them from a amdl rise as
her pursuers hated. Laris started to laugh.

"She looks so surprised. Asif she thinks were dl mad." Her laugher was infectious and even Storm
chuckled.

"It will keep her in practice."

"Oh," Laris sad in mock-amazed tones. "So that's why we chased her. We're exercisng the wildlife
Maybe we should find a few more. After dl, Logan said that it's the growing season. The animds could
be getting fat. Don't you think it would be a kindness to keep that from hgppening?”

"Couldn't we just set up agymnasum for them?' Tani murmured. "That way they can exercise and we
don't have to do hdlf the work."

Storm looked at her. "Deer, deer. Aren't we lazy."

Logan groaned at the pun. "Puhlease. | only had breskfast a while ago. | may be sck." Laris was
laughing again, a joyous carefree sound which somehow warmed them dl.

"It ign't breskfast,” she said swedtly. "It'sas| sad. Logan's just exerciang the wild..." she paused and
added the find word, "life"

Thistime they dl moaned. Tani snorted. "Laris, you're being corrupted. That has to be one of the
worgt puns I've heard in years." Laris giggled. Storm studied her from the corner of his eye. She looked
like a child when she was happy. But she wasn't. Brad said from the records she must be somewhere
between sixteen and seventeen. So far hedd traced her to Ermaine. Siill no more name than Laris. No
planet of origin. No family listed.

He knew what it had done to him to be aone before he found his stepfather and haf-brother. What
hed it done to her? It hadn't broken her. But things like that could warp and twigt in ways which often
weren't gpparent to an outsider. Then too, smdl children could be amazingly resilient. Maybe shed come
out of the camps mind-whole. Brad thought she had, and his stepfather was a shrewd man. Storm sat
back as his mount ambled after the others. Logan liked her. But Storm was very fond of his younger
haf-brother. He didn't want the boy hurt.

Ahead, Laris dropped from her horse to reach out dowly within a amdl jumble of recently cracked
rock. Prauo came trotting back to stare a her find. She cradled it in her hand and showed it to them,



eyes wide with pleasure.
" saw the sun catch it. Look, isn't it pretty?*
Storm glanced at the cat's-eye gem. "It's vauable too."
"Oh," she hesitated then hed it up to him. "It was on your land."

Sorm redized that both his wife and brother were glaing a him. He shook his head. "Finders
keepers."

Logaen took it from her carefully and turned it over in his fingers. "That lagt frosty night, it would have
solit the rock this was in" He touched her arm. "Storm was teasing. It's pretty but it's the green ones
which are redly vauable. Thisisgold. It isn't a large stone either. 1t would take ten or twelve of them to
make a green one's vaue. But it's yours. You found it. Just don't Start digging holes like a Djimbut to see
if you can find more."

Laris took the gem back. She admired the gold color with the black line like a pupil which split it in
two. She pointed. "Is that why they're cdled cat's-eye sones?'

"Yes Look." Prauo had moved to her Sde and was looking to see what his sster-without-fur had. "It
would look just like one of his eyesif it was purple,” Logan pointed out.

Laris nodded. "But I'd rather he had hisown eyesthan | had this. It's very pretty though." It was, she
thought. And Dedran would have it from her as soon as he saw it and once they were away from Arzor.
"What's a green one worth?' If this one was 4ill quite vauable it might give her a chance to escape. She
could keep Dedran from knowing about it if she was careful.

Logan thought a moment. "Don't see many green cat's-eye stones. But | think the last good-sized one
went for about five thousand credits on the market. That gold one would be worth around a hundred
credits maybe, conddering the sze"

Laris kept her face blank but Storm saw the sudden dlitter of her eyes. That had surprised her. To a
camp child a stone worth only a fraction of the vaue Logan had quoted on a green cat's-eye gem was
dill red riches. He was right. To Laris it meant jumping ship and gill having enough to survive a leest a
hdf year on the stone's price. It could meen safety, freedom from Dedran and the guild. The guild
wouldn't look for her. And they might keep Dedran moving on, too busy to turn back and seek her out.

Sniling, she dropped the stone in a pocket. She nudged her horse up adongside Logan's mount and
continued an earlier conversation. Tani dropped back with Storm.

"Has Brad found out any more about her?'

"Nope. He's dill chasing through Ermaine's bureaucracy. They closed the refugee camp they had there
about seven years ago. Just over a hdf year after Laris was shipped out. They dam that a lot of the
records were dumped after five years."

"Clam?'
"Uh huh. Brad thinks they're holding out for a bribe to look."

Tani smiled unplessantly. "Let me a the com when we get back,” she said, referring to the ranch's
method of communication, not only localy, but dso planet to planet. "Aunt Kady would enjoy lighting a
fire under afew bureaucrats. The ark's important to most planetary governments. Aunt Kady asks, Aunt



Kady gets. Andif | can tdl her weve got tissue samples from two Terran dogs she hasn't found before,
shell get those records if she has to go there hersdlf. | don't think she has many carra samples ether.”

Sorm knew Tani's Aunt Kady. She was a scientist. Nothing deterred her when she was on a trall.
And it was true sheld be ddighted about the dogs. He touched his mount into a canter to catch up with
Laris and Logan. He addressed the girl.

"Would Dedran mind having a scientist take tissue samples from your carra as wel?"
"l don't think s0." Laris frowned. "Why would they want to?'

Tani had caught up with them. She explained how Terra had created a space-faring ark with beasts
and embryos in stasis, with huge tissue banks, dl to save Earth's flora and fauna if the worst happened.
"And it did. But the ark was safe” Tani said softly. "Now my aunt and uncle seek out other Terran
anmds or rare ones from other worlds and take samples to hold. Shell be so pleased about the dogs
samples you got us aready but carra are quite rare too."

"What if something happened to the ark?" Laris was fascinated.

"Then weld dill have the samples. They lit those into three. Two others go to planets with
groundsde storage fadlities They're held in those as well. Laidy Uncle Brion's been taking about
increasng the groundside places to five That way it would be even less likdy everything could be
destroyed.”

She darted to tdl Laris about her days on the ark. Then how she had come to Arzor. The gl
listened, wondering if she should say anything about the rumors Dedran had heard. But she didn't know
who'd told him. Maybe he wasn't supposed to know. Tani and Storm had said nothing and it sounded
like an exating tle. Surdly if it was dl right to tell it they would have. In the end she listened with interest
but asked few questions and those carefully chosen.

The next week passed quickly. Then there were only a few more days. Dedran had commed the
ranch to say they would up-ship in five days. The cdl had comein late one afternoon, ingsting Laris mugt
be back wdl before the ship's departure to see to the animas. Few of them enjoyed takeoff. Some
started becoming agitated early as they understood that the time was coming. She could have another
three days.

She hoped Brad would hear from the Ermaine camp before she had to go. Tani had taken samples of
tissue from the carra and sent those and the dog tissue to the ark. Kady hadn't recelved them as v,
dthough she had mentioned getting the message asking her to interrogate Ermaine's people. She'd replied
sheld do her best and that was the last they'd heard.

Laris sghed. Perhaps even a scientist who knew people ill hadn't enough influence to open those
files She dmly recaled some strange events at the camp shortly before she was transferred. It was likdy
that there—as in many places during and after the war—there'd been corruption. The people involved
wouldn't want records found. And others wouldn't want such events exposed. It could reflect badly on
the current government. Besides, would dl of this be worth the effort? She was in the ranch house the
next evening when she decided to ask the one who'd know.

"Mr. Quade, if Tani's aunt does get the camp records opened, what could you find?"

"Your ful name for a art. | had a search done in Kowar. They have no record of you as other than
‘Laris’ No last namein their records. But many of the camp's records Smply ligt the adults of the family
who arrived and note ‘with three minor children,” giving only the children's first names.



"If we had your full name we could track that. Once we had the full records we could trace how you
came there and from what planet.” He looked at her kindly. "It takes time to do that sort of thing, Laris.
But governments thrive on records. They're there somewhere” He paused. "I know it seems like a long
time to you. But it's only ten or twelve years. A few seconds to a planetary government.”

Thegirl twisted her hands together. "There were some things that went on..." Her voice trailed awvay
and Brad Quade understood.

"In the camps? And you think some people in power now might not want to remember them? That's
very likdy. But | can make it clear to them there's no legd trouble in mind. Don't worry. | know you have
to leave soon. I'll get the circus schedule and spacegram any information that comes in. Or won't Dedran
like thet?'

She thought. "I think he won't mind. But maybe if you sent it to the port office for collection. | could
just pick it up there when we land."

He nodded. "I'll do that."

He returned to the book he was reading and Laris departed quietly. She adored the excdlent library
the ranch owned and understood that a reader liked to read in peace. She read late most nights in her
bedroom and her companions were amused at the wide variety in her reading.

The three days passed. Laris sat down to her last med a the ranch and was conscious of sadness.
Prauo sprawled behind her. He'd eaten earlier but preferred to stay with Laris. She kept her face blank
but the others were beginning to know that look. It meant that emotion lurked and the gil was
determined not to show it. They combined to make her laugh, sharing old jokes and retdling amusng
incidents.

Fndly she excused hersdlf. If she didn't leave she was going to cry. Laris, who hadn't cried since she
was 9x and had learned she would never see her mother again. That she must move on done.

*You are sad, Sster-without-fur.*

*| won't see them again. Dedran's going to do something awful to them and they'll never forgive me.*

*Y ou could warn them.*

She sent nothing in reply. Better he not know that Dedran had once made a threat which had turned
her heart cold with terror. But the big cat had learned. He picked it from her mind in part, guessng the
rest. *You keep dlent for my sake. Well, they have each other. We have only the two of us. But if there
isa chance, if we escape, then warn them.*

*1 will *

She read late that find night. Losing hersdlf in the adventures of another. She rose to eat and then to
take one lagt ride with Tani and Logan. Only Logan was there.

"Tani had to tak to people a the Peaks ranch. It1l be just the two of us. Do you mind?'

She shook her head. How could she mind a few hours aone with a man she was coming to care
about? But she mugtnt think of that. Once Dedran struck, Logan would hate her. A hopeful part of her
mind pointed out that Logan might never know she'd been involved in whatever Dedran did to the Quade
family. She could get away from the circus boss. Use the cat's-eye gem to buy passage back to Arzor.



And what, the sensible part of her brain pointed out, what would she do if she got back and found
Logan had just been being kind to her? How would she fed if he was surprised to see her? If she was
just a nuisance coming back where she wasn't redly wanted? It wasn't Logan's ranch. It belonged to his
father. Mr. Quade had been nice and he was hdping find her background. But then by now he must
know afew things sheld rather he hadn't discovered. He wasnt likdy to want her back ether, even if he
was being nice about the records.

She rode with Logan, laughed, and galoped her pony. She hid what she fdt and concentrated on
enjoying her hours before she mugt go. Live for the day. It was dl she had. She had no way of knowing
how her eyes mirrored her thoughts whenever she remembered she was leaving, even as she twisted her
faceinto agmile

They turned back to the ranch house in the distance. Laris hated her pony for a brief moment. She sat
looking at the only place where sheld been happy in so many years. She wondered if her own home,
wherever it had been, had been as nice. Had she had family there? Been a happy child surrounded with
love? She shrugged. What was gone was gone. She hedled the pony into a gdlop and forgot her sorrow

briefly in the joy of speed.
"Laris?' She turned to Logan as they dowed, trotting the poniesinto the big corral.
"es"
"You can come back, you know. Anytime the circus is on Arzor. Y ou'd be welcome here.”

"Thanks. Bt it's the only time weve landed here since I've been with them. | guess we may not be
back for years™" She hdd her mouth in a firm line. She would not whimper like a motherless cub. She
would not!

Logan took her hand, glanced quickly around. No one in Sght. He tipped her chin up with the other
hand and brought his mouth down on hers. Her lips were warm, sweet with a startled haf-shy response;
then she freed hersdf quietly.

"Maybe | shouldn't have done that," he told her. "But I'm not sorry.”

"Nether am |." Then she was running for the ranch door. It had fdt strange. She'd fought in the camps
to stop anyone touching her and succeeded. Not until now had she understood how that had deadened
her emotions. For many years sheld touched only Prauo and the animas. With Logan it had fet good.
No coercion. Just safety, warmth. A mdting indde.

Her mouth went wry. Logan hadn't said, "Come back." Jugt, "Stay with us if the circus is back on
Arzor." And if Dedran knew how she fet held never trust her again. But she couldnt let him harm her
friends here. Y et how could she stop it? She did her best as they dropped her at the edge of the circus
area.

"Sorm." She hdd his eyes with her own, willing hm to understand. "Tani's aunt can take other
samples if she meets the circus. Sometimes tissue samples can be worth a lot. Theré's dways someone
who wants to use things Other samples, other reasons.” She turned away, hoping hed understood
enough to take care.

"Logan, Il missyou. Thank you dl for leiting me stay at the ranch.” She spun, hiding her face as she
ran. By the time she and Prauo reached her cabin she had hersdf under control again. It was just as well.
Dedran met her.



"There's been a message from Cregar. He was successful at Trastor and he's going on to Lereyne to
meet us there. Get the hidden cage ready. Well need it for the wolf he's got. Get on with your work now
that you're back." He paused as he studied her face.

"l hope you learned plenty. Youll have to tdl it dl to Cregar. Did you get to their place in the Peaks?”’
She nodded. "Good. What about security sysems?”

"Only corns and computer lock-codes. No security in the houses apart from the animds. There is a
safe. Lock-coded. | couldn't get the code” That was a lie but it was a secondary target. Dedran
probably wouldn't care much. He didnt.

"Too bad. But Cregar should be able to get in, gas the beasts, and get out again. What's he likdly to
find?'

"Thet depends on what's there on the day he picks. Unless he's very unlucky there should be severd
animds”

"Right. Go and fix that cage. We up-ship in a few hours. I've decided to leave a day earlier and | let
you stay longer. It does seem to have been worth it but | need you for the animds now." He gave her a
shove. "Don't think you can come back and be idle, my dear ward." The last words were a sheer as he
turned away.

Laris nodded. No, she wouldn't make that mistake. She plodded in the direction of the animd hold.
She was leaving, she could never return, and dl her world was dark right now. Nothing meattered
anymore,

She worked hard for the next hdf day as she reassured the beasts, prepared the hidden cage to
receive Cregar's vicim, and now and again lisened to conversations. They were taking on two new
people, desperate men from the port who'd never quite settled on this new world. They were dready
planning an act on the high wire. They'd seen it done, thought it looked easy enough. The gifl Sghed.

Others had thought that. It was one of the things which brought crowds. This pair would end up on a
new world. But at least here they'd been whole, undamaged. On Trastor once they'd failed it would il
be a new world but now they'd be injured as well, maybe permanently crippled or dead.

*n which case they'll have no more problems* Prauo sent.

Laris grinned. The big cat was such aredig a times. She waited until no one was about and moved
to where the largest cage stood in isolation. It held the five tigerbats. They sometimes reached out for
those who passed and most people in the circus gave it a wide berth. Just as wdl. It had secrets other
then the inhabitants.

She drifted around to the rear of the cage, pressed two places on a pand, and leaned hard. A
door-sized piece of the back did aside. Laris entered, sooping through the entrance, light dready in her
hand. She turned dowly. It wasn't dirty; she could sweep it though. There was a little dust. There were
built-in containers for food and water. She would bring bedding.

*If there is anything left dive to deep there* came to her. She had to agree. Cregar and his
abductions certanly hadn't been so successful in the past.

*I'll dlean it and put down bedding anyway.*

She found she was thinking of Storm as she worked. He was so cam, so sdlf-contained. How would
he react to the disappearance of some of histeam? She wished she didn't have to know about that. Or to



be involved. It was betraying the people who'd been kind to her. Then camp life came back to her. None
of them were her kin. They had no daim on her.

*| too am not kin to you, sster-without-fur. Y et our hearts are bound together. What of Logan?

Within the hidden cage Laris paused in her sweeping. The name conjured up the touch of his hand on
her face, hislips warm and gentle on hers. Sorrow swept over her.

*Logan will never forgive me if he finds out. And if | ever see him again | think hed know just by
looking a me. Our only hope isto get away before they take Storm's beasts.* There was a long slence
while she finished her work. She peered through the tiny viewer in the cage pand, then the viewer which
looked out through the tigerbat portion in the front. No one was about. She did aside the pand, stepped
out, snapped it shut swiftly, then emerged from behind the cage.

Dedran caught up with her a short time later. "Is the cage ready?'

"It's clean. I've put in fresh bedding. The food and water containers have been scrubbed. 1 can fill
them when the wolf arrives. Everything works well. The viewer lenses are clean. The paned moves easly
and without making noise."

"Vey wel. Cregar has messaged. He's coming here. Hell land before we leave. The wolf will be
transhipped to the circus and youll get the animd under cover in the cage the minute Cregar is up the
ramp. Understand?'

She nodded. Why the change of plan? What had happened on Lereyne that Dedran would turn
everything on its head and leave earlier than planned? Had Cregar started some kind of trouble and had
to run? She asked no questions on that score. By the look on Dedran's face it would be unhedthy. She
could ask one question safely.

"What about food for the animd? | could give it some of the carcass the tigerbats have."

Dedran's reply was a snarl. "Give it whatever is suitable. Damn thing may not be esting anyway. Just
be ready to hdp once Cregar arrives. We could have to dday liftoff." He departed, waking in a way
which showed he would like to stamp but didn't want to draw attention. It looked as if things redly had
gone wrong somewhere, Laris thought. Cregar coming here. Liftoff fird advanced then delayed. She
wondered if those at the ranch knew about the abduction of a beast master's wolf.



Chapter Six

On Quade land, Storm entered the ranch house to find his father coming to look for him. His face was
hard with anger.

"Asizi?" Storm used the Navaho word in reaction to that anger. "What isit?'

"Kady Carraldo has just spoken to the ranger sation at port. They linked corns so she could speak
directly to us. There's been a beast master murdered on Lereyne. An old employee of hers talked to her
from there."

"A beast magter,” Storm muttered, shocked. "Murdered how, why?'

"Apparently to take the remaining member of his team. Kady says the man was supposed to be in the
dty dl day. His wolf was left a home. Those who took it probably knew dl that. The trouble was that
the man came home early. They think he tried to prevent hisanimd being taken and someone hit him too
hard in a panic." Storm considered that.

"It sounds likdy." But his father's anger was too great to explain it as just the death of a man none of
them knew. "What ds?'

Brad Quade stared at the slent com. "Kady says she has been told by authorities there that it fits
other abductions of animds from teams and the murders of their beast masters. She has no idea why it's
heppening but she can now lig seven separate occasions beside this one. There could be more which
haven't been passed on as yet."

"But ... but. That mugt be dmogt every beast madter Ift dive after the war.”

His father shook his head. "No. Most of the dead were trainees. They had teams but they had never
been in the fighting. Maybe that's why they're being targeted. They're eesier to take than you veterans.”

Storm's mind was dicking over. "Get me a lig of names and where they were when they died. How
long they'd been there and any other details you can find."

"No need. Kady downloaded dl that over the link. Here."

He handed over a sheaf of paper. Storm reached without looking for the nearest chair, dragged it to
him, and sat, dready reading. At last he looked up.

"What do you think, Asizi?"
"You firg."

"It seems clear to me. Thefirg killing was aman | served with. He was no pushover and his teem was
traned. 1'd say the animds fought, he picked up on that, and came running. He killed a couple of the



kidnappers, the animds got a third and the leader of the kidnappers made a clean sweep to avoid
witnesses. He couldn't get the bodies away so he picked them dean of ID and Ieft them. The authorities
say the dead men were port scum, they'd do anything if they were pad.”

Brad sat back. "Uh-huh. Go on."

"After that whoever was running this operation decided that us veterans were too tough. He started
trying for trainees. It looks asif he got away with afew animds but it wouldn't do him any good.”

"Why not?'

Storm's mouth twisted as if the words tasted sour. "Because with the trainees High Command was
trying something different and more advanced. They were mind-bonding the trainees teams to them. Not
just a mentd link of the kind | have, more of a complete bonding. The communication between |eader
and team was clearer and could reach farther when they were apart. High Command believed it would
work better out in the fidd. They found instead thet it didnt work as wel so they stopped it after that
iniid group had been bonded. If the war hadn't ended they'd have gone back to the way they used with
me"

He paused and accepted the drink Brad offered. "Thanks. Sure the bonding made for a closer team.
A good team could be used dmogt like your own extensions. But it was more trouble than it was of use.
If & beast master was injured, his team went berserk. If he was killed, his teesm would die. They found
that out after there were a couple of training accidents. If some fodl tried to kidnap a trainee team they'd
fight like the possessed. If ther leader was badly injured they'd go crazy. If he was killed they'd die within
afew daystoo."

He sat thinking. "What do we know? That someone somewhere is trying to sted beast magter
animds. If the beast magter tries to prevent that he's killed. It's possibly one man doing it under orders
and usang locd criminds as gun fodder. But why? It doesn't make sense.”

"Would animds like that breed true? Maybe they're setting up teams of their own.”

Storm eyed him grimly. "They'd breed true if they could keep them dive. Setting up teams would be
harder. But who and for what purpose?’

Brad stood. "I'll tak to Kelson. He's head of the ranger divisons here, and he can reach security on
other planets and be ligened to. So can Kady. Well dert everyone we can. High Command should have
alig of surviving beast masters and where they went. Brion can talk to them as wel." He turned to reach
for the com then grinned wryly a Storm. "At least it isn't Xiks thistime"

Storm snorted. "Makes it worse, not better. Xiks don't know us as wel as our own do. I'll go and
find Logan. He can take Surra and the others up to the Peaks ranch. | want them out of the way judt in
case" He strode out, leaving Brad looking after him. Storm 4ill hadn't grasped Brad's fear. If the tranee
beasts dl died or were killed as had dready happened to some of them, the hunters would return looking
for the veteran teams again. Storm could be next on the lig.

But Storm had understood very wel. He spoke to Logan, then to Kelson. A copter landed a day
later. Surra and her mate were loaded, dong with Baku and Lazo, her mate. Hing came scampering to
Storm's cdl bringing her tribe. They too were loaded. Logan went with them. He leaned out before the
copter lifted.

"Whet about Tani?"



"She's with the dan. If you think some port filth could casudly drop in there and kill her, sted the
coyotes, Mandy and Degtiny, then she'sin danger.” His tone was dightly sarcadtic.

Logan grinned. HAf a year ago Tani had ended a menace to the naives. Not the more dvilized
Norbies done, but dso the savage Nitra tribes of Arzor. Sheld been adopted into the Nitrals Djimbut
dan as one of them. It was only the second time in the history of human settlement on Arzor that it had
happened. The Nitra were warriors, frequently at war with each other. Congantly dert, and honed into
fighters without betters on Arzor. No arimind from the port would snesk up on the clan. If they thought
to do so0 they'd have a rude awakening, and a very unpleasant degth.

Storm pushed his hand at his hdf-brother. "Go, go. I'll tak to Tani when she gets back but shed
planned to be gone a ten-day. Just take care of yoursdf." He watched the copter lift off and then fdt a
chill run down his spine. Maybe hed take his gdlion Rain-on-Dust and ride out to the dan lands. Tani
hed taken the smdl comunit but the ride would be pleasant. Taking a length on the unit was 4ill not
being with her, and he wished to be.

She and the dan should be warned too of a possible attempt on Tani and her team. She was beast
magter in abilities and in her bond with her team, but she'd never been trained in war. There were things
he could say to the dan warriors about the abductions of beasts and the killing of beast masters which
would put them on their guard.

He amiled alittle to himsdf, and his face warmed in away sddom seen by any but hisfamily. He'd ill
pity a man who tried to separate Tani from her beasts. His wife might not be trained but there was
warrior heritage there. She would not submit eesily. He entered the house again just as his father clicked
off the comceiver.

"That was Kady and Brion. They say we're to take care of thear niece” Storm nodded, wating.
"Brion talked to High Command. They'll com every beast magter they can reach. Severa veterans went
into the new survey department that started after the war. They should be safe, hdf the time that lot don't
know where they are themsaves. We can add another desth to thet lig of Kady's. A trainee again. And
another body they've traced to ther port.”

"How long ago?'

"The bodies have been there for weeks." He stopped Storm's exclamation with a raised hand. "Not
incompetence. The man went off into the bush somewhere, built hmsdf a hut, and started acting as a
ranger for the native wildlife. It was dl on avoluntary basis, he was living on his veteran's pension, so he
had no regular reporting schedule. They only saw him two, maybe three times a year. He'd left a message
on his com asking cdlers to cdl back in a few weeks. He said he was off on a survey of wildife
numbers.”

Storm swore hitterly. "Either someone knew that or they were just lucky. | suppose someone wanted
to talk to the man and couldn't wait, or hed il be out there”

"Us we garted it. High Command passed on the warning. One of his ranger friends in the wildife
department thought he should know a once. When they kept getting the same message someone dse
remembered they'd cdled him a month back and heard it before. His friend went out just in case and to
pass on the warning. They found him dead with another body, and Sgns others had been hurt. His beasts
were dl dead as wel, killed gpparently whilefighting to protect their master or to keep from being taken.
They can't be one hundred percent certain but they think the deaths occurred thirty-five to forty days

ago.
Brad and Storm sat thinking slently. At last Brad spoke again. "I'd say that it might be a good idea to



ride out and tdk to Tani and the dlan about dl of this"

“I'm going in the morning. I'll suggest either she stays out with the clan or she goes up to the Peaks
ranch to stay with Logan."

His stepfather rose dowly. "Wl enough. Get some deep then.” He remembered something. "Waan't
Logan going down to the port to see that gifl leave?"

"Uh-huh. He's catching a ride with Kelson. The man's running around holding meetings about frawvn
numbers just now. Some of the ranchers are risking over-grazing ther land up there. Then Keson will
take him back to the Peaks later on. Don't worry, Asizi. Everything will be wel." But he fdt again that
gmd| cold shiver and wondered.

In the ship Laris finished tucking the wolf away in the hidden section of the cage. It was breathing
badly and she was concerned. Cregar stood beside her looking down &t it.

"ltisn't injured.”

"There are different kinds of injuries™ Laris said sadly. "I don't think this one will make it ether. Tdl
Dedran I'll do my best but it's samples he's likdly to be sending on. Not a live beast." From the corner of
her eye she caught a hadf-satified look on the man's face. Didn't he want the guild to succeed then?
Cregar grunted and walked to peer from the viewer.

"No one is about. Make very sure no one sees you coming in or out of that cage. There are hdf a
dozen governments who would hang us dl if they ever find out we're responsible for kidnapping Terran
animds and killing beast magters. It's only a matter of time too before the authorities on one of the planets
who've logt animds post a reward." He saw her flinch. "Once that happens everyone in any port will be
on the lookout for something odd to use to try and dam a reward. You know Dedran. Bring hm down
and hell make sure we dl go with him. Only way for us to be safe would be if he's dead before the
authorities find him." The last words had been spoken amost to himsdf.

He did the panel asde and stepped through, dosing it with a quiet dick behind him. Laris stared after
him. Now what had that last comment meant? Was he suggesting she should kill Dedran? Or that Cregar
might? She sat down beside the sedated animd and smoothed its fur. Poor beast, it hadn't asked to be
kidnapped and brought here. Sheld try to keep it dive, but was that right? Would it want to live without
friend or kin?

She turned the thought aside. She couldnt kill it. Humans had done enough to cause it distress. Not
that it would matter. About her she could fed the smal sounds which indicated liftoff shortly. She must go
out. Dedran would want her to pass on his orders, check other animas. She hoped that Logan might find
time to see her before the ship lifted.

Dedran did want her. He kept her busy until suddenly Logan appeared. Then the circus boss amiled.
Laris eyed that ook suspicioudy. It boded no good for someone when the man looked that pleased with
himsdf. He placed a heavy hand on her shoulder.

"Take your friend into the smdl group cabin. You have hdf an hour to say your good-byes then helll
have to go."

The amdl group cabin, Laris noted. And that's bugged. Hell know every word we say. But if we
don't go then I'll pay later on. Ther€ll be a chance on the way back though. | can say he grabbed me,



kept kissng me and wouldn't let go. That's if Dedran redlizes we took a while longer to get to the ramp
after we |eft the cabin. Sheld chance that. Although maybe she could encourage Logan into suggesting a
Sde trip somewhere. To see the animds again perhaps.

They reached the cabin, she did the door shut, and Logan started talking. Laris bit back a groan as
she saw where his warnings were leading. He was afraid for her. But he was reveding at the same time
just how much was known. Dedran would be interested, furious, and afraid. Someone out there was
geding animas. The smart ones. Prauo might be taken, or her tigerbats, Logan ingsted. She mugt be
careful. These people had killed again and again.

She couldn't shut him up too abruptly. Dedran would ligen to this If he was suspicious of her she
could do nothing and might not survive. Laris waited urtil a suitable place in Logan's warnings.

"So | had to let you know before you left.”" She lad afinger softly againg hislips. He had more to say
but sheld prefer Dedran didn't heer it.

"You're kind. Thank you but I'll be safe here" She pointed at the door, rasing her eyebrows. Now if
only he didn't say the wrong thing. Logan assumed she wished to show him the animas to demondtrate
their safety. He nodded.

"Of course. It's unusud for anyone to have five of them." She had the door open and was leading him
out quickly, before he opened his mouth again and said something Dedran could use. She was too late.

Logen hdted in the doorway to tak again. "You will be careful. Storm's got me tucked away up at the
Peaks ranch with his beasts. Tani's with the Djimbut clan in the lower foothills. We're safe but | worry
about you."

Laris kept her voice steady with a huge effort. He'd just told Dedran everything the circus boss would
need to know in order to find Storm or Tani's teams. "Don't worry. Il be dl right." Too true she would
be. Because Cregar was going to be a High Peaks just as soon as the circus was on Lereyne and
innocently doing shows for the locad population there.

Logan gathered her into the circle of one arm. "Are you sure? Thereld be no objections if you wanted
to come back with me" He stopped abruptly. Damn. She couldnt do that. Brad had said the girl was
bonded to Dedran, no matter that the men had referred to her as hisward.

Laris was thinking quickly. Dedran wouldn't release her. The bond had severd months yet to run. The
circus boss would see to it that Laris didn't take Prauo. She had no proof of ownership and he could
dday legd atempts to repossess Prauo, up-ship, and then dam Prauo had died on the trip. Apart from
that, Cregar was planning to stedl Storm's or Tani's beasts. If he succeeded she might be the only one
ganding between Dedran and a dead team.

She remembered Hing and her troop. Smdl, merry, and so charming, Laris had been congantly
ggging whenever she watched them. Surra, beautiful in her pride and dignity, so gracious toward her
mate. And the eagles, Baku who had unbent sufficiently to accept a piece of meet from Lariss hand. No,
if Dedran succeeded she must be at the circus. Her presence might save them ill. She mourned ingde
but she must not show that.

She gamiled, her mouth stretching upward but her eyes miserable. "No, | couldn't leave the circus. |
have a place here. And anyway, I'm quite certain I'll be safe. Now come and see the tigerbats before you
haveto leave"

Logen followed her. He admired the five carnivores who watched him deepily. The largest came to be



stroked.
"It's amazing how gentle he seems when you know whét they can do."

"They aren't vidious" Laris objected. "They're just predators. Kred is quite clever.” She sighed. "I
wigh one day they could go back home. | know they couldn't ever be free to swarm again. But if they
hed aredly large pen so they could have afew babies...”

Logan gaped. "Some are femdesin there?"

"Of course.” She pointed at the two smdler tigerbats. "They are. | have to put a contraceptive in their
water s0 they can't breed. Weve only had them a year and they're two. Too young to breed safdy as
yet. But it would be so nice for them if they could have afamily one day.”

Without thinking Logan hugged her. "Y ou have a good heart.” Laris giffened then relaxed in his ams.
He lowered his mouth to hers and for long seconds they dung. Then she freed hersdf gently.

"I have to take you down the ramp. Dedran will be expecting to see you leave" He dlowed her to
wak with him to where Dedran was indeed waiting. The tal man glared as they came in Sght.

Logan took her hand and held it briefly. "We shdl look forward to seeing you again if you land here”
He nodded padlitdy to Dedran. "You too, Honored Sr. But | mugt hurry, there's dways work." He
turned to look a Laris, his face hidden from the circus boss. Out of the man's Sght Logan's lips framed
words. "We have a place for you dways." Then he was hurrying down the ramp to where Kelson waited
impatiently. The ship's ramp whined asit was raised to close. The last Sght Laris saw was Logan's hand
waving as they drove away. She made her face blank as she turned.

Dedran caught her by the shoulder. "Don't get ideas, girl. Tha fancy firg-ship family would never
touch you if they knew what you were."

Laris spun. "What was 1?' she snarled despite hersdf. "'l was an orphan like a million from the war. |
was bonded illegaly and we both know it. I've never done anything to be ashamed of."

Dedran amiled at her furious face. His own eyes were cold and dead. "Dear, dear. |Is that what you
think? And how would your fancy friends like to hear that you've been up to your little neck in espionage,
theft, and murder? | can prove youve helped me often enough with the firgt two. And you knew what
Cregar did on his trips. It was you who cared for the animds and took samples when they died. Try
convinaing any authority you were innocent.” He amiled again as her defiance wilted, shoulders hunching
in surrender. She'd showed signs of becoming too interested in the Quade boy. It fdt good to remind her
that she was merdly property.

"Get on with your work. We have clearance to lift." He waked arrogantly away, pausng a the end of
the passage to make sure she was obeying his ingtruction.

She kept her cowed look as she headed for the anima hold. Let the circus boss bdieve he had
convinced her there was no hope of usng the Quades to escape Dedran's grip. But indde she was
recalling something she'd accessed in the library a Yohd. There was alaw on al Terran-settled planets
dating that a bond-servant could not be held accountable for her master's misdeeds or her own under
orders if she had no opportunity to inform, she feared crippling reprisds if she attempted to inform and
falled, or—if she wasin danger of desth, or if she was saving another under that same thregt. Laris could
plead three of the four; the last for Prauo.

Sheld aso been bonded illegdly young as she could prove with the camp records. She could daim



duress on a minor which would be even more convincing. Cases she'd read showed that courts tended to
look even less favorably on punishing a child forced into crimes. She set about her chores with a lighter
heart. Her reading skills might save her yet.



Chapter Seven

Laris worked on, knowing that Dedran would be ligening to the record of her tak with Logan. In a
few days he'd ask her to expand on the Peaks ranch. Her bond-master and Cregar would want to know
dl she could tel. Wdll, she had an idea there. She started to think it out as she cleaned cages, fed and
watered thar occupants. What she had in mind just might work. It would delay an attack on Storm's
beasts if some of the things Logan had told her were true.

She amiled savagely to hersdlf. 1t would take careful handling. Sheld have to make Dedran think it was
hisidea. But if she said jugt the right things the circus boss could take the bait. Cregar was under orders
and why should he know any more about Arzor then the circus boss knew? She'd accessed the
information avallable in the ship's library often enough to know dl the library had about Arzor.

Laris had listened to Logan as he taked about the natives of Arzor. HEd told her old Sories, native
customs. And something of the vast and often savage desert lands in which the wild Nitra clanslived. The
ship records had said dmost nothing about Arzor, save to note that the natives were modlly friendly. The
men would accept that.

Eyes opened behind her own. *Be cautious, sister-one. Too little said is better than too much.*

*Come with me and lisen when he calls me then. Maybe you can think of something to say.* Prauo
was not a talker without cause but his advice was good once he did.

*1 will do that.*

The intercom on the hold wdl began to whidle her name. Dedran wanted to speak to her. She
obeyed, trotting from the hold with deliberate haste. Let hm dso beieve that she was eager to be
cooperative in the face of histhreats.

Dedran eyed her prompt arriva with gpproval. Bondservants. They dl needed a touch of the whip
occasiondly. The gifl was more vauable to him than she knew but if she did not bend to his designs, then
held have to break her.

He addressed the smdl figure as she stood before him submissvely. "Sit down.” She obeyed. "Now,
I've ligtened to your tak with this Logan. So he's going to High Peaks ranch. Tdl me about it."

Laris talked, meking the difficulties sound just a bit greater than they were.

"So they send few copters up there," she informed him. "The winds as they come from the peaks are
dangerous. Logan will have coptered to the lower reaches of their land, then ridden the rest of the way.”
She watched as he absorbed that then shifted to prattle about the animals,

"And they have coyotes. They're so cute, and smart—why once | saw them..." She recounted a
hunting story meking much of the animd's inteligence. "They're a mated breeding pair too. It's a pity, but



they won't be at the Pesks. Storm's wife took them to some native camp to hunt again. But you want the
others, not a pair of coyotes.”

"Don't tdl mewhat | want,” Dedran said absently. Laris kept her face bland and submissve. Had he
taken the bait? He looked at her. "Tdl me about this Tani. Is she atrained beast master?’

He had! She shook her head. "No, Storm said once she has the dbilities. But the war ended too soon.
She was never even in the services. Her aunt and undle are scientists and she worked with them. Mogtly
washing bottles and lab equipment | think." She mustn't make him think Tani worth taking or killing.
"She's only about nineteen | think." A lie but Dedran might not know, she thought. Tani didn't ook older
and he'd only seen her briefly a couple of times. Dedran equated age with wisdom, youth with supidity.
Let him see Tani as no threat.

Dedran scowled thoughtfully. "Tdl me about thisgirl and the coyotes.”
A mind voice came, *Quickly, protest therr importance.*

Lariswrinkled her forehead. "But she's not even trained. And if you take one of the coyotes it would
pine away like some of the other animas you've brought in."

"You said she has the ahilities, and so do her animds, yes?'
"Wdl, so Storm said. But he's her husband. He could have been just, wdll, bragging about it."
*Wed| done, sster-without-fur. Gently, not too firm.*

"l don't know. Anyway, Tani and her team are over on the fringe of the desert. It'd take longer to get
to them." She dlowed her face to frown a little. "Of course Storm did say it was easy to get there in a
copter. There isn't the same wind gust problem as they have at High Peaks..." She dlowed her voice to
tral away.

Dedran nodded once in decison. "I'll want you to speak to Cregar tomorrow. Tdl him dl you know
about this gl and the coyotes. | presume you have some idea of where the natives she's vidting are

Laris agreed. Logan had taked about the Djimbut dlan and their lands enough to dlow her to give
some direction to Cregar's search.

"Then get out and check that woalf. Is the stupid brute going to survive or are we taking samples from
another dead beagt?'

Lais mumbled that the latter was probable and fled. To her digtress that information was dmost
catanly true since the will to live was broken in the large gray animd. It lay there refusing to egt or drink.
She could provide nourishment intravenoudy but when shed tried that before, the wolf had roused as
soon as she left just enough to rip the tube free each time. She was usng simulants but they had worked
with less and less effect. She had kept it dive for severd days but she was losng the battle and knew it.

Insde hersdf she raged at the necessity of torturing the animd. But if she didn't Dedran would see that
someone else did who would be less kind. She counted. Five days since liftoff. If the walf died now
Dedran wouldn't blame her. Sheld kept it dive long enough to show she was trying. She removed the
tube, cut off the trickle of dimulant, then stroked the harsh pelt. She bent over and whispered softly into
one furred ear.

"Go free, friend. Run free. | give you leave to go."



The lungs heaved up, hesitated, and then the bresth went out dowly. The body seemed to flatten. She
waited a few minutes to be sure before taking with a steady hand the samples Dedran would require. She
placed thosein the chiller, labeled them, added a warning to the lid, and went to find the circus boss.

"Thewalf died. It tore out the tubes again while | was with you. I've taken the samples. They're ssfdy
inthe chiller. Three sets.”

He hurled a paperweight at the wall. "I had it! It wasn't even hurt. Damned beasts, damned beast
megters.” His eyes suddenly looked frightened as his voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. "l have to get
one that days dive. Maybe a beast would say diveif its mate was with it." He turned on Laris. "Get
out!" She edged to the door as he dumped in his seat. Her ears caught his mutter as she did the door
shut.

"Nharawill kill meif I fail."

Nhara? Laris drove the name deep into her mind. It sounded like an inner sysems name. She
wondered if Nhara might wel be Dedran’'s myserious patron and backer. She'd long since deduced that
Dedran owned only a smdl percentage of the circus. It was a decoy, used as a screen, as through it
moved people and animas which would have been noticed asillegd in some way without it.

Cregar came to tak about Tani and the coyotes just before the Lereyne landing. He listened to dl
Laris could say. Dedran was there as wel and the men talked over the girl's head.

"Coyotes are smart even without genetic enhancement.” That was Cregar.
"So why did the beast master HQ switch mosdtly to wolves?”
“I'm not certain. | think they may have found coyotes more independent. Wolves are pack animas”

Dedran was onto that. "So coyotes are less likdy to suffer separation trauma, and with the girl not
having been trained at dl they may be less srongly bonded." He amiled nadtily. "Think of it, Cregar. You
could even end up with them bonded to you." He turned to Laris. "You say the gil went to this native
camp aone? None of her family are with her?'

"She went done but," Laris sad, choosng her words carefully, "there's nothing to say one of the
family won't go after her. Although | did get the impresson she was to day there done severa weeks.
But | could be wrong." That should cover her. If anything happened then she could quote her own
words. She hadn't been sure and had said o.

Dedran discounted her wanings as sheld expected. He had fastened onto this idea of a young
harmless girl unable to protect two enhanced beasts. Two animas bonded to each other as a mated pair.
He discounted the natives too. Dedran came origindly from a long-settled inner planet. Any native race
there had died out long before humeanity lifted its face to the stars. He despised native races as primitive.
Hed never been cdled on to live as they did and had no idea of how much intdligence and
ingenuity—and ferocity—such alife could take.

They were only a step up from the animds they used, he thought. Cregar could copter in, sneak up
after dark, sun as many as was necessary, and escape with the stunned coyotes. He could pick up
assgtance from locd criminds as dways. Make sure they had no ID. Hire the copter under a fdse name.
And anyway, one thing he had found about Arzor: The native lands were theirs by treaty. The natives had
no copters and by government decree no one over-flew tribd lands. It would take them days to get a
message out about his raid. By then Cregar would be long gone.



He waved the girl to the door and gave Cregar his orders. "I want both coyotes undamaged. Stun
them. Try not to kill any of the natives or the girl either. The Quade boy was taking to Laris in one of the
bugged rooms. Too many people are beginning to put two and two together and they're getting a
conspiracy agang beast masters as their answer. Take as many men as you need and sun the whole
camp if you have to. Set their horses free, and sun everyone again before you leave. It should give you
enough of a head dtart.”

"Uh-huh. Baris and |deena were heading here thelast | heard of them.” He gave a hard grin. "l had a
contact of mine keep aweatch on what they were doing. You know, Dedran, | could use that scout ship
of theirs. If | offer them the right to loot the camp before we get out they'd take mein and off Arzor again
without declaring a passenger. If Arzoran security start looking for anyone it would be for them.”

"And if they get themsdlves killed you could fake voice-prints and lift off with a sweet ship to add to
our outfit. They aren't guild." Dedran agreed dowly. "I like it. Tak to them. Offer them anything but let
them set the price” His eyes met those of the man opposite him. "And if the natives don't kill them,
maybe they gill won't make it back."

"I think that's possible. I'll look for them as soon as we land." He stood and left the cabin. A man
couldnt choose the ones he worked with. A pity. But the money was good and the chance of beasts
again sounded even better. But hed see to it that his hirdings didnt harm the Tani girl. She wasn't a red
beast master. Not one of those who'd stood by and let him be dumped like rubbish. HEd dlow her to
live Since she wasn't trained the loss of her teeam wouldn't be so bad anyhow. He went to his cabin, lad
down, and dreamed of days long past when one was many and dl were one.

He was near the cages the next day, gazing at the beasts as Laris scurried to and fro in her work. He
noticed her druggling to move a larger box of supplies from the top of several others, and moved
forward just as the box began to tilt dangeroudy downward. It had been heavier than Laris expected asiit
did toward her. Cregar jumped forward, redizing if it fdl on the child she could be injured. His hands
closed on the box's handles and he caught it before lowering it down safely with her help. He glanced at
her.

"Be careful, if you are hurt Dedran won't be pleased.”

Her mouth twigted into a wry amile. "I know." He turned to leave and without thinking she spoke. It
was the old custom of the camps binding her to a far exchange. The man had maybe saved her from
injury, afavor of the same kind was owed.

"Cregar?' He turned to ligen. "Don't discount the natives on Arzor. Logan told me they're warriors. A
dan canfight like atigerbat svarm.” He said nothing, only nodded in reply before he left again, but Laris
was satidfied held understood her warning.

They touched down on Lereyne to find that Dedran's forerunners had whipped up crowd enthusasm
to dmogt afrenzy. Cregar faded into the crowd seething on the port periphery, watching the circus set up
on the back lot. He found Baris drifting quietly dong, eyes flicking from side to sde. Cregar could have
taken theidiot right there. But he wanted to use the pair as long as possible. And it would fire the other
man's touchy pride.

Cregar hdf turned away and waited. Crats, but the man was dumsy. Hed sensed him snesking up
minutes before he closed in to hand range. He encouraged his body to flinch when the hand tapped him
lightly on the shoulder. Turning, he had time to see the graified look in Bariss eyes. The man had been a
skulker, a scavenger, and a hanger-on during the war and in some ways he'd never gotten over not being
ared fighter.



Now it delighted him that held successfully surprised one who'd not only been a warrior, but one of
the dite. Cregar dlowed him his moment of triumph before beginning negatiations. Ideena was more

suspicious.
"What'sin this for you?'

She was sniffing a the bait. Now to set the hook. "Well both do well," Cregar told her camly. "For
us, | get the beasts Dedran wants. Y oull be transporting me and them free. I'll Split the cost of those we
hire. For you, Dedran had his little snooper staying with the family there for weeks. She says that the
Storm woman is off vigting with a native dan." He leaned forward and splayed a set of photos across the
table. "Ever seen something like this?!

Ideena gaped. "Cat's-eye gems” She stared a him, her tongue flicking out to lick her lips. "Where?!

He smiled. He had her now. "Whereld you think? Arzor, where | want to go. That's the world which
produces them. The Thunder-talkers there wear sets like this Thunder-talkers are ther witch doctors
and they dways wear the most vauable green gems as their symbols. Some of the wedthier dan people
would have lesser jewels. The ones in gold or red maybe. Those photos are from the early days. Now
the planet holds a native treaty in place. They don't go onto native lands, they can't hunt there or even
fly-over without specific dan permisson.” He added one further comment, his voice sressing the words
dowly.

"And the clans have only bows and arrows. They ride horses. No guns, no copters, no nothing.”
Ideends eyes were glittering. "And any dan would have a Thunder-talker."

"And any Thunder-talker would have a set of gems like these, maybe better,” he confirmed.
She exchanged looks with Baris. "We're in. But we get to check the whole danif therés time”

"There should be. If there isn't we can just gun them again." He watched her. Ideena looked at Baris
who sgnaed acceptance.

"All right,” she said. "We're definitdy in. But any tricks, Cregar, and Barisll feed you to those damn
beasts you're snatching.”

"I'm interested in the animds, and getting in and out with my hide and no peacekeepers on my tail.
That's dl. But while you're giving out warnings take one for yoursdf." He fixed her with his eyes until she
nodded. "Good. When can you lift off?'

Ideena consulted Baris in a low mutter as they waked to the ramp. Baris seemed to be protesting.
She overrode that and turned to Cregar. "Tomorrow morming at the earliest. We need supplies, and Baris
has something he wants to do.”

Cregar would have bet on it. At the very least Baris would be planning some way to make sure they
weren't tricked. Consdering the man, it wouldn't be anything too subtle though. And since neither of this
precious par would want anyone knowing their business, they'd be unlikely to be planning the timeworn
"leaving an envelope with someone to be opened” routine. There was dways a chance that trick would
go wrong, and the envelope used to convict them of something.

He waved gracioudy. "Tomorrow morning then. And Il contribute to supplies. That's far." He
handed over a hundred-credit note, contriving to brush againg Bariss deeve as he did so. The tiny bug
should stay there long enough. Held planted two larger bugs adready. One under the table here, and
another by their ship's ramp. Ideena would expect that. She'd ook, find them, and be satisfied. But they



were meant to be found. Now he flicked three more from his fingertips when nether quarry was
watching.

One bounced off and was logt. The other two dung to Ideenas dothing near the hem. Not an ided
spot but they had good amplification. He should be able to hear whét this pair said. He left the duo with
protestations of comradeship and hurried to a secluded place behind a shed. Then he thrust the receiver
into his ear hadtily. Baris was complaining.

"Why can't we just murder the creep once we lift off? We can dump his body into the sun and keep
gaing.”

Ideenas voice would have etched stedl. "Baris, you idiot. If we do that how are we going to find out
where thisdan is?'

"Who says we need that particular dlan?'

"l do. If we get picked up for any reason before were clear, wel, were just innocent traders
accepting a hired collection job. We had no idea what the man was doing. When we found out, we were
out over the desert in a copter filled with his men. You get us new IDs in some unliged name before we
lift. If they run us they find nothing. If they run Cregar they get..."

It was clear that a grest light was dawning on Baris. "Oh, | see. That's clever of you, Ideena. Theyll
get his record and then they'll believe us”

"Riiight," 1deena drawled. "So we dump him after we score and get clear. He thinks we're going in
without lising him as a passenger, but we do more, we lig him as having hired us. If nothing does go
wrong Dedran will likely pay wel to have these animas back even if Cregar doesn't come with them. Just
seetoit that Cregar can't sted the ship and well make out like pirates.”

"What do you mean 'like pirates? We are pirates.” There was alot of chuckling and Cregar removed
the receiver. He took a amdl flat object from his belt, set severd buttons, hooked it back, and srolled
into the port crowds again. HEd let the recorder pick up anything dse they said for awhile, and heldd play
it back every few hours. But Baris and Ideena would be busy most of the day. It would be later when
they had their errands out of the way that what they said might have some bearing on him again.

He reported back to Dedran. "They're not intending to do anything until we leave Arzor. But | need a
cleen ID for mysdf and a set of theirs with their true identities. I'll plant theirs somewhere hdf smart. If we
get picked up by any authorities I'll be clean and itll be that pair wholl have to be answering questions.”

He smirked. "There's times when | can hardly keep track of who's double-crossing who in this game.
Hang on amoment." He activated the recorder and listened. "Nothing, just supplier trading. Listen, welll
be usng their ship to get to Arzor and do the grab on the animas. One thing Baris and Ideena will do is
try to fix ther ship so | cant lift off on my own without them. Any ideas how they might be able to do
thet?"

Dedran considered. "Nothing you shouldn't be able to counter if you drop them at some stage and can
pick over them and their gear for any lockchip. They'd probably use one of those to freeze their ship's
controls. But if you have to make a run for it and lose them..." He thought. "Take an dl-purpose
memorychip. If they take a chip out of the navigationcomp the ship wont lift. Or if they run a null
program to keep the programming wiped. Put a memorychip in and it bypasses the null program or the
lack of a proper chip.”

Cregar nodded. "Sounds okay. But keep thinking. I'll see you before | lift. If | don't come back



neither do your animas" He didn't have to mention that if the authorities collected him because Baris and
|deena had been able to dump Cregar fird, then if Cregar was 4ill dive hed have no reason not to tak
to the Arzoran authorities and save his own skin. If he gave them someone higher up the chain they'd give
himimmunity and anew ID. Hed tak sdectively of course. Enough to have them out looking for Dedran
the mastermind.

Not enough to encourage a guild contract. But that would dill leave Dedran doing severd
lifetimes—depending on the planet which caught him and for what. Some had the death pendty for many
of Dedran's activities: And Dedran had no one farther up the chain he could talk about. Too many of
those were heavy into the guild, who'd forcibly resent it. Not that Cregar had to say any of this, he didn't
have to, it was wha Dedran would do if he was the one caught firs. His amile was bitter—what a life
Turn in your companion before he turned you in. Trust no one, make no friends, never Say long in any
place. How had he come to this?

Cregar spent much of the day on the move, but he sat in to watch the afternoon show. It went wel
and the crowd stood to applaud at the end. Judging by the number of people turned away at the door,
Dedran would be able to stay here for weeks without suspicion. He checked out the recorder as he
checked back with the circus boss. Neither had any more worth hearing. Cregar headed toward the
ramp, then halted.

There was one other thing which bothered him. But there wasn't much he could do about it. He turned
away and stood looking indecisvely into the animd hold. At the far Sde he could see the girl grooming a
tigerbat. They'd be sdtting up for the evening show soon. Cregar cursed in a soft, tired voice. He was a
fool. But he trusted Laris more then he did any other person, and sheld warned him. He'd understood her
earlier comment to him about the natives, they weren't quite as passive as the ship's library made them
out to be. With that warning in mind he/d added a precaution or two for histrip into the dan lands.

Dedran had talked recently about his plans for the child. Here on Lereyne they had the arenas as they
hed on severd other worlds. In them, beasts fought for their lives On Lereyne the sport was frowned
upon socidly dthough it was not illegd. However, the nonacceptance meant that it was very difficult to
acquire good besast trainers. Dedran would like to sl Laris for that purpose, unless her bond expired
before he could do so, or the child found enough credit to escape. And if she thought what he would tdl
her now was only about money—the child was as honest as she could be with Dedran as bond-master.

He caught her eye and Sgnded her to come to him in sllence. She obeyed, then stood ligening as he
spoke in the camp dang held learned inlow ports, usng a very soft, carefully blurred voice. None could
lip-read that or even pick it up understandably with awal bug or directiona mike.

"If I don't come back, | gotta a stash 'a credits. Want you ter have them. They behind a pand, room
next t' mine" He gave swift directions and waited to see she understood.

"Why'n me?'

"If 'n | don't need them 'ny more what matter. Take 'em and get out. Swear oath, no touchin' il it's
aure I'm gone. Then use 'em to leave. Oke?"

She met his eyes firmly. "Swear oath," the same carefully blurred voice repeated. She put out a shy
hand and brushed her fingertip over his am. "Youm take care 'n thanks." She was gone, back to her
tigerbat grooming and Cregar was left shaking a little. He forced cam and left without meeting Dedran.
He found himsdf wondering, if held stayed in the service, if held married, if held had a daughter, would
she have been like that one?

He hoped so. Then he scoffed at himsdf. He was getting soft in his old age. Laris was just another



camp brat, but—she was better than most. The gifl had warned him, risking the circus bosss anger if
hed heard that, and Cregar had heard her tdl Dedran earlier that Cregar was a fine trainer. Something
ingde of him was warm remembering her words. Let the kid get out if she had the chance; if he went
down on thistrip his credits would be no use to him anyway.

He turned into the street where the shop should have his requirements, his thoughts returning to the
circus. If Laris stayed there Dedran would fake an open bond and =i the child to be a beast trainer for
one of the arenas. She would fight that—and her new owners—and be broken, something he didn't wish
to happen. He put it dl out of his mind as he entered the store and settled to bargain for one of the
all-purpose shipchips. They came high and he wasn't wasting credit.

Fortunately he didn't have to. Lereyne was afishing planet with a number of ports—and al the shops
which catered to them. On the huge inland sea there were canneries, fish-drying factories, and a host of
fidhing boats, dong with the people who worked on the boats and in the factories. The volume of foreign
cargo ships which ported on Lereyne not only made it an excdlent place to stop for acircus, it dso made
it a good place to buy smdl, normdly high-cost, portable items. Cregar bought an dl-purpose
secondhand shipchip for a price which made his smile stay in place dl the time he searched for Baris.



Chapter Eight

Cregar found Baris. The man was gambling again but with skill. From what the ex-beast master knew,
Baris often supplemented his and ldeena's income with some clever chedting but only on planets not
sophidticated enough to have checking programsin place. The pendlties for being caught cheeting ranged
from forced bond to deeth depending on the world and its laws.

Nor would Baris bother with the inner worlds, where monetary systems were mainly on persona or
generd memorychips. They depended on IDs which were dmost impossible to forge, and their gambling
payouts were trandferrals from one chip to another. Baris wouldn't gamble on such worlds, they gave
nothing portable and anonymous. Computer winnings on such worlds could be too eesly tracked from
planet to planet. He Sgnded Baris who raked in a stack of credits and nodded.

"Thenk you, friends. | must go now as | warned you." He flicked a couple of credits across to the
deder. "Drinks on me" He bowed to the gamblers around the table. "I sdute you. It's as wel I'm leaving
before fortune frowns and | lose my very boots."

Cregar noted the grins. So, Baris had been cheeting a bunch of rich amateurs. A good touch. Hed
warned them held have to leave when a friend showed up. Paid for drinks, and left them with a
compliment. By their looks, they had no suspicion they'd been done. They thought of Baris as a nice man
and merdy a good gambler with luck on his shoulder. Cregar made a mentd note of that. Baris was a
better psychologist than he'd thought. Judging by the stack of credits hed scooped up held sheared this
bunch and left them liking it.

Baris joined him. "Nice people, terrible gamblers™ His amile was satisfied. "Ideena will be pleased. |
mede back everything we spent on supplies earlier.”

Cregar hid awince. "How long were you at the table?"

"Hve hours. Come on, Ideena wants us back at the ship. She plans to lift off as soon as we get
clearance.”

Obediently Cregar hurried. Five hours, he was thinking as he trotted dong. Baris mug have tossed in
the occasiond hand and built up a dow but steady trickle of hands won. No huge pots. No obvious runs
of too-good fortune. Just aquiet bleeding of credits across the table in Bariss direction. Hed have used
deght of hand to drop creditsinto his pockets. No buildup of those on the table. With them out of Sght
and Baris not seen pocketing them ether, thered have been nothing to remind the others that they kept

losing.

Cregar wasn't agambler himsdf. Most professonasin that fidd had a touch of ESP. His own abilities
didn't lean in that direction, but he knew how it was done. It was one of the firg things they taught beast
masters, so they didn't get caught in any traps. HEd survived long enough to learn that as wel as other
things He didn't redize his lips had pedled back in a snarl. They'd taught him, shown him heaven—then



torn it away from him, leaving him empty and bleeding for the rest of hislife. They would pay.

At the ship Ideena was waiting. "What kept you?' Her tone softened when Baris grinned and began
turning credits from his pockets. "Wedl done. No trouble?"

He snorted. "Bunch of amateurs. Rich kids wanting to show they knew what was what. | trimmed
them good an' they never knew athing. They'll dill be down there drinking the credits | left and saying
what aniceguy | was."

| deena was counting the notes and coins. "Thisll cover what | spent for supplies. Nothing like a free
trip." She eyed Cregar. "But theres dill fud. Y ou'd better make this worthwhile, Circus Man. Get to your
cabin and strap down. I've dready got clearance. Wellift in afew minutes™

Cregar nodded and |eft. He opened doors. Thefirg two cabins dearly belonged to Baris and Ideena.
The next was empty. He dropped his bag into a chest bolted to the floor, rolled onto the bunk, and
fastened the shockweb harness. Just a couple of minutes later the smal ship shivered and legpt skyward.
Cregar was mulling over something Ideena had given away. She had to have known Baris had met im
and that they were on their way to the ship.

Without knowing that, she'd hardly have asked for liftoff clearance. This was an active port. It was the
dearing area for the trade of severd planets. Ships large and amdl came and went busly. If Ideena had
asked for clearance and then aborted they'd have dumped her to the back of the queue. Therefore she'd
known they were on their way. Which meant she and Baris had some way of keeping in contact without
the man making it obvious.

Hed better find out what that was. It could be inconvenient at the least to have them exchanging
information if he wanted them isolated. At the most it could be lethd. The shivering quietened as the
power curve leveled off. Gravity dropped to what fdt like a quarter of standard and Cregar flicked the
shockweb harness free again. He stood and wandered from the cabin. Time for a quick snoop now
under the guise of finding hisway about.

He had time for that and more over the time it took to make Arzor. Baris tried to entice him into
gambling and falled. Ideena tried her wiles and he alowed it to appear she had succeeded. Not that she'd
take it further than sweet smiles Baris wouldn' like it. But he alowed it to seem that he was softening
toward her, perhaps that he was beginning to even trust her a little. He wondered who was fooling who.
But you had to play the game.

They landed on Arzor. Hiring a copter and afew career aiminas was easy. Baris had the transactions
completed by evening. They'd fly out early the next morning. Cregar went to his cabin for a good night's
deep. Judging by the sounds, Baris and Ideena had sought her cabin for a amilaly early night, dthough
not to deep. That was another interegting point. Courting danger dearly excited them. His amile was grim
as he made his own preparations. If they tried anything held be ready for it and the danger would be
more than they were expecting.

The copter was dready there by the time they had risen and eaten a light med the next morning. The
hired quartet of scruffy, dangerous-looking port scum were lounging about beside it. Baris was a qudified
pilot, but a a pinch Cregar could get the copter up if he had to. He took the seat behind Baris and
unobtrusively watched as the big man handled the controls.

The copter circled, drifted in as quietly as possible from an unexpected direction, and findly settled in
to land in the rough country past the clan camp. They'd wait until dark then move in. Both Baris and
Ideena had dipped dark lenses into their eyes. They would be able to see wdl enough. The lenses
Cregar used were state-of-the-art. He could not only see everything asif it were day, he could aso pick



up heat auras. HE'd know if living things were in hiding behind brush or behind anything else which
dlowed a heat Sgnature to seep past.

He omitted to mention that. Let them beieve his lenses were of the usud kind. If things went wrong he
wasn't about to risk more than he had to. The sun curved dowly across the lavender sky. The copter's
seven occupants dozed, drank, and ate. Cregar eyed the hired quartet from under half-closed eydids. An
unsavory bunch. Ten-to-oneif Ideena found her gemsin any quantity thered be an atempt to dump her,
Baris, and Cregar. Probably not until the men had been paid though. If they waited urtil they were back
a the ship they could maybe loot the ship too.

Helay back, dlowing himsdf to fdl into a hdf deep. He could amdl the desert from here where the
gmdl breeze lifted to higher land. 1t was a good amdl. Clean, dry, with a hint of the growing brush. That
soft smoky scent which would have said fawood in bloom to an Azoran. In the distance a grass hen
squawked angrily. Cregar squinted at his watch. He'd keep an eye on thelr so-cdled comrades in crime.
He didn't think they'd try anything. Not yet. They wouldn't move until there was loot to take. Right now
hed be safe enough.

When he woke completdly the sun was dmogt down. It would take them a couple of hours to wak
the distance to the dan camp. Best they had a med now, then started. Ideena was of the same mind.
Once they'd begun the march she ranged up dongside Cregar and her voice camein alow tone none but
he could hear.

"l don't trust these men." That was the pot cdling the kettle black, Cregar thought. He cocked an
eyebrow in invitation for her to continue and she did, dropping her voice 4ill lower. "I've a spare gun
tucked in the dump of weeds by the ramp. If anything happens, pretend to fdl down there."

"What sort of gun? How effective will it be?' He wanted to know how far sheld go.

"Stunner but it's blast-bolt activated.” That told him. She'd go dl the way. Activating a sunner with a
blast-bolt had been done before, but it was so frowned on that anyone caught doing it would go to rehab
automdticdly. Of courseg, if it was his life, then held risk the illegdlity first and worry about rehab later. It
waan't likdy they'd catch him anyhow. Or care greetly about the deeth of any of this lot. But it told him
more than held known about this precious pair. Hed dways thought they were amdl-time. They might
dill be the jackas held believed. If they were prepared to go that far though, they were rabid ones. He
spoke quietly.

"What about your own stunners here?’
"“They're draight.”

That was better—if it was the truth but he couldn't be sure of that until they used ther weapons. He
plodded on in slence congdering dl held learned of them thus far. He couldn't trust any of the Sx people
with him and he didnt like that. He'd have liked things even lessif hed known whét lay ahead.

Tani had returned to the clan. Storm had accepted that when, after ten days, theréd been no Sgn of
trouble. But it was the time between the two mgor seasons on Arzor, the big wet and the big dry. She
enjoyed that pleasantly mild in-between season and had gone back to hunt with her friends another few
days. They'd taken two yearling merin deer and a number of the fat grass hens. It was an hour short of
dusk. They'd done wel enough, now they'd head for the camp to be back before dark.



Jumps High, the firg dan friend she had made the year before, had been about to pack the mest onto
their horses when Ferarre's ears pricked. He whined. Linking, Tani caught the up and down beat of a
muffled copter. She hissed and dropped flat. Jumps High copied that as did the other four netives.

He hdf turned from his sprawl to hand-sign to her. "Danger, where, what?"
"Ferarre hears a copter. That's not good.”
"How s0?'

"It didn't head for the camp, ingtead it's gone in a hdf cirde around and landed beyond. It hasn't lifted
off again. You know the law, no copter is dlowed over dan lands. | think those who fly it may be
enemies” It had to be that. Or some idiot ditizen with more money than sense but the rangers would have
known and stopped it. The treaty was very firm on over-flights.

If it had been Storm or one of the rangers with an emergency he'd have flown draight to the camp.
The Nitra weren't fools. They would have understood if it was truly needful. But the copter had landed in
cover; not near the camp. She fdt there was danger and these were her friends, she would not have them
hurt because she did not make her waning clear.

Jumps High was sgning. "Does the copter rise agan?'

"No." The coyote's ears could hear no sound. The engines were dill off. That probably meant it would
day where it was for a while. She stood, turning, ligening. Then her hands rose. "The engine sounds
came from that way."

Her friends clustered around their mounts, swiftly fidd dressing the dead deer then loading the kill.
Jumps High considered. "How far are the copter sounds from here, and how far from our camp?'

"From here maybe a haf-hour ride. From camp they may be one hour'sride” And that was what had
given the copter away. They'd circled in from the far Sde of the outer lands. It was ther il fortune that
Tani and her friends had been hunting in that direction. Worse luck that Ferarre and Minou could hear
even a copter with amuffled engine at that distance. Had it not been for the coyotes, even then the copter
would not have been noticed.

She amiled to hersdf. They'd dl been under cover deaning the game when the copter circled. If it had
heat-sensing gear the occupants hadn't been reading it a the time. And nether Tani, the Nitra, nor ther
animds had been out in the open to be seen by any glandng out of the clearplas bubble. A copter's
heat-sensing gear differed. It was possible theirs was of the basic kind which read only that there was a
sort of blotch of heet in a certain position. Not the shape of that source. In which case with everyone in
cover they could have seen the sources and ill mistakenly assumed them to be animds, sheltering from
the hotter sun of afternoon.

The deer and grass hens safely loaded, Jumps High was Sgnding to Tani again, using her native name.
"Wewill go now, Sunrise. Once we are back in camp | will speak to the Thunder-talker of this. She will
pray and ask the powers of the Thunder what is the danger to us. Then we can make plans. For now, let
us ride quickly for the camp.”

His mount leapt away and Tani swung into her saddle. Destiny, the slver part-duocorn filly she rode,
followed Jumps High's mount eagerly. Behind them in a scattered group came ther friends. The coyotes
ranged ahead. Tani wondered if she should mind-link with Mandy. The big paraowl could fly out and
look over the area where the copter had landed. But if anyone who knew Arzor saw her they'd know
she didn't belong here. It could warn the enemy if that's what they were. Best to take no chances. Not



yet.

One thing the possble enemy should not know. Tani smiled, a dow hard grin. She was the only
humen clan-friend among the dozen clans of the Nitra. Because of her postion Kelson of the rangers had
granted her aminiature comcaller. When she visited the Djimbut clan it came with her by dan permisson.
Usng it she could report any Nitra problems, anything likely to make trouble between netive and stler.
There was a built-in scramble as well; that way if the news was bad no one ligening in would raise a
premature darm. She nudged Dedtiny and the filly sped up to canter lightly beside the mount of Jumps
High.

"When we come to the camp I'll speak to Kelson. Ask why a copter breaks the treety."
"Thet isgood," was the brief reply.

Tani rode on, her mind busy. She had to know what to say to the ranger head. She sorted her
impressions, ordered them by importance, then rode patiently. As soon as they arrived at the camp she
dowed but continued through toward the tent of the cdlan medicine woman. Once there she dismounted,
dgning swiftly as her friend stepped from the tent entrance to greet her.

"There may be trouble, | must speak to Kelson. Lisen to what | say.” She switched on the comcaller
and reached Kelson dmogt a once. As she spoke into the tranamitter pand her hands flew, repeating in
sgnHak for the benefit of those dan members who did not understand the settler language what she was
saying to the ranger head.

"Kedson. Ligen. While | was hunting to the north of the dan camp Ferarre heard a copter. It landed
about an hour's ride from the camp and hadn't taken off again after an hour or so. | don't like the way the
engines are muffled and it circled supposedly out of our hearing before setting down. Could it be a
legitimete flight?' There was a gasp, then the sound of a computer beeping. After several minutes the
ranger's voice came back, loud and angry.

"No, it isnot. There's no record of any request. Our two copters are both out in other directions and
I've just checked with port. No copter filed any flight plan even remotdly in your direction.”

"Y ou're sure? Then what do we do?"

"Hang on. I'm checking." He came back after severd minutes "l don't like this, Tani. The only copter
it could be is one belonging to an ouitfit | don't trust very far. The copter has muffled engines and the pilot
filed aflight plan toward the desert fringe on a Sght-seeing trip with tourists. My contact at the port says
seven people boarded. He knows two of them from the port here as minor but unsavory ariminds™ He
paused. "It should be just about dark where you are by now.”

"ltis" Tani informed him.

"l can't get our copters back until morning. Tdl the dan these people have no rights. If the warriors
protect the dan in any way they mug, then they are within our laws as wel as their own." He paused
again then spoke with heavy sgnificance. "In any way. But do your best to see those ways don't indude
the tourists, who may be an innocent cover.”

"Andif they arent?"’
"Then that applies to them aswdl."

Her flying fingers had been kesping up with the conversation as Tani and Kelson spoke. From the
growing Nitra circle about her there came oft hisses of satisfaction. If their actions were within settler



lawv as wel as ther own, that meant that stunners taken were legitimate loot. They could be kept as could
anything else taken from the attackers. The Nitra would have no use for the copter, but if they took that
they could exchange its price for dan wedth in horses. Tani could guess at their reaction to that idea.

"l think you've said the right thing, Kelson."

"Tdl them live tourists can be fined and the fine given to the dan as wel, but only if the tourids are in
one piece" he suggested.

"Il do that. But you see what you can find out about them. I'll switch the com darm off. Better our
possble enemy doesn't know we have one. Itll flicker the lights if you cdl. The Thunder-talker's
interpreter will stay with it; he's crippled so he int a warrior. If there's no attack going on when you call
he can whidle mein to answer. Tani out."

She settled in to discuss tactics. The coyotes would eat and drink now then dip into the night. They'd
show to heat sensors but as samdler blotches only, not as what they were. With fortune the enemy would
assume them to be native animds disturbed by the movement. Jumps High had cdled in the camp's
younger warriors as well. Thrown out in a screen, they would let the attackers through then close in
behind. The experienced fighters would be ready, defending the camp and filling in the other hdf of a
surrounding circle of death. The horse herd was loosed to wander about. The more heat blotches the
better.

The Nitra medicine woman was sgning, "What weapons will they have?'

"Theyll have sunners for sure, those are legd and everyone has them. If they redly meen this as an
attack they could have pulse rifles" She grinned again as the ligening warriors hissed in delight. They
knew wesponry. A pulse rifle was normaly beyond their gbility to buy, but if the enemy brought the rifle
here it was legitimate loot. Her hands flashed Sgns as she continued.

day.

The Nitra medicine woman gave a bark of amusement. "Hough! Djimbut are warriors. We can fight in
dark or light, do they think we do not know our own lands? These enemies are foals if they think that
way. Already we know they are here while they do not know we know. Kelson says their landing is not
lanful. They are our prey and ther property shdl be ours.” Tani sgned swiftly then. She mugt make them
undergtand that it would be bad if the possibly innocent tourists died.

They may have specid things for thar eyes. Lenses that dlow them to see in the night as if it was the

The Thunder-drummer nodded, the human gesture of agreement the Arzoran natives had learned from
the settlers. "We understand. It is smple, those without guns we do not harm, those with guns we shdl
kill. If your tourigts fight againgt us, they too shdl die"

It was a reasonable attitude, Tani thought, and Kelson could hardly expect the dan wariors to let
themsalves be shot, whether the shooter was a panicked tourist or not. She glanced from the tent
entrance. By now it was about an hour after full dark. The clans tended to deep about the second hour
unless some celebration was occurring. Those in the copter would likdy know that. She turned to the
com.

"Keson?'
"Kdson ligening."
"I think if they come itll be in about an hour. The clan's agreed not to hurt the tourists unless they're



usng wegpons too. Then dl bets are off. Did you find out anything more?”

His voice was harsh now. "Much more! The copter was supposed to be taking three tourigts from an
out-systems ship on a two-day tour, with one of the tourists acting as ther pilot. The whole thingss an
orchestrated litany of lies | checked the ship register. Nothing. But a friend in the patrol pulled a scan of
the ship's regidration and it's fake. So are the registered I1Ds of the two owners. She can't be sure who
they redly are but shell keep trying to find out. She's found nothing on their so-called passenger as ye,
but birds of a festher flock together.” He heard her soft gasp.

"No time to tak that over. Listen. One of the port people says there were seven in the copter. That
leaves four of ours. Two we knew about as soon as security saw ther recorded faces, and port
recording has 1D'd the other two tentatively. All four are criminas. Never been suffidently nalled to be
forced into rehab but the peacekeepers say they're sure therés a lot of crime the four have been
respongble for, it just hasn't been proven againgt them. All four are nasty pieces of work.”

Tani had been thinking quickly, aided by the fast-moving hands of her friend, the Thunder-talker.
"Keson, would any of the four have ridden herd; are they used to outlands or are they city folk?"

There was a chuckle. "Wdl asked. Nope, they're dl from the city." Her hands relayed that. Jumps
High twittered a couple of swift ordersin his own tongue and two of the warriors vanished. "l doubt they
know much about locd terrain and so far as | know none ride. They can't have more than stunners and
just possibly a sdlective needier, ether,” Kelson assured her.

"Certain of that?"

"Fortunately. The port periphery sensors just put in a new weapons system. It lets us know if anyone
crosses the port boundary carrying heavier weapons such as pulse rifles or blasters. It doesn't dert the
carier, just the peacekeepers. They can check them out without the one who's caught knowing how he
came to be tagged. So, there were only stunners for certain when this bunch lifted from port, but there
was a dightly different reading which could indicate a needier, one of the smdl handhdld type.”

She saized on the loophole. "But they could have landed and picked up other weapons after leaving.”

"l don't think so. | timed your message, added the time they |eft here, and there's no gap. At steady
speed they'd have just been landing when you heard them. We do think the copter may have basic heat
sensors. Those would only give them a rather blurred heat signature and the rough size of the target. Il
Oet rangers to you a dawn. Where's Logan?'

Tani 9ghed. "At High Peaks with Hosteen's team. Logan twisted hiswrigt and ankle handling a frawn.
Hosteen's riding circuit done around our ranch. He's got Baku with him but Surra's ill bonding with her
new mate, and Hing has babies."

"Then neither man's going to be available. Okay, Tani. Il have reinforcements in by dawn. I'd like
some of these idiots to be dive when | get there but if it's you or them, |t it be them. Kelson out.”

From the darkness outside the tent came a twittering. The interpreter sgned at flowing speed and
fluency. "They come. Jumps High has put up the bodies of the merin deer on stakes as though they lived.
Our scouts waited in line behind them. Our enemy sees beasts only. They see in the dark as you have
sad. They circled the deer so as not to darm them.” He stopped to lisen asthe cry of a night bird came.
"The enemy approach. They are close to the horse herd." He gave a thin-lipped smirk.

"They see in the dark, yes. But dill they do not know what they see. Within the herd other warriors
wait and are overlooked.”



The Thunder-talker nodded. "Go now, make ready. Sunrise, wak wary."

Tani amiled & her. "Veay wary," she agreed. "You dso, wise one" She trotted slently from the tent
and went to ground in a smdl hollow at the far edge of the camp. The chill ground would shidd part of
her heat sgnature. With only her head showing she'd look like a rock-rabbit to any heat sensors. The
gmdl plump creatures tended to be about in the early hours of the day or during the night, ther thick fur
shidding them from any chill.

At the edge of the camp Baris hdted his troops. "The whole place is adeep. Ideena, you and Cregar
go to thet big tent, grab dl the jewels you can. Stun-spray every tent you pass. You other four, sunners
on wide spray. Don't worry, we have additiond power units. Wak in line and overlap sun beams in front
of usin asamicircle. Make no noise”

They obeyed, sting ther stunners. At his word they started forward, stunners weaving in a pattern
which should cover and overlgp every living thing in front of them in a wide area. Unprepared for this
tactic, the Nitrain the vanguard fdl slently in their cover and without the attackers even knowing of their
presence. Moving in skilled quiet, Ideena and Cregar had circled just outside the sun influence toward
the shaman's tent. They sprayed it and entered. Ideena took one look and swore vidoudy in a
low monaotonous voice.

"No one here but a Ghesh-damned comcaler.” She touched the pand. "Warm, someone was udng it
only afew minutes ago. Had to be that girl. Look through the gear here. If they cleared out fast they may
have left the cat's-eyes behind." She began raking through the Thunder-talker's possessions ignoring a
commotion which flared up in the distance.

"Do you redly want to waste time?* Cregar snapped. "The rangers could be on their way right now."

Ideena glared. "No, they couldn't. We paid high for the infocheck. Their copters are on the far sde of
the area. Eveniif they were warned just now they couldn't get hereintime. But we may have to get back
into the port a different way. Move it, Cregar. Check that box!" She gave a subdued cry of pleasure as
severd braceets tumbled out of the folded cdoth. She snatched up the jewdry, crooning at the play of
light over green and sparkling white, before wrapping them again and thrusting them into her pocket.

"Worth awhole packet of credits. Any more?"
"No sgn.”
Her mouth turned angrily down. ™Y ou promised alot more than these.™

"The wretched woman is probably wearing the rest. Get out and look for her if you want them,”
Cregar growled. It wasnt likdy Ideena would find anyone. But it would get her off his back. She
scowled and vanished through the entrance only to legp back again.

"What..."
"Dont talk. Get out the back under the edge. Fast. Weve got company.”

Cregar was no fool. He dived for the edge of the tent, levered a peg out, and crawled through the
gap. Ideena followed and he turned to re-peg the edge. As he did so a heavy blow to his back spun him
partly around. |deena stunned the warrior who had appeared, then looked down at Cregar.

"I thought you were supposed to be good, Circus Man?'
"I'm dive aren't 1?" Cregar shook himsdf as he rose to his feet glanang at the heavy fighting spear



which had struck him at close range. He owed Laris one for that, if it hadn't been for her warning held
have been wearing lighter body armor under his shirt. The spear would have gone through the lighter leve
of thet.

He took the lead again, drifting through cover to wait and look back once they were clear. Two of
their men were down, dead he thought. The third had been struck down and was being tied even as they
watched. There was no 9gn of the fourth. Baris had hung back cautioudy behind his amdl command.
Seaing that he gpparently used no weapon, the Nitra had ignored him.

Baris put two and two together when he was ignored and fled as if in a blind panic. 1deena and
Cregar came up with him two miles out of the clan camp.

"What do we do now?"

"We get to the copter and come back.” Ideena was white with fury. "I'll show them they don't beat me
50 eadly.” She amiled nedlily. "Theré's a wide-spray heavy-duty stun on the copter. We brought it aboard
inthat chest Baris carried. WEell lift, comein at about fifty feet, and spray everything for amile around the
camp. Now, run."

They trotted through the brush and over rough ground until Ideena was sumbling and even Cregar
was wearying. They reached the copter, Baris legped to the pilot's seat and waited, spesking oftly.

"Get your breath first. Give them time back there to cdm down. Did anyone see wha happened to
the others? | know some crazy horse killed one. He walked into it around a bush and it jumped him."

"Three dead then," Cregar said. "They've got the other one and hell talk if they keep him dive”

"So we clean him. Leave him with the others. Theyll identify them in time but nobody'll know
anything. If we reach the port before daylight we can get to the ship and clear before they can stop us”

Ideena looked mutinous. "Not without my gems™
"Not without my beasts either,” Cregar added.

"Okay, okay. Here, take a drink and then well go." Baris passed over a flask and both drank. The
Fever brandy burned a track clear to their livers and both gasped at the rush of heat. Ideena nodded.

"All right. I'm ready. Go, Go!"

Bais lifted the machine into the ar on steady engines, svung it around, and pointed it south to the
camp. The return engagement was about to begin. Thistime...



Chapter Nine

Agan the coyotes were the fird to hear the copter returning. It couldn't be Keson. He'd sad they
couldnt get to her until dawn. It had to be the enemy coming back. Tani stared up at the sky. From the
sounds heard by Minou and Ferarre the machine was coming in barely off the ground. That was the
action of a peacekeeper machine about to stun-spray. These people must have one of those harmless
pecifiers.

But why, what did they want? She was standing in the entrance of the Thunder-taker's tent with the
older woman. They'd been replacing the tumbled dothing. Tani stood motionless, her mind suddenly
racing. The enemy had been here. They'd searched among dothing and taken—what? Her hands flashed
into life

"Elder agter! Those who came, they took what?"

"My bracdets.”

"Those of the Thunder-talker's power?'

"Not so0. Friends gifted me these. But Thunder-talker gems. | mourn their loss™

Tani put two and two together in one intuitive legp. "l think two of our enemies have banded together.
Some come to sted the cat's-eyes. The others come to take my spirit-friends” She reached for the
coyotes and Mandy the paraowl, urging the paraowl to be ready, the coyotes to go with the
Thunder-talker. Then she turned back to the medicine woman. "My spirit-friends hear them coming back
agan. Take off your gems of power, hide them wdl outsde somewhere. Quick, be quick!"

She cdled Mandy as the Thunder-talker swiftly stripped hersdf of the gemmed belt, the necklace, and
items of her cdling. The paraow! arived jugt as the Nitra medicine woman vanished into the dark to hide
her sacred jewelry. Mandy landed lightly and waddled forward as Tani dropped to one knee to stroke
thelarge bird.

"Take this message to Brad," she told her friend, impressng it with both voice and mind. "Brad, I'm
with Djimbut clan. We have been attacked and they are returning. Thieves after cat's-eyes and possibly
my team. Tdl Kelson to close the port." By now she could hear the copter dmog at the camp fringe

"Mandy, fly fast. Copter enemy. Hy!"

Mandy was into the ar as the last word left Tani's lips. She lined out and fled for the home ranch like
an arrow. But quick as the paraowl was, the copter had been quicker. The stun-spray was wide-set and
the edge of it clipped the fleeng bird. Only lighty but enough that she went into a temporarily
blacked-out tumble. Her wings extended, she planed to a soggy landing in brush severd miles from the
dan camp. She struck lightly enough but one wing hit a branch within the scrub.

Feathers bent, then broke. It was a painless but exasperating injury. It would unbalance her flight.



Mandy crouched, dazed, in the bushes, panting. Her head drooped as the light Sun took effect. She
dept, safe a least from those who would have stolen her, but her message unddlivered.

In the dan camp dl was quiet. Nothing moved but the breeze twitching the dothing of those who lay
about within its confines. The copter landed. Three humans emerged to begin raking through the camp.
Cregar caught hold of Ideena before she could get far.

"People firg. Where's that man they took dive?"

Baris was checking limp bodies. "He's here, badly injured but he's dill dive” He borrowed a knife
from the nearest recumbent Nitra and dashed once. "Now he isnt.”

"That wasn't necessary.” Cregar didn't care about the man's degth, but if he was ever deep-probed by
some authority he wanted to be able to say held protested.

Ideena snorted. "Save it. We don't have to carry the weight back, and we don't have to pay him. The
natives killed the other three, we just say they got him too. Maybe this one will even believe it." She took
the knife from Baris, wiped the handle, and pressed it severa times at a number of angles into the Nitras
hand. Then she dlowed the knife to drop asif falen when his body relaxed, stunned.

"Let them find that. Now, stop worrying and start looking for my cat's-eyes.” They found cat's-eyes
enough, but of the commoner type. Red, gold, and the occasiond black. But of the many times more
vauable green or white used only for ceremony or gifts to a Thunder-taker, they found nothing. 1deena
cursed geedily as she hunted.

Baris cdled from where he too searched. "I think this is their witch woman. But she isn't wearing any
gems”

Ideena came running. "Check her."
"l have. Nothing."

"Look around her. She may have taken them off and hidden them when she heard us coming back.
Sheld have only heard that a minute before. Bardly enough time to get them off, aone hide them away.”

Baris grunted. "I 4ill can't find anything.” He nudged the stunned womean with his foot. Pty we can't
take the cow with us. I'd see she talked."

Cregar intervened. "We don't have time to waste. Pick up anything you want and hep me with this
par." Hed discovered the coyotes where they lay in amdl hegps near Tani. The girl too had wisdy
sripped her cat's-eye jewdry, gifts of the tribe, and hidden it in a hadtily scooped hole just by the tent
rim. In the black and white of dark-lenses the minor earth disturbance should pass unnoticed. It had. But
Minou and Ferarre had legped back to be with ther friend as the stuns struck. Now they lay where
Cregar could find them.

His voice came harsher. "Pick up the Ghesh-damned beasts and get back in the copter. We're going
on to that mountain ranch.”

Ideena turned angrily. "What? That wasn't agreed.”
"You want the credits | can release to your account, youll do it. Get going.”

She nodded dowly. "Bais, fire up the engines. It seems we have one more stop.”



The limp coyotes were loaded. The engines sounded their muffled besat, and the machine lifted, swung
to the north, and was gone. Below in the camp, nothing moved. Not for many hours. But in the air the
copter was traveling at full speed and so was |deena’s tongue.

"What are we supposed to do? Where is this ranch? What are we dfter there, is there likdy to be
anything worth having?'

Cregar waved her to slence. "Baris, head north seventy degrees by west five Youll see lights a a
hundred and fifty miles. Stun-spray the whole ranch as we come in. We drop sraight down, grab what |
want, and lift again immediatdly. If you can find anything worth having in that time, do it. If not youll have
to leave it behind. Firg priority isthe beasts | indicate. As soon as we're back in the ar head for the port
with dl the speed you can get out of thisthing.”

"And land where?'

Cregar's amile was hard. "On the port perimeter to the east near the cargo area. | have it dl
aranged.”

He saw Baris and |deena exchange glances. That would hold them. They knew what kind of an ant's
nest they could have kicked over here and they weren't keen to walk into peacekeepers. If he had a safe
way into the ship they'd hold off. They could aways take him once they were safe—or so they believed.
He saw their bodies rdax and hid an unplessant look. They were effective, this pair. But incuradly
amdl-time and a little too independent. The guild would never suggest they joined it. He suppressed a
bitter amile. He was just as independent. HEd smply hidden it better and the guild needed his skills. The
abilitiesthis pair had were a cred a score.

The copter droned on until Baris spoke. "Lights coming up below."

Cregar checked the ingruments. "That has to be the Quade ranch. Swing low across it and
stun-spray. Then go back and do the same at right angles. It should cover any of them out in the other
buildings too."

Ideena nodded. "Once we land, Baris, you stay in the copter. Keep the engines ticking over and
watch out for anyone coming in from elsewhere. Be ready to lift off as soon as | say.”

The machine was swinging through the second line of sun as he nodded in turn. "All done. Get
moving..."

The copter dropped like a stone, landed lightly, and the doors did open. Cregar vaulted out. The
door of the ranch opened to his thrust and he darted insgde. When the copter svung down Logan had
been in the basement. At the start of the Xik troubles his father had lined that with proplas—an
goplication of plascrete and clearplas. Specidly treated, it was impervious to sunner and blaster, and if
the house collgpsed on top, it would hold those within safely.

Logan heard the engines above and headed for the dtairs, dropping the basement trapdoor shut
behind him. He emerged into the corridor with Surra snarling beside him just as Cregar entered. Behind
him Ideena produced a sdlective needier taken from one of the dead men, and shot in panic; the beast
looked like death incarnate as it charged and Ideena had no plans to die here. Surra dropped, blood
pouring from a gaping wound across the top of her skull. Logan shouted in anger and kept coming, his
hand lashing across to reach his knife. Her adrendine pumping now, ldeena shot again and Logan fdl.
Cregar bit back hisfury at the possible loss of the dune-cat. It was done and there was no time to fight
about it.



He stunned Surra to be safe then snapped at Baris who had followed them in when he heard the
needier discharge. "Pick the cat up and get her into the back of the copter. Sed the wound off. If she
bleeds to degth I'll deduct hdlf the cred. Moveit!"

He saw the big cat safdly stowed and returned to search quickly through the house. In the main family
room he found a stunned meercat curled about a newborn litter. He grabbed the babies and mother and
legped for the copter again. He dumped the box of meercats carefully, then returned to look through the
house. Somewhere there was an eagle. He wasn't sure if he wanted to find that or not. But for his own
pride he had to know held looked. After that he found the safe. It was impossible to open in the time he
hed but there were a number of smal items of vaue about the room. He returned to the copter with filled
pockets.

"Wheré's |deena?’
"Loating, of course" Baris drawled.
"Rev the engines.”

"Thetll bring her." He obeyed and the woman came running, her arms full of amdl plunder. Baris
shifted a hand, the engines rose a note, and the copter lifted. Ideena took her sest and strapped in as the
mechine fled low and fast for the port.

"I found afew good things. Makes up for that jewdry we couldn't find on the native" She displayed
her loot and Baris grunted approval. Cregar leaned forward and selected aring from the pile. It was from
od Eath, Cregar thought. Silver, with a flaved grass-green ganet as the stone. Some skilled
gemstone-carver had etched that with the head of a cat in three-quarter profile. It seemed to look
ddeways a him.

"Il take this. It isnt worth much and | know someone who'd like it." He saw ther sneers. They
thought im enamored of some woman. Nor did they recognize the work as Terran. They saw only the
flawed stone. He amiled into the dark. Laris would be delighted by the cat's-head ring. HEd give it to her
as recompense for his return and the loss of his stashed credits—and for her warning which had saved
him a spear in the back. He'd have to tdl her not to wear it if they ever returned to Arzor though. He
dropped thering into his pocket and sat back.

The copter raced the daylight as it hurtled across country. It beat the sun by a narrow margin. Dawn
was showing dimly asit set down quigtly behind the largest cargo shed. Cregar was firg out. He peered
about. A man approached and hissed softly.

"Oneis sant.”
"Oneisfound.”

"Good. Dump whatever you have into these Two men wheded in large covered palets and the
raiders got busy. Surra went in, her bleeding stopped dthough Cregar didnt like the way she breathed.
Dedran would be furious if another beast died. After that they loaded the uninjured but gill stunned
coyotes and meercats. That haul was good enough to temper rage. The meercat femde would stay dive
to care for her babies, and the babies wouldn't care where they were so long as they had ther mother.
What was more, the babies wouldn't be even loosdly bonded to anyone as yet; hed dam a pair for
himsdf before any other person reached for them.

The man was nervoudy tossing them port coverdls. "Here, quick, put these on over your gear. Push
the palets up to your ship. Will it unlock as you get there?!



Baris nodded. "I can voice trigger it when we're close. It1l drop the ramp on command.”

"Good. Take the pallets and coverdls with you. No time to leave them." He was checking the chrono
on hiswrigt. "Go that way," he pointed. "Behind the shed and around from the other sde. It puts you
closest to your ship without being seen until you leave cover. Security will scan anytime now. You go the
minute | say. Y ou have one hundred fifty seconds to reach the ship before they see you moving. On my
mark—" He hdd his hand across ther path. Then, "Go!"

With Cregar in the lead pushing one pallet, Baris right behind him shoving the other, Ideena racing up
to pass both men, they made for the ship. In his head Cregar was ticking off the time. Ffty seconds, a
hundred. Baris cdled a hoarse order and the ramp began to lower. One hundred fifty seconds and from
behind them a Klaxon howled. Ideena dowed to scoop up a sunner from the weeds. The ramp hit the
dusgt and Ideena was firg up, running for the bridge. Baris shouted an order as he and Cregar thrugt the
pdlets up the ramp.

The ramp began to close behind them and the ship shivered into life as engines obeyed the find order.
Beside him Cregar heard a dang as someone shot at the dosing ramp. It snapped shut oblivioudy. He
grabbed for ties. They'd have to up-ship right now. No time to sort out the beasts. Just hope they could
lift before any heavier port security came into play. There certainly appeared to be a lot of activity in the
main building. He could see lights coming on dl over the place.

Someone was shouting a them with a loudspeaker. Someone ese had fired up a laser cutter on a
crawler heading toward the ship. He could see the ruby winking as it lit. Baris and Ideena weren't
ligening. They'd flung themsdlves into seats on the bridge, the engines were screaming, and even as
Cregar threw himsdf flat the ship howled upward. Baris must be pulling five gravities, he thought dizzly.
But a least he could think. They hadn't been shot down yet. He hoped the big cat would survive such a
liftoff.

The ship cleaved Ky, higher, higher. A vanishing slver splinter until it was gone. Bdow the port
manager was resolving to make some very sringent inquiries. Her security shouldn't have been that dow.
Whoever that bunch had been they'd had help from some a Arzor Port. Sheld find whoever they were
and make them sorry. The port was autonomous, but for an inallt like that shed work with the
peacekeepers. Even the patrol. No one raped her port and walked away laughing.

On the High Peaks ranch Logan was drifting into consciousness. He hurt. He crawled bleeding from
room to room unable to accept what had happened. Surra was gone, taken. So too were Hing and her
babies. What was he going to tdl Storm? He heard hoofbesats outsde just as he dipped into darkness

again.

In the Djimbut dan camp Tani stood shekily. She reded toward the comcdler and gasped out a
message. Then she sat limply waiting for her strength to return a litile and her stun-headache to abate.
The Thunder-talker joined her. They sat in sllence, both outraged, both determined. This insult would be
avenged. Nether as yet had redized that the coyotes had gone.

In the basin, Brad Quade finished breskfast and answered a cdl. He blew out a mouthful of swankee
as he heard, dropped the cup, and ran for the door. Moments later his crawler left a plume of dust dong
the road toward the port. He drove with a reckless disregard for the road or his own sfety. Kelson's
copter came in overhead and settled on the firg suitable spot. Brad's vehicle raced up.



"Tdk fast, Kelson. What's going on?'

"Youve been raided. I'm on the way to the Djimbut camp. Tani cdled from there. She says some
copter came in during the night, attacked the Nitra Stunned everyone, stole her coyotes, as much
cat's-eye jewdry as they could find, and left again." Brad opened his mouth and was waved to slence.

"That's not dl. The dan got four of the raider's men. | want to go there fird and see if we can ID any
of the bodies. They went on to hit your place a High Peaks. Storm commed in. He got back after
line-riding to find Logan hurt bad; Surra and some of the meercats are missng." Brad sat. Then he spoke
quigtly.

"Therés more, ian't there?"

"Yup, we log the damn raiders too. Somehow they got back into the port and managed to up-ship.
Port manager's going crazy. She swears they didn't do that without someone helping them and she's going
to bring in the peacekeepers.” Kelson eyed the big rancher. "Keep it together, Brad. Logan will be okay.
Tani isn't hurt. Well find out who it was and get the animas back.”

"Thistiesin with those other reports.”

"Seems likdy. | have one of my men derting other planet ports. We may pick them up e'sewhere. The
aty security knows too." He grinned wryly. "I gather they aren't any happier about this than the port
manager. Thar officer here has made an offer to the port manager to bring in a deep probe and operator.
Lagt | heard she was thinking about it. That's how serious she's taking everything.”

"Guadas Firg-ship family too," Brad said absently. "Our families have been friends snce then. I'd do
the same for her." He lapsed into brooding silence again as the copter hurtled on.

It dl fit together somehow. The dead beast masters, the missng beasts. The way in which the raiders
hed been able to arive unnoticed and lift off again despite a closed port. They'd had a copter, he
remembered. And left four men dead in the dan camp. Those would be places to gtart. With his teeth in
the beginnings of a solution he'd not let go. A amdl deadly amile quirked his mouth. Nor would hiskin.

Storm was atrained fighter, a beast master who'd fought the Xiks across a dozen worlds. Tani, smdl,
dender, untrained, was 4ill in many ways Storm's equd. They'd stood shoulder to shoulder againg the
enamy before. And Logan, his wild-blooded son who loved the wilderness more then dvilization. Logan
who'd logt his half-brother's beasts and afight againgt the raiders. They were three to take up a war trall
indeed. And that they would do. He had only to find the trail head for them. That was his work.

He st his teeth and willed cam. Hed be of no use if he dlowed his anger to rule. Firgt let them land
a the dan camp and see what they could do to help there. He leaned forward to touch Kelson on the
am,

"The Nitra, they know were coming?'

"The Thunder-talker has spoken. We are welcome to land and collect the dead. Tani's coming back
to High Peaks with us. Jumps High and a couple of his people will lead Tani's mount back to the basin.”

"Any word of the paraowl!?"
"Not when | left.”

Brad fdl slent again. If his young daughter-in-law had lost not only her beloved coyote friends but
adso Mandy she would be utterly devastated. When the copter sank to a landing the girl was the firg



there. She was leading Djimbut warriors who carried four bodies, one trampled and hoof-dashed amost
beyond recognition as humen. Brad grunted. Tha would be the work of Dediny, Tani's filly,
three-quarter duo-corn and whally ferocious to any she deemed a threst.

Tani was everywhere now: guiding the bodies into the copter cargo hold, finger-talking rapidly with
Jumps High, then the Djimbut medicine woman. Findly she came to stand looking at Brad.

"Asizi." She used the ancient word of address. "We have none of our own dead. The Nitra will leave
vengeance to us unless we ask. Of what lives were taken none were thers, by the Thunder's will." The
Thunder-talker moved up to stand by the girl. She spoke and her interpreter's hands flickered with quick

fluency.

"The enemy would have taken the gems which mark my power. But for the quick thinking of my
younger sster dl would have been lost. Her spirit-friends twice heard the enemy and twice that aided us
to be ready. The dan stands with their clan-friend. If there be anything in which we can ad in return, let it
be known." Kelson gave the bow over linked spread hands which was the Nitra acknowledgment in dl
formdity of the Thunder-talker's power. Then he lifted them to Sgn.

"Graitude. The enemy evil ones were ours. To ours the law which judges. Our dan is gregtly angered,
weridein war. Yet if there is need, be sure we dhdl ask.”

She made the smdl cupped-hand gesture of acceptance and turned away. From where Tani stood,
there came a loud cry and the girl was running. Both Brad and Kelson jumped from the machine to
follow. They reached her as she hdted, hdf laughing, hdf crying.

"Mandy. She's dl right.” From the brush dong the camp edge sumped a weary, dill dmog flightless
paraowl. She had flown where she could, walked where she must, and Mandy had not appreciated the
waking part of the journey. Tani dropped linked arms to make a bridge and the tired bird clambered up
to St on a padded shoulder. There she rested, drawing her beak gently down Tani's cheek and crooning
oftly as she sent a series of pictures. Tani examined the indicated wing and sighed before turning to the
men.

" sent her to take you a message, Brad. The copter came in faster and spray-stunned farther out than
| expected. The stunner fringe caught Mandy as she flew, and knocked her slly. She landed severd miles
away without breaking more than some of the flight feathersin one wing. So she couldn't fly more than a
few yards a one time. She's been flying and walking back here ever snce”

Mandy made a disgusted spitting sound and there was laughter. Kelson had been trandating Tani's
words into Sgn-talk as she went. Even Nitra faces broke up in amusement e Mandy's obvious disgust at
having to walk.

"She has very good hearing though. The copter came back very low dill past her and she heard a few
words. Say them for us, Mandy." The ferocious beak opened and an incongruous voice sounded. It was
femde, the accent was inner-systems and over-cultured.

"...men. Oh, dl right... go to this place. But thered better be something there worth having besides
those stupid animas. Your boss won't thank you for more of them dead ether..." Mandy stopped and
waited for the generous praise she promptly received.

Kelson looked at them. "That might be useful. We can't run a voice scan on an imitation but it's so
good to a human ear 1'd bet experts a the school can tdl us which world the woman comes from.
Maybe more. Right now, wed better head for High Pegks." He waited for Tani to settle Mandy before
leading the way back to the copter and ushering them ingde. He leaned out to Sgn to Jumps High.



"What do you want of us?'

"The bow hands of the enemies who do this™ was the swift reply. "If that cannot be done, then bring
us sure word of ther deaths. Bring us a death-trophy we can hang in the medicine tent." Kelson's hands
moved in acknowledgment of that. Then he did the door shut and started the engines. Tani glanced at the
paraowl as they lifted. Mandy's feathers could be fixed as soon as they reached the basin ranch and had
anight's rest. She hoped Logan would be well. Brad had mentioned only that he'd been hurt.

Logan had been more than merdly hurt. Storm, when he came running into the house, had found his
brother lying in a spreading pool of blood. His eyes opened as Storm kndlt by him and he tried to rise.

“Lie quiet. I'l get this bleeding stopped. Think about what you want me to know." He worked for
severd minutes before dtting back. "That's well. Wait now." He turned to dide open the door in a
cupboard. Behind that was a smdl chilled area with a palm-lock. From it he took medicd items and used
them quickly. "Now, tak fagt, brother.”

Logan looked up. "Raders. Copter." He spoke between gasps, his strength fading again. "Took
Surra, Hing, her babies. Surra bad hurt, dill dive. One..." hisvoice did into slence before he drew on the
lagt of his drength. "Woman, Storm. Woman shot me” His eyes shut and his body went limp in his
brother's arms. Storm checked the medkit frantically. No, dl was well. Logan might be long in mending
completely. But hed survive.

He rose, lifting Logan to carry him to a bed. Then he permitted himsdf to consider the words briefly.
It was possible. Arzor had rardy suffered pirate raids. It had little of portable vdue save for the
cat's-eyes, and for those done mgor raiding cost more than it could recoup. At a glance held seen a
least two rooms had been looted of samdl vauables. They hadn't attempted to open the safe though, as
red pirates would have done. And the raiders had dso gone out of thar way to take beast master
animas That argued they were tied in with the other desths and abductions,

Y et if they wanted the animas why hadn't they seen by now that it was futile? The beasts died. Why
would they continue? He shook his head. Maybe this time the raider boss had been lucky. Surra could
die, that was quite likdy if she was in their hands and away from Storm too long. The meercats would
probably survive. He hated to think of smadl, affectionate Hing and her new babies in crud or uncaring
hands. She'd never known anything but affection.

There was no time to think any further of that. He reached for the com. Kelson at the other end was
amog incoherent with haste. No time to tak. Held be there with Brad and Tani in two or three hours.
Storm should hold on and wait. He did so but it seemed far longer than the time promised before he
heard the ranger copter dipping in from overhead. Tani was firg out and straight into hisarms.



Chapter Ten

Storm reached out to hold Teni protectively. He could fed the shivers which shook her. This was
persond distress, not only a reaction to Logan's hurt and the abduction of part of Storm's teeam—fond as
she was of her brother-in-law and of Storm's animds. His gaze met the worried gaze of his stepfather
over her head. Storm's indtincts told him there was something he hadn't heard as yet.

"Asiz? Wha ese has happened?' But Brad was entering the house. Hed see Logan for himsdlf. It
was Kelson who spoke quickly.

"The raiders mugt have come on to High Peaks. They hit the Djimbut first. No, no one of the Nitra
was badly hurt. But they seem to have had a double agenda there. They were &fter cat's-eye gemstones
and beasts."

Tani lifted her head. "They took Minou and Ferarre,” she wept. "They stunned Mandy but she got
away from them." Her eyes glowed fury before filling with pain once more. "We killed four of them but
they dill got away with my friends”

Until now Storm had not completely reacted to the loss of Surra and Hing and her babies. Now that
loss filled him. His arms clamped Tani to him and his head bent over hers. A slent moan of pan tore
through him. Tani fet the echo of his grief.

"Storm, what isit, are you hurt?'

"Surra, Hing, and her babies. They took them aswell." He fdt her siffen. She stepped back. Her face
was transformed into an implacable rage. Her hands came up dowly from her sides, fingers crooked a
litle. The anger coming from her was so powerful Storm could fed it againgt hismind like hest.

He stiffened—there were times when he forgot that she had lived on Terra during the Xik attacks, lost
her father to the enemy, and seen her mother killed. She'd fled her world to escape being mind-broken or
killed and survived it dl. Under the gentleness of her surface lived a woman who was descended from
one of the greatest femae warriors of her people. Sx months earlier when courage was needed, she had
not been found wanting.

"Surra, Hing and the babies, Minou, and Ferarre.” Her voice was the long dangerous note of a
warhorn as she roll-cdled. "Well find where the raiders went." She turned on Kelson. "What do we
know?' He restrained himsdf from stepping back at the intengty of that demand. At the rage which filled
the amdl dender body. He spoke dowly, wanting to defuse thet flaring fury.

"Whoever they were they had help on Arzor. The port manager swears no one could have breached
security without aid. We're an outer world and security isn't what it can be on an inner world, but it's
good enough. | acted on Tani's firg call. We'd closed the port before they reached it. So they should
have been picked up entering the gates. They weren't.” He remembered manager Gauda's report on that



and his own anger rose.

"They got across the permacrete landing area and entered their ship disguised as cargo handlers. To
do that they had someone's hdp. The manager was certain of that much once sheld checked the security
tapes. She's so furious she has accepted a patrol offer. They'll bring in an operator with a deep probe.
She's made that known and thinks it may..." A series of urgent beeps sounded from the ranger copter.

He pulled down the hush cover and talked, listened, talked again. Then he lifted the cover as a
pleased look spread over his weathered face,

"Nice timing. One of the people involved has talked. It seems likdy he's scared of what €se the probe
could uncover. He's a smdl-fry. Not redly involved. Just bribed to leave coverdls and a couple of palets
inan unusud place and let the raiders know where and how to dodge the scanner for long enough to get
ahead dart to ther ship. But he knew who bribed him. That's the fird mistake. He wasn't supposed to
but he did. The peacekeepers are out picking up that one now."

Storm imeagined Surra, injured, in pain, separated from the human who had walked beside her so long.
She would not bow to others. She was a cat and it was not in her nature. She would fight them every
step of the way. She would end up dead like the others the raiders had stolen. But Hing, so happy with
her new litter and new mate after being so long aone. The kidnapers would take the babies as soon as
they were old enough to be weaned. And Hing who needed her kind about her would be done once
more.

The pain of thar loss tore a him. He thrugt it down. He would be cam. He would hunt down the
thieves and when he found them they'd talk. HE'd have his team whole again or die in the hunt. He had no
idea of the image he made. Nor how Tani had merged her own fury, then control, with his. Together they
turned to Sudy the ranger.

"When are they likdy to have this talker?'

"Anytime now, but Storm, they won't let you talk..."

"WEell take Logan down to the hospital. Then well see what happens.”
Kelson surrendered. "Yes. Logan is most important right now."

They flew back to the city. Logan was whedled away. A doctor paused to speak before he too
followed the stretcher. "Hell be fine. Don't worry. Come back in the morning.”

Brad hestated. Storm laid a hand on his stepfather's shoulder. "Go with Logan. Tani will be with me.
When we're done well go to the ranch house. We can hire a vehide to return there.”

"No need. The crawler's a the edge of the port. | left it there when Kelson collected me. Use that."
Storm nodded and stepped back. Brad headed for the hospital doors and vanished as Storm turned to
eye Keson.

"Tani and | will go to the port. | want to talk to Port Manager Gaudathere and | may be able to have
afew words with others.

"If you meen the man who was bribed, they won't let you near him. Go back to the ranch. If the
authorities want to talk with you they'll find you."

"I'd rather find them. Wastes lesstime" His tone was implacable and Kelson threw up his hands.



"Do what you want to. Y ou will anyhow, the same as Logan usudly does.”

"And that's made him one of the best rangers you have™ Storm returned. "Think about it. This bunch
atacked a Nitra dlan camp. They didn't kill anyone, but if they had the Djimbut dan would have ridden
to war. Worse 4ill, if they'd succeeded in geding the Thunder-talker's regdia other Nitra clans would
have joined them." He punched the ar for emphass.

"Think. It isnt impossible even the Norbie clans could have united with them. An afront to the
Thunder or a demand fromi it is one of the few things that could unite both the wild and avilized tribes. It
did once before. A dead Nitra warrior or two is one thing. Steding objects of power and desecrating
themisalot more”

Tani cut in quietly. "You know the patrol's attitude on settled planets where there's dready a ndive
people. Point out to them that the raiders could have begun war here. That makes it of patrol interest as
wdl as ranger business. Causing war between native and humen settlers is an interworld crime. What if
the raiders do something like this e sewhere?’

Kelson's face had been hardening as he listened. Held thought of the possibilities himsdf but had not
considered the patral in this. A year back, the lethd Xik-bred clickers had driven the wild dans from
their desert lands. The patrol would have forced the humen settlers to evacuate their ranches, then Arzor,
rather than see a settler—native war. He nodded dowly.

"l talk to the patrol office here about this. Tani's right. If she hadnt figured out that the raiders
wanted gems then we could be facing a native uprisng. If the raiders pull something Smilar elsewhere the
patrol could have a avil war on ther hands. And to my mind this dl ties in with what Tani's kin
discovered from other worlds. Someone's trying to collect augmented beasts from beast magter teams.”

He stood a moment, his face thoughtful. Even with Terra a burned-out cinder, enough of the fleet and
commeand structure had survived. A new High Command had risen which governed the patrol and the
reactivated survey section. Most often now they acted as a dearinghouse for information and as the
arbiters of find decisons.

"This could bring in High Command. It could even be that the raids are another Xik brew."

Storm shook his head. "It doesn't fed like that."

"Maybe not. But do you know it isn't for sure?"

"Of course not."

"But if High Command gets involved you have alever,” Kelson said softly, agrin diding over hisface.

Tani chuckled. "He's got you there, my love. As a beast magter they'd talk to you, get your opinion.
Maybe let you talk to whoever the probe turns up here. Of course the Xiks could be involved.”

Her love looked down at her. "Cunning little warrior, aren't you?'

"l learned from the best,” Tani retorted ambiguoudy. "Now can we gtart for the port? Time is moving
on."

The ranger turned. "I can drop you a Brad's crawler. After that Il tak to the patrol officer. Her
Officeis at the port too. Check with me before you leave for the ranch. If I've heard anything more | can
tdl you then." He dimbed into the copter and waited until they were strapped in. Then he lifted for the
port. Tani and Storm exited the machine by the crawler.



"Where firg?'

The port manager. We may be able to tdl her a few things. This way." Tani came with him, their
linked arms giving mutua comfort and support.

The port manager's office was a whirl of activity. People came and went, peacekeepers walked
through the milling taff, and now and again they could hear the manager's voice cutting through the din.
Storm forged a path in and leaned forward, resting his hands on the desk.
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"I know who you are." She raised her voice agan. "Everyone out. | want to tak to these two. Out!"
The office cleared, the last man out shutting the door behind him. Gauda |ooked them over and grinned, a
tired harassed amile that nevertheless managed to be surprisngly sweet.

"What | want from the pair of you are times. My man admits he was bribed. He dams it wasn't done
until the raiders had reached the port. | know damn well he's a liar. The man he's named doesn't know a
thing. He's so furious about the accusation, he did what Hasset never expected him to do and submitted
to probe to prove that. It did. Now he's with his lawyer and laying a suit for several million credits on
Hasset." Tani giggled. Gauda smiled in reply.

"Yeeh. Funny. But not for Hasset. It seems while working as a lomly cargo handler he's managed to
build up quite a nest egg. Gambling, he says. But he does have a far amount to lose" Her gamile
sweetened. "And somehow the man he accused has found out about dl those nice credits. Not a million,
but if even part of the daim is dlowed it'd wipe Hasset out and garnish his wages for the rest of hislife
We're trying to persuade Hasset that we can get the suit dropped if he talks. Loud, clear, and very, very
fully. We want every question answered honestly with dl he can tdl us”

"And?' Storm's eyes were savage.

"He's thinking about it. If you can give me times we may be able to prove some of hislies back to him.
If we do that we can legdly probe him. Show him that and hell crack." She leaned forward. "He's alittle
man. Never one to take big risks. He'sin over his head with dl this and he's scared to desth. Every time |
question him he's stlanding there swesting in panic. If we can show him an escape helll take it."

"Swedting in panic?' Storm said dowly. "That isnt a man who's just scared of logng credits. That's a
men who sees an immediate threat. Why does he? Because | think he knows if he taks someone will
come after im." He paused, legping to a sudden conclusion. "Or perhaps because they're dready herel
Where's he being hdd?'

Gauda was on her feet, hand dgpping a switch. "Theo, check Hasset. I'm worried.”
"The doctor isn't here, Manager Gauda.”

Storm wrenched the door open and they were running, dl three of them, Gauda in the lead. Down
corridors until they came to the open door of a storeroom. Insde the doctor bent over the prisoner.
Gauda stopped dead and groaned in frudtration. It took only a brief glance. Hasset the liar lay sprawled,
face blue, eyes staring, body contorted in alast agony.

Dr. Theo Blandaay looked up. "Too late, I'm afraid. He's taken farakill.” Storm drifted slently
forward as the doctor turned back to his patient. His hands went out to close on pressure points in the
doctor's neck. Theo dumped.

"Hoy, tha's.." Gauda was protesting.



"The man who killed Hasset, | suspect. Look, when you found Hasset you questioned him. Was this
men there?'

"Of course. He's doctor for the port.”
"Did you search Hasset before you locked him in here?”
Gauda nodded. "One of the peacekeepers did it. A good thorough job too."

"Yes" Storm said softly. "So where did the farakill come from?* He stirred Dr. Blandaay's limp body
thoughtfully with one foot. "Hell stay out another twenty minutes or so. The question is, how did he know
it was time? That we could have something to make that poor foal talk. Or was he just araid the man
would betray him as soon as the pressure went on?'

Tani had been dlent; now she trotted away, back to the port manager's office. She returned, followed
by Gauda's assstant. Before ether Gauda or Storm could question that, Tani was asking questions of her
own.

"Your name?'

"Fdia Tedisco, I'm assstant to Port Manager Gauda" The young woman's stance was proud, her
eyes defiant.

Gauda intervened. "Fdia was promoted to be my assstant a year ago. | trust her as mysdf." She
looked at the girl. "Fdia, this is nothing againg you. We've had another killing. Help Tani. Answer her
questions.” They watched as Fdia relaxed, her stance now indicating awillingness to reply.

"You know Dr. Blandaay?'
"Y es. He became port doctor soon after | was promoted to assstant.” Her tone was edged.
"But you don't much like him?'

"Weed|..." Fdiawas doubtful. "It's not that he's ever said or done anything to me. But he acts as if no
one is as important as heis. And | heard him being rude about Manager Gauda once. He seemed to
think she didn't do her job as well as others could." Her face flushed. "It isnt true. Manager Gauda is the
best the port has ever had. Why, since she took over the port revenues have tripled. And without setting
ship captains againg us. She knows where to spend money and where to cut wastage and...”

Tani amiled. "And you think the doctor might not have dways liked where the cuts were made?

"No. Everyone knows he was taking money to help ship crews with sickness. Manager Gauda added
that to the port log." Tani looked to Gauda for explanation. The middle-aged manager was looking both
aurprised and amused at the revelations.

"It ssems | stepped on Blandaay's schemes without knowing it. And while ‘everyone might have
known what he was doing, | wasn't one of them. It went like this The man's been here on Arzor along
time He didn't work for the port full time but he was paid a amdl retainer to come and see to the aff
when necessary. I've never heard anything againg him. So when | reorganized | hired him as full-time
port doctor. That meant he was hired a a flat sdary to tend any crew from a ported ship who might
ariveill and to clear ship crew after looking them over for any sgns of illness | had no idea he was
teking extra payment for that. But, recently, when | rewrote the new port gresting for incoming ships, |
induded the information that he was the port doctor as a matter of record.” She laughed.



" can believe Blandaay wouldn't appreciate that. | ruined his extra income since dl ships after that
would know they didn't have to pay his extrafees. Fdia, why didn't anyone mention this to me?'

"We dl thought you knew. That you'd chosen that way of fixing the problem without dirring up
trouble”

Tani nodded. ™Y ou probably would have done it that way if you had known. Now, Fdia, today. You
were in the outer office before mysdf, Storm, and Manager Gauda dl came hurrying out. Who else was
there?'

"No one"” The gifl looked puzzled. "You chased out dl of the others. There was just me Ieft. The
doctor went off to check port records or something next door. He came out a few minutes later and went
away. Then you dl came running out.”

"Next door?"

Gauda moved. "Thank you, Fdia. Go back to your office now. | want you to cdl the patrol office
once you get back. Make sure no one hears you. Tdl Officer Versha that | request her attendance as
soon as possible. Say it's code black." She waited until Fdia left, shutting the storeroom door behind her.
Then she stared down at the sprawled figures. "You were right. The record room next door is from the
old adminigtration when security was more casud. It opens to both Falias office and my own. Blandaay
hed only to ease the door gar and ligen." Tani started to speak and was waved slent. "No, you didnt
see that. You wouldn't. The door into my office isnt used much. With the renovations going on in the
building there's a stack of interior lining sheets leening across it on my side. But the door opens inward to
the record office”

Storm saw. "So he could open the door a fraction, hear everything, and then make sure Hasset
couldnt tak." Remembering events during his war years he sighed. "He may have told Hasset that held
gvehim apill. One which would help Hasset resist deep probe.”

Gauda looked disgusted. "Hasset would certainly have been dumb enough to bdieve it. We were
supposed to stay up there taking a while longer. Then we'd have come down, found Hasset dead, and
hed no idea that it was more than the suicide of a guilty man. Thisis a storeroom. Not a cdl. There's no
record of who enters or leaves.”

She looked a Storm. "If you hadn't suddenly wondered why Hasset was sweeting so hard wed have
missad it dl. Blandaay mug have stayed just long enough to hear me say that with the times you two
could give us and the amnesty 1'd offer, | was sure we could break Hasset."

Storm's answering amile was ferocious. "So we can't break Hasset now. But what odds would you
give metha our heder here doesn't know even more?"

"No odds," Gauda said chearfully. "l never bet againgt sure things. Storm, make sure he doesn't come
to again yet. Then watch him a moment. | know where thereis a spare roller palet. Well take him up to
my office. Firg we search him down to the skin. If he had farakill on him there should be traces
somewhere. | suspect Versha will be on her way. Once we tdl her dl of this shell act. Versha is
something of a hothead. That's why she's on a backwater outer planet. She acted fast once before. She
was right but she annoyed some powerful man who was embarrassed by her actions. Shell enjoy this"

Versha swept in with a uniformed probe operator in tow minutes after they wheded Blandaay to
Gaudas office. The patrols officer on Arzor was a round, plumply innocent-looking woman. But her
black eyes in the dark-skinned face were sharply penetrating and intdligent. She ligened to the saga,
nodded to her operator, and hersdf helped them dump Blandaay into Gaudas chair, fagening his hands



and feet firmly. Then she hitched a buttock onto the desk edge.

"Get on, boy. If we start before he's come properly awake hell be under before he can start fighting
it"

Storm and Tani said nothing. Doing it that way was illegd but naither planned to protest. Blandaay
wouldn't remember, and if he was guilty as they believed then it was better he had no chance to fight his
way to mindlessness. The probe latice was dipped on, patches and sensors connected, and the
questioning began. Kelson arrived halfway through. Falia ushered him in and |eft again. Her eyes averted
from the thing which babbled in the chair.

Kelson opened his mouth, listened to what Blandaay was saying, and shut his mouth again. Blandaay
was confessng that held been corrupted long ago, that hed come to Arzor from his home world of
Lereyne to escape a charge of negligence. That held been helped, had that complaint wiped back home,
that the whole of his dmogt twenty years on Arzor hed been in the pay of someone. First renegades,
men who took quiet profit from the Xik. They'd fled after Storm had exposed the surgicdly atered Xik
aper who led them. After that another had come who knew the secret. Blandaay had been offered a
choice The whip, or the carrot. A fa, very juicy and profitable carrot.

If ading the enemies of humanity hadn't bothered him, then working for a mere Thieves Guild member
hed worried him 4ill less. Blandaay had snatched at the carrot. It hadn't entailed much in the time held
been on the payroll. Just dlowing the occasiond crew member in on the quiet, ignoring any irregularity his
madter didn't want noticed. A doctor isin a good position to notice things about others though. Blandaay
hed his sanding orders for a profile on any permanent member of the port Saff.

Then findly a more specific order. He was to approach a cargo handler and suborn him. Have the
men sneak three people through the sedled port. Blandaay had protested. It was dangerous. What if the
men was seen, what if he was taken and talked? That was discounted. He was a doctor wasn't he? Let
him dispose of the man once his usefulness was done. Let Blandaay remember what could be told to the
authoritiesif he failed. The doctor had shivered—and obeyed.

Versha nodded dowly. "All right. Let him rest a few minutes. Search him now. If we find traces of
farakill on him we can fully judify this interrogation. If not—" She grinned. "Wél, I've been in trouble
before A short time later she was eyeing the result. Gingerly she picked it up, crushing the capsule.
"Looks asif I've been declared right. That's farakill.” The sivery crydas glistened. "Gauda, have your lab
check if it matches the spectrum in Hasset's bloodstream. If so were in the clear and this interrogation

tapeislegd aswdl.”

She reached for the office intercom. "Fdia, cdl the port lawyer. Tdl hm we are asking for a probe
permit for a Dr. Blandaay. And check if he has a lawyer of his own. If he does, cdl him here too." She
reset the switch, cutting off the girl's surprised agreement.

"I'm gambling it will maich, and that call will lesk as wdl. Itll take the lawyers helf an hour to get into
action. But the leak will probably be with thisfilth's boss in a few minutes™ She grinned chearfully. "Let's
just get that question answered and start making him look presentable again." She sgnded the probe
operator.

"Blandaay. The Thieves Guild man, who is he? Tdl us about him. Everything you know."
"M-m-m. Marrice."

"Yes, good. Marrice who?"



A dlly smile spread over Blandaay's face as his voice shifted into the harsher accents of Lereyne.
"There was a little fishy who lived in a net," he chanted. "Net, debt. Debt paid." He choked. His face
congested, and he dumped down in his seet.

Versha uttered severd words. "Too late. He was seded againg betraya. A very nice piece of
conditioning—if it redly worked. That last bit sounded asif it came right out of his subconscious. If we'd
started the probe when he was completely conscious held have died the moment he tried to reply. He
was only hdf conscious so he took longer for the conditioning to work. We jus may have got
something." She pounced on the switch. "Population ligs? See if Fdia can do a scan for anyone at dl
with the fird name of Marrice.”

Gauda shook her head, her hand stopping Versha from touching the switch. "No need. | think | can
guess. There's aman named Marrice Plarron. One of my patrol friends from Lereyne was taking to me a
while ago. Jared wondered where Plarron's money comes from."

Versha looked puzzled. "Parron, what does that have to do with debts or fish?'

"Blandaay came from Lereyne.” She saw light legp in Storm's eyes. "Yes, you've remembered.” She
looked at them. "On Lereyne theres amgor port on theinland sea. | know the man who's port manager
there. It's afishing port. Specidizes in canning, drying, producing dehydrated flakes. Just about anything
you can do with fish for export. A lot of ships land there direct for cargoes.” She took in a deep breath.
"It's cdled Port Plarronet.”

Versha moved purpossfully to the intercom. "I'll have a word with the peacekeepers. | think with my
authority that's enough to have him picked up. Probing may be a different matter.”

So was collecting Marrice Plarron. Those who went to scoop him in found the net empty. There was
a hunt, but Marrice Plarron was gone. However in his panic to get clear of retribution hed left enough
odds and ends of only partly destroyed informetion to be useful. It became a matter of putting the jigsaw
together. In that, Storm and Tani could be little help.

Storm rode the basin lands and the ranch had never been so meticuloudy run. Tani spent time
pacegramming her aunt and uncle. Kady and Brion had contacts in strange places. And it could be
surprisng what unworldly scientists sometimes learned. For the two who ran the ark, they'd even pass it
on. Maybe if the net was flung wide enough something might be trawled up.

Logan was recovering dowly; Brad had him back at the main ranch in a month. Time dragged on and
they were no closer to knowing where Surra, Hing, and her babies might have gone. All they could do
was hope that the beasts 4ill lived. By now the kidnappers would be reeching severd planets. Once

ported they could disappear.

Then there came a cdl from Gauda. They'd partly broken the fase ID provided for the raider ship.
Not what it truly was, but the world providing it. Trastor! And more, severd linguigs had listened to the
record made of the brief words Mandy had overheard. The accent was lower merchant-class from the
world of Brightland. Overlaid with a would-be upper-level accent. The combination rang bels with a
peacekeeper chief a Brightland's largest city.

"He's sure it's a woman named ldeena. She cdls hersdf Lady Ideena and travels with a man named
Baris. They're a dangerous pair. Into dl sorts of dirty crimes. He says Ideena is the worst. Both are
vidous but Ideena has brains as wdl. They have no known connection with the Thieves Guild. Ideena
likes to run things and it's unlikdy she'd join. But they could have been used to get a guild member into
Arzor and out again. It's agarting point.”



"Do they have any idea where sheis a the moment?”

"He's done some private asking about through persona friends and contacts. She was last known a
Sail Port on Lereyne. It's thought she was intending to ship on to Trastor. Vershas passed dl this on to
her superiors. Shelll take a patrol courier ship to Trastor in two days to make further inquiries. She says if
Storm would be interested in hdping with that she can find space.”

Tani's eyes widened as Storm's eyes narrowed in suspicion. "Why? The patrol doesn't usudly invite
avilians”

"Verdha says thistime it's different. The raiders could have started a war. And | gather her immediate
superior loathes the Thieves Guild. She's aso hoping that you may be able to sense your beastsif you get
close enough.”

"In other words I'd be a ferret being put down arat hole to see what comes bolting out.”
"Youve got it. Are you in?'

Storm nodded. He most certainly was.



Chapter Eleven

The circus had been pulling in crowds. Cover, it might be, but Dedran was ddlighted. Laris, too, was
pleased. The animds were dways happier playing to a crowd. They understood the approval, the shrieks
and applause. Credits had flowed in. The whole circus atmosphere lightened. Dedran was even pleasant
to Laris, who was surprised but hid it. She supposed that his boss, whoever that might be, preferred the
crcus to pay itsway. And what pleased his boss pleased Dedran.

Prauo enjoyed seeing the performances through her eyes. He dill spoke little mogt of the time but
increeangly she was aware of hisemoations. It seemed that he was aware of hers as wdl and sometimes
when she was unhappy he'd tranamit scenes from the better times. Or just the remembered feding so that
she laughed and fdt happier. Ther performances in the ring drew crowds, which aways pleased Dedran.
Prauo playing the ferocious predator, kept only in check by Laris, dressed in her boy's costume, with a
whip and courage.

Dedran preferred it to appear there were more performers than there were in fact. So to that end
Laris appeared in a different costume, makeup, and wig for each of the acts in which she was involved.
She loved being in the ring. The fed of the animas anticipation, their innocent pride in the gpplause and a
job perfectly done. And she had no need to strike any of them, only to pretend she did in the tigerbat act.
That pleased both her and Prauo.

She wondered when Cregar would return. He'd been gone just long enough to be due back if nathing
much had gone wrong. It was nice saying somewhere for a while. There were times when she wondered
wigfully what it would be like to have a red home. To be settled. To live on a ranch, say, on Arzor. To
ride the land knowing it was yours to care for, to live on for the rest of your life To love. She wondered
what Storm and Tani were doing just now. And Logan. Particularly Logan.

Sheld liked him. More than she wanted to admit. But she was bonded. There was no future for her
there. Not until the bond was canceled, and not even then if he ever discovered her part in his brother's
loss.

Oh, yes. Thered been a spacegram from Ideenas ship. Laris had managed a brief Sght of it and been
interested to learn that thered been a good season for swingleberries and that Baris and Ideena had
placed and received avery large order on Dedran's behdf.

Laris grinned wryly. Dedran wasn't so smart. He'd Ieft that lying about briefly, bdieving it would tell
nothing to anyone who read it. She'd done so, seen who'd sent it, and guessed the Smple code. Cregar
had made ared haul of beasts. They had to be some of Storm and Tani's teams. She mourned both for
the humans sheld liked and the bewildered animds torn from their homes. They'd be here any day now
and it would be her duty to keep them dive.

"Larid" The voice was a whip-crack. She turned submissvely and Dedran's ook became gpproving.
"Prepare the hidden cages. Cregar will be here tomorrow."



"How many do | prepare?’

Hislook was triumphant. "Three of them. Plan space for apair of beasts of medium Sze, one of large,
and a number of amdl." He staked away, every line of his departing body shouting his pleasure in the
catch. Laris watched him retreat, remembering. Not the birds, by the sound of it. She would guess a
Surra, the coyotes, and some of the meercats.

Laris hurried off to prepare. She cleaned the cages again, strewed fresh bedding, checked the water
and feed systems, and went over the gate mechanisms. The cages were ingenious. Each was built into the
back of a cage used genuindy for some of the circus animas. A door could be opened a one end
reveding stacked gear with hay, straw, or Tirevian peavines—the soft lengths of that vegetation being
popular as cheap bedding.

But that stack of bedding was a decoy. It appeared to fill the rest of the space from floor to caling. In
fact thewdl was only one bale thick. If one operated a hidden diding door a the other end of the cage
back, there was room to enter. Behind the bales there was a space, large or smdl, according to cage
sze Conceded holeslet in air. Concedled lights could be Ieft on a different levels. A pair of peegpholes
a different haghts dlowed anyone indde the hidden section to see out, both into the outer cage, and
outsde onto the circus concourse.

And the partition which closed the space off from the open part of the cage could be removed. When
nothing was hidden this was done. On afew occasions Dedran had maneuvered peacemen into ordering
the space emptied to check. He—or perhaps his patron—had then organized a complaint about
overzedous security upsetting the animas and the peacemen had been reprimanded. On such worlds
maogt peacemen now |eft the circus drictly done. After dl, it had been proven that the circus had nothing
to hide.

"Lais?' She emerged from the last cage and stood waiting. "Is everything ready?’ She nodded.
"Good. I've had word. The ship landsin an hour. Youll be here to take charge of the beasts. Settle them
in, feed and water them, then report to me. To me, you understand? If Cregar is with me youll return
leter.”

She wanted to ask if Cregar was now suspect in the shadowy world where they dl lived. But she
knew to say nothing. Instead she Smply nodded again. Dedran produced a amile. It was a poor effort but
then it was too rare to be anything else. She noted that too. He must be pleased.

"Run dong now. Make sure the tigerbats are ready for their performance this afternoon. I'll cdl you
once the animds arrive.”

Laris ran. Her obedience would please her bond-master, and right now she wanted to please him. If
she could care for the kidnapped beasts she might be able to hep them. Make sure they remained dive
and in good condition. The more Dedran approved of her the better the chance that she could do that
and held agree to anything she might daim the animals required.

She kept an eye on the circus entrance, so was the firg to notice the man who grolled in, dosdy
followed by two people she remembered. Cregar was disguised; they were not. But she knew Cregar by
his wak. She withdrew slently behind the row of cages, watching. Behind them came cargo pdlets on
lifters. There was no sound from them. They appeared to be stacked with bales of animd bedding.

Laris snorted. Dedran had a one-track mind with his secrecy, usng the same tricks over and over.
Hed better watch out. People who got into ruts were often buried in them. Cregar was looking about for
Dedran who appeared quickly. They spoke briefly then Cregar and the other two drolled away. She
dlowed hersdf to be seen now. The circus boss waved her over.



"Laris, take this bedding to the supply area. Take care now. We don't want any wasted.”

She understood the order. "Il be careful, Dedran. | know this lot's in short supply latdy.” Her tone
was very fantly sarcadtic.

He gave her a sharp look and she reminded hersdf not to be too pert. Dedran could be stupid in
some ways. But he was smart enough to keep a close eye on her if she angered him, and happy enough
to beat her if he thought she was overstepping her status. She towed the palet away, doing her best to
look dumb and innocent.

Dedran stared after her thoughtfully. That reply had been a little too independent. Laris had come
back from her holiday on Arzor atrifle too indined to act as if she owned hersdf instead of beonging to
Dedran. He watched, congdering his options with her, as she and the pdlet rounded the corner of the
cage and vanished from hisSght.

Away from the circus boss, Laris glanced about. There was no one in sight. She reached up to flick
open the hidden laich a the back of the cage and shove the pdlet forward into hiding. Then safdly under
cover ingde thefirg cage, Laris unloaded drugged coyotes and cursed her quick tongue. She'd managed
to turn dightly, to look back, as she moved the pdlet. Sheld seen that congdering look. Please let him
forget her words, she thought, let him write them off as just a pert bond-servant. She settled the
unconscious coyotes and checked them. No injuries, and they did not appear to be thinner than they
should be. It looked asif they'd been eating wel enough.

In the next cage she unloaded Hing and the babies. She sat a moment cuddling them. They were s0
cute. So sweet. Maybe she could make red friends with the babies. Although mogt likdy Cregar would
have that in mind for himsdf. Still, the animds had met her. They might be prepared to respond to one
they'd associate only with their own people. They might connect Cregar with their abduction. She left
them rductantly, watching for anyone who might see her as she exited.

Then she moved the pdlet on. The last animd would be under the second fdse flooring. If it was
Surrait would take Laris dl her time to shift the big cat. She was dmogt to the cage she had ready when
Cregar appeared quietly.

"Il take her. Y ou make sure no one can see behind this row. Shift a screen to block it off." She did
30 hadlily, then hdd the door open briefly as the unconscious cat was raised and carried ingde. Laris
legpt in behind them and closed the door slently before flicking on the light.

"Get that door locked. Hurry." He carried Surra forward, placing her on the bedding with a Sgh of
relief. Now that she could look at the animd Laris restrained a cry of anger with difficulty. Cregar saw
her face. He didn't want the child to think this was hisfaullt.

"It wasn't me. That Ideenaiisanidiot. A space warp. She shot the beast master's brother and the cat
came toward |deena so she shot the animd as wdl.”

Laris moved so that her face was hidden. Keeping her voice quiet and leve by iron will she asked,
"What about the boy? He was killed?'

Cregar shrugged. "Not then. He was dive when we |eft and once we were at dtitude | saw someone
afew miles out riding toward the house. He should have survived." He stroked Surras shoulder. “I hope
s0. Authorities are a lot less bothered about chasng leads if no one's dead. It's this one I'm worried
about though. Weve kept her adeep the whole journey. She's been fed intravenoudy but she has to
wake up sometime.”



"She met me. Maybe if I'm the only one to take care of her shell say dive” Laris offered.

Cregar grinned knowingly. "And maybe if you're the only one she knows sheld bond to you. | don't
think so, girl; it doesn't work that way with a beast from a trained team. Besides, even if she did, you
wouldn't want to go where shell end up. No. You feed and water them dl. Clean them out when it's
needed. I'l be the one who works with them. You're not to have any more to do with them than you
need while doing your work. Understand? | might not punish you if it happens but Dedran will and his
hand's heavier anyway."

"l know."
He eyed her sharply. "Has he been besating you agan?'

"Not much." She alowed her shoulders to move uneesily asif in memory. It had been weeks since
Dedran had clouted her for anything but Prauo had reminded her of the plan. She knew Cregar
disapproved of Dedran's habits. She'd added a set of bruisesto her am as wdl. Now she let her deeve
ride up o they could be seen. She shifted her shoulders again and winced.

"And Dedran sad I'm to report about the animds to hm" She invested the next words with
sgnificance. "When you aren't around.”

Cregar looked disgusted. "Man's crats," he muttered hdf to himsdf. Then to her, "Do as he says.
Don't get caught doing anything he forbids. And don't go poking around. Too long a nose can get cut
off." He smoothed Surras fur one last time and stood, pushing Laris before him out of the hidden cage.
But not before she had seen the quick flare of rage in his eyes. He hadn't liked that lagt bit, or what it
implied about Dedran's trust. "How are the tigerbats? Y ou kept up their training?"

"Of course" Laris sad indignantly.

"Don't get upset, | was just checking." He dug his hand into his pocket and produced something.
"Here. You're a good kid. | know you stayed out of my stash too. | brought you something. Just don't
wear it on Arzor if you're ever there agan.”

Laris cradled the ring in her hands, admiring it. She raised wide eyes to Cregar. "It's beautiful. Thank
you. But why can't | wear it on Arzor?' Her face fdl. "Oh, you stole it from the Quades.”

"Let's say | happened on it around ther place. Don't worry. It's pretty but it isnt worth much. That's
ordinary slver and the stone's flawed. Y ou might get a couple of credits for it a a thieves market, that's
dl. | reckon it'd been gtting for years & the bottom of the box where Ideena found it. | doubt they've
even noticed it's gone.”

He was wrong about that. It had been one of the fird items Brad Quade had missed. Raqud, his wife,
mother of Storm by her firg husband, and mother of Logan after her marriage to Brad, had owned the
ring. But it had descended to her from her own grandmother. The siver and the stone had both come
from the Navaho lands on Terra. Raquel's great-great-grandmother's husband had dug both, shaped
them into a gift for his adored one. HE engraved a cat's head on the stone because her name was
Walks Soft-as-a-Puma.

Raguel had died. But the ring waited for a new womean of the line to take it up. It was family custom
that only a woman of the blood should weer it. The next one digible would be a daughter of Hosteen or
Logan. Of dl theitems stolen, Brad had noticed the absence of the cat ring firgt. The other jewdry hed
bought for Ragudl. Most of the pieces were cat's-eye items and had come from Arzor. He was sorry
they'd gone but they could be replaced if he wished and had any reason to do so. The ring was an



heirloom, irreplacesble.

Cregar was right in that it had little commercid vaue. Its vaue was sentimentd in both senses of the
word. To the family certainly. But dso on a market composed of many who had lost the world of ther
birth. Assured that the ring had come from Terra, that it was old, made from naturd materias from Terra,
there were a good number of people who'd have paid a very reasonable price for it. Far more than the
slver and flawed stone would normdlly fetch.

Brad knew this. 1deena would have, had she redized where the ring had been created. He hoped that
wherever it had gone, in whoever's hands it ended, they'd appreciate it. Without knowing any of that,
Laisdid. Now and agan as she worked through the rest of that day she admired the green gleam of the
stone, the brighter glow of the polished slver. The smdl cat head had been carved with consummate kill,
the curves and hollows making it appear as if the tiny head was dive, the minute eyes watching her with
interest.

Laris worked hard. At intervas she returned to check each of the drugged beasts. Hing and the
babies had been drugged only lightly. They were the firg to gir. Laris cradled the deepy kits in her hands
again, reeching out with her mind as she did with Prauo. They responded in thoughts which were formless
as yet: only emotions of warmth, comfort in her hands, and a smadl, diffuse trust.

Hing's mind was clearer as the drug dispersed. But she too relaxed with Laris, to the girl's ddight.
After that she tried the coyotes again. She knew that Cregar had hoped the adult animas might bond with
him since ther beast master was not trained. One touch againg their emotions and Laris knew hed be
disappointed in that. It was Ferarre who touched back. His mind was cunning and coldly angry, fixed on
his own human and the demand for her.

Laris saw to the coyotes needs and left them quietly to themsdlves. Let Cregar break hmsdf agangt
that will; she would not. Nor would she seek to break the animds to hers. But dill she worried. Dedran
would not heed what was said about the beasts determination to accept no other master. He expected
Cregar to succeed. If the ex—beast magter failed, the circus boss would have no hestation in taking
samples, then disposing of the uncooperative beasts.

Out of interest Laris had read a lot on the beast master/beast team links. A human began with the
adility to reach animds by mind-touch and empathy, but something in that continud touch created a bond
over time. In training the bond was reinforced, both by the constant practice and by psychologica factors
as a gene-dtered team and their human learned to trust each other and share ther senses. However some
of the bond's strength could depend on the ghilities of the human. Laris could tdl by Ferarres's obstinacy,
that, untrained as Tani might be, dill her dbilities were powerful and her teeam was bonded to her very
grongly. Storm, of course, had been trained with his team so that Surra and Hing would never accept
another in his place. Dedran was not going to like any of that.

He'd soon be cdling for her too. She hurried to check Surralast of dl. The cat lay motionless, only
the dow rise and fdl of her flank betraying that she il lived. Laris squatted to study the injuries. They
were heding. Clean, not puffy, no indication of infection. But the cat had retreated into deep and dearly
intended to remain thus. Well, Laris could give as good a report as possible. That might buy them dl
time

As soon as she had finished her rounds Dedran demanded her presence. The evening performance
would begin in an hour. Laris went to his office, aready wearing part of her costume for the public
performance.

She dso wore the ring, hung on a chain about her neck under the high collar of her uniform. Better not



to let her bond-master know of the gift.
"Whdl, you've seen dl the new beasts. Are they wel?'

"The coyotes are angry but hedthy. The meercats are dl wdl and prepared to be friendly. The cat is
dill adeep. The injuries hed. Better she degps now, shewill hed fagter,” Laris reported quietly.

Dedran permitted the corners of his mouth to curl upward. "That's good. You think the cat will
eventudly recover?'

"l think she may, if sheisléft to hersdf and not distressed.” That might give Surra a chance to survive
if Dedran heeded. He was nodding.

"Tdl Cregar to leave her be," he ordered. "Care for her yoursdf." He switched to a glare. "Make no
attempt to bind her to you. If | find you have, youll regret it and shell be samples and ash. Now get out.”
She bowed acknowledgment of the orders, then departed quickly and quigtly rgoicing. Surra had a
chance. Sheld keep the cat divein hopes that somehow Surra could return to Storm.

Behind her eyes Prauo was there. *1t iswell, furless-sster. When the cat-one chooses to wake | shdll
ad you to speak to her.* He gave the chiming sound in her mind that was his mentd chuckle. *Cat shdll
speak to cat. | think dl sl understand each other.*

Laris found she too was amiling as she went about reedying the tigerbats. The performance over, she
changed to her oldest threadbare dothing and went to look in on Surra. There was no change and Laris
sghed. Her hand went up to trace the tiny cat head on her ring. Somehow she fdt that it would bring
them dl luck. In the camps she'd learned that luck often ruled lives.

*But more often it is determination that cals the luck, furlesssster. Be dtrong. | sense a change
gpproaching.*

*What?*

*| know not, but | fed movement in the ways that govern lives* He could explan no more than that.
Laris wasn't sure what it meant but if Prauo was sure good might be coming, shed hope dong with him.
She dept that night more peacefully than in severd nights. She was up early to check the beasts. First
those in open cages, then those in the hidden ones. Hing and the babies greeted her happily. The babies
climbed about her person, exploring pockets in search of tidbits, while Hing sat in Lariss lap, churring a
meercat's sound of pleasure as the girl scratched behind her ears.

From the doorway Cregar grinned as he entered. That widened to an honest amile as the babies
deserted Laris to rummeage through his pockets and stand on his shoulders chewing mouthfuls of his hair.
He stroked and scratched them as they churred approvingly.

"Cute little lot." He sat, his face blanking as he reached out mentally. The ability had been modly lost
but he could 4ill fed something occasiondly. It was what gave him hope his gifts were not gone forever.
"Too young yet to bond, but they will. A few months and they'll be ready.” He eyed her. "Stay away from
them. No, | don't mean physcaly,” as she would have protested. "Feed and water them but don't try to
build any bond. | know Dedran will have warned you.”

"Hedid"

"Remember it." Cregar's voice was quiet and very sober. "He's got high stakes riding on this game. If
you'e the one to spail it hell see you pay, until death would be a blessing, for you and your cat both.”
She nodded. "Smart kid. Dedran needs you right now. If this works out he may be moved on. Then your



bond runs out and if you vanish possbly no one will come looking. Dedran would never admit you'd
know enough to be a danger. Unttil then keep your head down.”

Laris nodded again in dlence as Cregar gently detached the babies and I€ft. It bothered her how much
the man saw. Had he guessed that she hoped to help Surra, or her other plan to escape?

*|t's good advice for you. | think he has come to it independently. He has grown to like you; he does
not like Dedran. It would amuse him to see that one fal in some way, just o long as nether Dedran's
wrath nor that of his superiorsfdls on Cregar.* Quite a speech for Prauo, and Laris took heed of it.

The coyotes were dill angered: by abduction, confinement, and the loss of their own human. She
cared for them but made no further attempt to touch or communicate with them apart from a few
soothing murmurs. They sat in a corner of the cage, eyesfixed on her, but made no overtures. She could
fed ther anger and understood it. She did her best to show in her movements that she meant no harm
and wished only to do her work. They accepted that, moving to the cleaned part of the cage once she'd
done the firg hdf. When she Ieft they were lying together, eyes saring a the walls.

Surra was dill motionless in her hidden cage when Lais entered. *She lies* Prauo sent mentdly.
*She is awake and watching when you do not see. She remembers your scent. She is clever this one.
She has made her kills and plans to live to make others. Sheis weak. She mug mend. Until then she will
lie*

Laris amiled at the pun. *Would she understand me?*
*If | ad*

She moved up and dropped into a stting position beside the ill form. Then she opened her mind and
reached out. At firg she could fed nothing, only a wal between hersdf and the animd. Then Prauo
dipped into link. Laris reached again. Now she could fed the glow of anger, the pain of wounds, the
aullen determination not to yidd that burned in the big cat. Prauo approved. In the back of the girl's mind
he anchored her thoughts, strengthening the thread she soun out to touch. Cat eyes opened to sudy her.
A thought formed without words, an emotion then pictures. A query.

*Why?* Laris could see behind it the events. Logan fdling, the stench of blood. Surras fury and her
charge, and then red agony, blackness. There was dso a sense of disgust with hersdf. She was
battle-wise, yet she had forgotten this. Too long from the war-trail she had reacted in rage when the
human-friend had fdlen. Storm would have reprimanded her for her recklessness.

Laris understood both fedings and question. Patiently she strove to explain. She was as much captive
as Surra. She would hdlpif she could. For now the path the big cat had chosen was wise. Let old kills
be recaled. Let her lig, as a predator waits a the den-mouth for prey. In time the prey will come out, the
kill will be made, if only one is patient long enough. Surra did not understand time as humans did but il
she asked a query which could have been trandated that way.

Laris did not know. If they waited it might be that another would find them. Free them both and the
team-friends with them. They mugt be patient. Over and over she repeated that together with the picture
of a cat which waited. The prey came when the prey came. Who could set alimit on that time?

*Storm?* That picture was powerful. A compound of scent, Sght, touch, and emotion. It could be
expanded to mean: Thisone who is loved, trusted, who leads. Who is dso equd. Laris cutched the ring
inone hand. Then she gathered her will.

*Storm searches for you.* Agreement flowed between them. Surra knew. Storm would find the path,



follow it to trall's end, and none would turn him from that. Surra would wait until she was strong again. All
thistime she had lain limp, eyes shut. Now she opened them to stare up at the human girl. Golden eyes,
fierce and determined. Eyes without the knowledge of surrender.

And in that moment Laris knew what she had done. Perhaps it had not been by her hand. But she had
stood by. If she continued to stand aside she would be responsible for events she could not accept.
There was no way she could get word to Storm of where his and Lariss solen beasts were held. But
when the time came—and she was sure it would—she would be prepared. She fet her decison weigh
her down. She could dieif she chdlenged Dedran. Prauo could die.

*| prefer to live furlesssigter.* Prauo mind-sent in response to that thought. * Let us continue to work
to that end. Let the Sick one deep again. And you aso, you are tired.*

That was the truth. Laris sumbled to her bed and fdl on it wesarily. Yet somehow she fdt good. She
had made a crucid decision hersdf, had not had one forced on her by others. She belonged to hersdf
dill. It was awarm feding. She reveled in it as she fdl into the dark.



Chapter Twelve

On Arzor Logan healed dowly. The injuries had been severe and Arzor, like many of the more rurd
settled worlds, had little of the faster-hedling technology. Storm fretted at the lack of news. Tani rode
Dedtiny, retregting more often to the heding cam of the desert fringe. She was welcome in the camps of
the Norbies. They knew her to be dan-friend to the Djimbut Nitra. What was good enough for the wild
ones of the clans was better dill for the dvilized clans.

That she wore some of the jewdry of a Thunder-talker was impressve. The items meant that while
she had not recelved the training, she had the potentid. Because of it she was welcomed aso in the tents
of the cdlan's shamen. It did not hurt that none but she or Storm could ride Dediny. The filly was
three-quarters duocorn. She bonded to her rider, accepting Storm as an extension of her humean friend.
She had not yet accepted a gdlion. It was hoped that when she did she would produce colt fods.

Thisday Teni had ridden over to the Larkin ranch. Put Larkin had a amdl place on the edge of the
basin where he sent mares due to fod. They had warmer weather and better feed than in the High Peaks,
and cooler temperatures and fewer predators than on the edge of the Big Blue, as the man desart was
known. Tani leaned on a fence with the middie-aged man, Dediny standing hipshot behind her, and
admired the firg of the il wobbly new fods.

"From Fate?' Once she'd taken Dedtiny and named her, Put had been amused enough to cdl the filly's
half-brother by a matching name.

Put shook his head. "Nope, | don't reckon he should be used uniil next season when he's rigng three.
| used a crossbred colt | dready had for the man herd. It makes them haf-bloods with him and the
mares both being haf-duocorn. Enough to add that duocorn toughness. Not so much they bond to one
person only." He grinned at her. "Not saying many riders wouldn't appreciate that. But it makes it hard
for some.”

Tani knew. Not everyone wanted to teach her own mount. And what about those ranches which
needed their horses to be available to any who might need a mount?

"What about Fate and Degtiny's dams?'

"Risked him there. Just two mares wouldn't spoil him. Theyll fod later. Should be interesting to see
what we get. But maybe I'll have to sdl them to riders as can do ther own training. They'll be five-eighths
duocorn. Theyl likdy bond. Dumaroy's aready interested.” He laughed softly. "That won't go down well
with any Nitra horse thieves. Mounts they can't ride and which could be too dangerous to even try
geding.”

The girl agreed with that. Her filly, Destiny, had killed two men thus far. One, a Nitra who'd tried to
ride her againg her wishes. The other was one of the dan camp raiders who'd run into Dedtiny in the
dark and struck out angrily to drive what he believed to be a loose horse from his path. He hadn't lived



long enough to scream.

Tani lingered, taking casudly. It fet good to be here in the sunshine. She could fed her shoulders
rdlaxing from the tense hunch they'd been in. The heat soaked through her. The fods play made her
gmile Later, thefed of Degtiny's powerful body under her made her ang as they cantered for home. She
missed Minou and Ferarre painfully but sheld learned to live with the loss—for the moment. She returned
to an atmosphere which was tense but, as she redized in the firg minutes, with information, not danger.
She looked & Logan.

"What isit?'

"You know the raider ID came from Trastor? And there was a suggestion from Mandy's imitation of
them tha the raiders could be Baris and Ideena. Brightland thought they might also be on thelr way to
Tragtor." He spun it out and Tani squealed in mock rage.

"Tell me”

"It seems that whatever dse may or may not be right, that last bit was. They've been seen and
postively ID'd there”

She sucked in her breath. "That's wonderful. It is—iant it?"

"Not quite” Brad said heavily. "Tragtor says that the pair have done nothing againgt its laws. It won't
pick them up, won't hold them, won't do anything but question them poalitely if we indst on it." He looked
a her.

"Now Terras gone, most planets won't let another world tdl them whét to do. If they believe we're
trying to give them orders they'll dig their toes in and well learn nothing. What's more, it would put that
par on ther guard and dmaogt everyone in authority againgt us"

Tani froze, her mind racing. People might well fed that way and she could accept it. But this world
owed a debt. Trastor, where her father Bright Sky had died heping the people escape the invading Xik.
Where he was buried with a memorid cdling the whole planet to acknowledge the debt. She
draightened, her face dhifting into dmogt ferd lines The raiders had stolen Minou and Ferarre. They had
tried to kill her kin, abducted Storm's team.

"The patrol officer, Versha? She said you could go with her to Trastor. | shdl go with you. I'll tak to
the government. I'll tdll them what they owe my blood. If they forget I'll remind them. Make a fuss, Asz.
Jugt in the upper levels. Give them no time to spread the news. We're to be told when we're a couple of
hours out from port." Her voice was crisp and Brad blinked.

He hadn't known his stepson’s wife except as a nice young girl with beast master potentid who loved
Storm. He'd known her courage but forgotten that with her aunt and uncle sheld landed on many worlds.
Often it had been Tani's job to order and check supplies for her kin's huge ship. To make plan to the
suppliers that she would not be cheated or ignored because of her youth. He was hearing the voice she
saved for such times and it startled him.

Storm gave his stepfather one of his rare amiles "As Tani says. Tdl the government wed like
cooperation.” His amile turned into an intent expression Ignding danger to any who saw it. "If they can't
see their way to that, | may find and speak to this Baris mysdf.”

Brad winced. Baris wasn't likdy to survive that experience intact and the Trastor peacekeepers
wouldn't approve. He said <0, to receive in turn a flat blank look. Right now Storm didn't give a damn.



Nor did Tani, or Logan—who was demanding to be permitted passage as wel. Brad turned to ded with
that.

"You dill need to res.”

Logan eyed him. "'l can. It's two weeks to Trastor even on a patrol courier ship. I'll spend the weeks
teking it easy. By the time | arive I'll be fit to get about.” He caught Tani's attention and looked
imploringly at her; he had no wish to remain behind but his father might object. Tani understood his plea,
responding by nudging Storm, who nodded.

"Let m come, Asiz. He saw the raiders face-to-face. He can veify that under probe if need be. If
he identifies this Baris and |deena we can put in an arrest warrant with proof to hold them. Versha would
back that with patrol status. Once the patrol has them they'll probe. We find what they did with Surra
and the others. Logan files charges of theft, assault, bresking and entering, and anything ese we can
legitimatdy bring. We may find out then who took the beasts and why. | doubt it was this pair—they
seemed more interested in loot. Maybe the third one who was with them was responsible. But these two
were only gunsfor hire, if what their world says s correct.”

Brad threw up his hands. "Who runs two ranches while you three go gdloping off hdfway across the
known worlds?’

"You, the same as dways" was his younger son's retort. Logan laughed. "I'm no use to you in bed
anyhow. Besides which, | ride for the rangers most of the time. Kelson's the one complaining about my
being usdess right now. By the time | get back I'll have recovered enough to dtart riding again. As for
Tani, did you ever srioudy think Storm would go done when part of her team is out there somewhere as
wdl?'

"Not redly. All right. So | don't get any work out of the three of you for severa months. You'd better
come back in good hedth. | can't afford to hire new hands" Tani saw beneath the assumed gruffness and
flew to him, hugging him hard.

"Don't worry. WEell be fine I'll 1ook after these two. They'll look after me. Was there any more news
or isthat it?'

"Not exactly news." He turned to glance at Logan. "This is about that nice child from the circus. |
promised I'd see what | could find from the camps about her.”

Logan looked up sharply. ™Y ou found something?!

"A few minor items. She came from the De Pydl camp on Kowar. She was able to tdl me
aoproximately the date she was transported there. | checked incoming traffic for that time frame. She got
there on the old Sally Ann, and | managed to connect to the captain. Still the same man and he has
records. Not great ones but enough to say that the load she came in with were from the main De Pydl
camp on Meril as shed thought." Brad snorted.

"He copied me everything he had and you've never read such a mess. Barely hdf on computer, the
rest on paper with portions crossed out, written over, then written over again. I've accessed those lids
for Meril though. They have her on one. No red information. Still lone. No record of where she came
from to Meil. | think she said her mother died a a camp farther back. But they do have the girl listed
quite dearly on Meril. Somehow they lost mogt of the namein the next trangt. She's only listed as 'Laris
on Kowar. But for Meril she's Shdlaris Trehannan.”

"Sounds like an English name,” Tani commented. "The Trehannan bit anyhow."



"So | think. But Meil is quite sure that none of those refugees came from Terra. Which may mean
ather her family had lived esewhere for awhile, or that she'd been transferred in from yet another of the
camps. Since she's sure she started out with her mother, there must have been a least one previous
move. | think there may have been a number. They seem to have shuttled some of those poor damned
refugees dl over hdf the systems during the war." His face went bleak.

"If the circus is there when you arrive, let the child know what we have so far. It must be hard for the
grl not to even know her ful name. Tdl her | plan to keep digging.” Unspoken was the thought in dl of
their minds. 1t would help Brad to keep his mind occupied while the rest of his family followed another
trall.

"l can let her know about the name" Logan offered. "It won't be too exhaudting for a poor invaid."
His brother snorted. "I'm sure it won't." Logan flushed then grinned.
"So I'd like to see her again. No crime”

Storm's eyes were kind. "No crime at dl. She may even have seen something. After dl, a circus uses
animds It's possible someone could have approached them offering to sl beasts. See if Laris has heard

anything."

Brad spoke quietly. "If you do ask, do it without anyone ese hearing, son. | didn't take to that boss of
hers. I'd say he wasn't the most honest man around. | doubt held take openly stolen beasts to use. Too
much trouble could come of it. But | suspect a couple of those tigerbats of his may not be completely
legd. They were dl but wiped out on Lereyne. Since they've been preserving them in specia reservesthis
last five years the bats are banned from being taken off-planet.”

Logan looked puzzled. "So?"

"So Laris mentioned that the two femdes aren't related to the other three. They're only about two
years old as well. He might just have bought them from a reserve or some private collector on a different
world. But it'sin my mind he could dso have had them smuggled from Lereyne. Theréd be plenty of
collectors who'd be ready to sgn fake papers for a price. But two unrelated femaes—they'd spread the
gene pool, breed far better. Tigerbats are becoming so rare now that any he breeds would sdl for high
prices on severd worlds with arenas we could dl name.”

Tani was thoughtful. "That's true. We could adso have Versha tak to Lereyne wildife officers about
that. Lereyne may have some way of tdling whether the two young ones were born there. If so maybe |
can get Laris to take blood or tissue samples. If we prove the bats were smuggled then Lereyne will
aoply for their return. If they fine Dedran they might be able to confiscate the other three tigerbats as the
fine | think Laris would like that. She doesn't like them being in the circus. She says they aren't redly

happy there."

"Sounds like a posshility. All right. You three start to get ready. Versha commed while Tani was
gone. Shell pick up any who are leaving at around nine-hour. Get moving. Y ou don't have that much time
if you want to eat, pack, and deep before she arrives™ They scattered a once.

Vershawas on time, her teeth showing white againg the dark skin as her face broke into a grim smile.
"All three of you. | expected that. | heard the Trastorian authorities were bang difficult but there's ways
around that if you know the right people.” She grinned with wicked amusement.

"I've talked to the patrol officer on Trastor. Jared trained with me until he transferred to the patrol. He
confirms that the raider pair were seen again only a few hours ago. He's arranged a stop on their own



persond IDs. If they try to board a passenger ship theyll be very palitdy turned away. I've taken a
precaution or two mysdf. He's dso identified their own ship. It looks as if they may be saying on Trastor
awhile" Her amile broadened.

"Oh?' Logan grinned back.

"Oh, yes. We don't want to spook the game before we reach them. But he's arranged a smdll party if
it looks like they're planning to up-ship before we reach Trastor. After dl, they have the ship registered
under afadse ID. And guess what?' She surveyed three amused faces. Storm was the first to reply.

"Youvetied in the fake ID with some complaint.”

"Exactly. So urtil they can prove that the ship the complaint is liged againg is not ther ship, then they
day right where they are.”

"Won' they redize that it's a sstup?' Logan queried.

"Possibly. But they may dso assume that old enemies have caught up. Gods know they have them if
Brightland speaks true. The Trastor broker could have sold them a fake ID to achieve jud this Hed
deny it either way and once he hears about this mess—and Jared has arranged that the broker will hear
firs—hell vanish anyway. We have a front-man meking the very serious and convindng complaint. It can
be tied in viaMeril and if they get thet far, to aimind figures from Bright-land.” Versha chuckled richly.

"By the time they've unraveled that rat's net, talked to Trastor, Meril, and Brightland, found no one
there is involved—that will acknowledge it or help them very much, and then traced back our front-man
to Trastor again. We could have had enough time to arrive, decide the meaning of life, and arrive back on
Arzor lifing on a ship traveling soldy by pedal-power. Believe me. They won't up-ship until the patrol

SysS S0."

By now dl four were grinning. It was bad enough trying to trace an error through the bureaucracy of
one planet. Trying to sort out a mistake through the red tape of severd was the sort of thing which sent
the would-be tracer completely crazy. Experienced bureaucrats had even been known to turn green and
resign on the spot at the suggestion. The usud method was to come to an agreement with one's opposite
number. Cut out the whole loop and start again. Except that for civilians with suspicious antecedents this
wasn't an option.

Storm had been thinking. If it was his problem he might just decide to act like a pirate. Cut out the
loop, not in records but in red life. He hoped Versha had thought of that. Better to ask and find she had,
than not ask and discover the raider ship had quigly vanished from under the authorities noses. He
asked.

"Hmmmm. You and | would think that way. Jared's a good man. But he's never been in the fidd. His
whole career's had him flying a desk. | never thought to mention that chance. Il check hé's taken
precautions. Boot up the com for mewhile | get the code settings.”

Vershawas back quickly, taking over the seat Tani swiveed toward her. "Thanks" She flicked a did,
moved a switch carefully, then spoke quietly. It seemed little time before a dow voice answered.

"Patrol Office, Trastor sector. Jared Anwar speeking. Tha you, Versha?'

"It's me. Ligten, there is no time to waste. Have you done anything physicdly to see the ship were
interested in doesn't lift?"

"Physcdly?' The dow voice sounded dtartled. "But ther€'s an injunction againgt departure on the



ship."

"The owners don't seem to be the types to necessarily obey court orders. If they lift and clear Trastor
how do you make them come back?"

"Why, | ... wdl ... | suppose we ... Um. Versha, have you any reason to think they could try that?'

"Only that they're wanted on three worlds induding their own under their red names. They've had
chargesfiled for everything from piracy in the space-lanes to assaulting a spaceport offidd on Aubeare.”

Jared was diverted. "Why did they assault the offidd there?"

"I gather he wanted them to fileflight reports from their last couple of stops and as that isnt normdly a
legd requirement, they didn't see why they should. He tried to prevent them leaving so Baris shoved him
down the ship's ramp."

"That's hardly a mgjor offense.”

"It can be on Aubeare; mogt of their officids are minor members of the royd family. But take alook a
afew of the other charges. I've just pacegrammed a lid. | think you'd better take precautions, Jared. If
that ship vanishes, we may lose our best hope in years of getting alineinto some of the crime the patrol's
been invedtigating snce the Xiks pulled their headsin. If that happens | can name you a whole lig of our
superiors who won't be happy about it."

There was a thoughtful slence. Then—"Just a minute”" His voice was raised in a shout. "Namor, in
here™ After that they caught scraps of brisk orders being issued. Jared returned. "How much force is
reasonable?’

"Asmuch as you have to use. Try to keep that precious pair dive. They won't do much taking dead.
But if it's the life of one of your people or theirs, then shoot and we can hold a post mortem later.”

There was a moan at the pun. "You owe me a round of drinks to wash that down. All right. I'll put
Jolain where she can overlook the ship."

" want it stopped, not watched asiit leaves”

"Oh, don't worry about that. Shell have a scramble-laser. One good burdt in theright place, the ship's
navcomp is wiped, and emergency set-down is indigated. It cant lift agan until the navcomp is
recdibrated. Those old-fashioned ships don't have shidding againg a wel-amed scramble-laser. Jolas
the lady to do it too. She was one of the Trastor's best fird-in commando fighters until the Xiks quit.”

Versha's tone was envious. "Just how do you rate a scramble-laser?”

"Heh, she liberated it from the Xiks before they pulled back. | dapped a requistion order on it when
she joined. Offiadly it's both her own persond property and ours on permanent lease. That way it can't
be taken off us, it belongs to her.”

"And it can't be taken off a dvilian because it's leased by a secure department,” Versha finished.
"Smart! If you run into any other dvilianswith a scramble-laser and an urge to trave, let me know."

"Will do. Now, I'd better have a word with my peacekeeper opposte. If we end up meking a
shambles of his area I'm sure helll like to know why in advance.”

"No!" Versha spoke sharply. "The par have friends. They weren't doing this on ther own. Our



superior says keep events under your hat. We don't know who might be involved in planetary circles.
Y ou say nothing. If you have to kill this pair you refer im to me and say nathing until | arrive. I'm bringing
peoplein to file officdd charges on Tragtor."

"They won' ligen to off-planet dvilians”

"Theyll ligen to these. Get onwith it, Jared. If you lose that duo our superiors may have my head on
the block, but they'll have yours firg and for sure. Versha out.” She flicked a did and the humming died.
Logan stood carefully.

"Tweve days until we know if he managed to hang on to them. | plan to spend the time deeping,
eding, and exercisng. Let me know when it's dinnertime. I'll start with that."

Storm nodded. "I hope Jared can hang on to the ship.”

Tani turned to Versha "About Baris and Ideena. | suppose no captain on a passenger ship would go
agand a patrol warning. How certain is it that the pair can't hop a cargo ship if the captain takes a
bribe?"

Versha developed a wicked look. "Oh, farly certain, | think. | had a confidentid notice circulated,
sying that the patrol discovered a pirate group has been getting spies aboard cargo ships. The spies
ather try to get alook around a defenses and cargos, or try to persuade captains or other officers into
shipping them illegdly. It is suspected they then hep the pirates to take the ship and dispose of the crew.”
She smirked.

"Theré's avery clear description of Baris and Ideena included in the notice as possible suspects, and
Jared's people will be ensuring every cargo ship arriving on Trastor receives that information. Under the
circumstances | doubt any captain or officer, no matter how greedy, is going to touch that parr with a
very long pole. But heisnt likdy to say why ether if it makes a pirate group mad a him persondly. Hell
come up with something moderately believable and wish them happy voyaging—with some other ship.
wdl?'

Tani was giggling and even Storm was amiling alittle. "I'd give alot to be there ligening to any of that,”
Tani assured her. "l think you have it covered. But it's dill going to be along trip.”

It was, but even the longest trip doesn't last forever. Tweve days after that conversation they
were two hours out of Trastor's main port and Sgnding their arrival.

From there they could aso pick up Brad Quade's discusson with the peacekeepers. Before that
became bogged down in refusds to act againg the Lady Ideena or Baris, Brad mentioned that incoming
on an offidd patrol vessd two hours out was Tani, daughter of Bright Sky, the savior of Trastor. Tani
believed she had suffered persond hurt from this pair the peacekeepers were trying to protect. The
discusson and protection reversed aoruptly.



Chapter Thirteen

There was a gmdl committee—one man and his asssant—waiting to greet Tani when the patrol ship
st down. As Brad had requested, it was not ostentatious, nor had informetion of her arrival been given
to the press. Versha left her ship firg and took up a podtion which made it plan she was acting as a
guard. Then Tani walked down the ramp flanked by Storm and Logan, each a half-pace behind her.

"Gracious Lady, Trastor welcomes the daughter of Bright Sky, savior of Trastor.” The welcoming
officdd was aamdl man of innocuous appearance. From an angle where he could not see what she did,
Vershas hands flew in the hand-signs used for communication between settlers and natives on Arzor.

"Cunning, do not underestimate, this one is an important man.”

Without turning his head the smal man suddenly grinned. "Thank you, Officer.” His attention returned
to Tani, his eyes sudying her. He nodded once to himsdf and offered her a dight bow. "Let me stop
being palite and gtart being cunning. This way." He ushered her to a comfortable hovercar, saw to the
safe seating of the other three, then Sgnded to the assstant to drive. They moved off and the man spoke
quigtly.

"l an Under-governor Larash-Ti-Andresson. My friends cdl me Anders. | hope you will be friends.
Y ou would not know this, Bright Sky-Ti-Tani, but | was one of the people your father saved. Later, if it
isyour pleasure, | will take you to hismemorid." He spoke amost lightly but both Tani and Storm could
sense the very red emotion benesth the words. This man, whoever or whatever dse he might be, did
indeed remember and honor the man who died hdping to free Trastor from the enemy.

"I have reviewed what informatiion | have received so far,” Anders continued quietly. "I will
summarize. Patrol Officer Versha has requested we take into custody two dtizens of the planet
Brightland. These two, a Lady Ideena and a man named Baris, are at present on Trastor. They arived
openly, appear to have money, and own their own ship.” Hislips quirked. "It may be a rather shabby and
obsolete modd but it does belong to them. It is in spaceworthy condition and carries dl emergency
beacons and supplies mandated by law.

"They have committed no known felonies here, nor have any complaints been made againg them by
dtizens of Trastor. Apart from this we have recaeived no warrants againg them for offenses committed on
other worlds which we would recognize as—to use the old term—extraditable. However | am told they
have committed crimes againg you persondly. You are here to make aformd complaint and request that
we act as Versha asks. That we take these people into custody and question them rigoroudy. Is this
correct?"

Tani amply nodded.

"But an ordinary complaint about something which occurred on another world does not carry over to
ours" Anders said gently.



Tani met his gaze. "This does," she said flaly. "I am here as a representative of the Nitra on Arzor.
Petrol Officer Versha is present to verify my complaint. | charge the people known as Baris and Lady
|deena with attempted insurrection of a native race againg the humans of a 'settled world." On behdf of
the Nitra | charge theft of sacred itemswhich | can identify.”

She could see that Anders suddenly looked grave, as wel he might. It was one of the few charges
which could and did carry over to another world. No world with a native race wanted some fool out
there garting a holy war againg the humans. Still less did they wish the other nonhuman races with whom
they dlied to think that Terrans did not take such a complaint serioudy. Anders opened his mouth and
Storm cut in.

"l am here as a representative of the beast magters unit in which | hddd a commisson. This may be
verified on gpplication to High Command. They stand prepared. | charge those known as Baris and Lady
Ideena with acts of sabotage againgt a unit of the Terran Command. In the course of which acts they
injured a dvilian, committed theft and damage of property, and violated port safety regulations. The
government of Arzor has filed charges over the latter. | carry the warrants for those and can produce
them on request.”

"Beast magter unit? Terran High Command?' Anders's voice was horrified. Storm descended from
the harsh emationless attitude he'd assumed to impress the Under-governor.

"Andes" He leaned forward. "That pair attacked a dan camp twice. They stole some jewdry from
the female shaman they'd stunned. The Nitra are leaving it to Tani to sort out—for the moment. She's a
clanfriend.”

"In't that unusud?!

"She's only the second in Arzor's higtory,” Storm said tersdly. "But the Nitra want satisfaction. They
want the jewdry returned with Tani and the thieves provably punished. They'll settle for the thieves but
not the sacred items done.”

“In other words they want satisfaction.”

"Yes As to the other charge, that could become worse. You had a beast magter living here. Yes, |
know he's dead," he added before Anders could interrupt. "We have reason to think this pair may have
been involved with that death, or know who was. Ligen." He spoke dowly as the hovercar floated
slently dong the path toward a series of office buildings. It hated as Storm finished speaking. Anders
exited the car and found Logan at his Sde. The young man spoke very quietly and serioudy.

"Anders, you said no complaint from a ditizen had been received.” He took a breath. "But isn't Tani an
honorary ditizen of Trastor? I'm sure her Aunt Kady said so once.”

The Under-governor eyed him. "That is s0. We decreed tha Bright Sky was a dtizen of our world. It
was a posthumous ditizenship but you're correct. It descends by law to any child of hisliving at the time it
was granted. It aso gives me an unimpeechable reason to act." He waved the others to join them,
sweeping them with him to a large office. There he sat and reached for a control pand. Into the speaker
above that, he snapped a gring of brisk orders as he switched from office to office. Then he looked at
the four.

"That will set things in motion. Officer, you have had your people here see to it that the criminds do
not depart unexpectedly.”

Vershasmiled. "Oh, | think they'll ill be around.”



"So do I," Anders said dryly. "That was a statement, not a question. I've heard something about a
complaint againg a ship which may or may not be correctly identified. I've dso heard about pirates” He
leaned to the speaker pand and cdled for refreshments, then sat back. "Let us wait in comfort while we
seeif my prdiminary endeavors bear fruit.” He looked a Tani. "Do | gather two of the stolen beasts are
yours? Are you aso a beast magter?”

"l was never trained. But yes, | have the gifts and the coyotes are part of my team.”
"If you are not offiddly a beast master how do you come to have Terran animas?'

Tani settled back. "I am the niece of Brion and Kady Carraddo.” She saw his look of half-recognition
and continued. "I grew up on their interstelar ark working with animas and hdping the scientists and my
kin there"

The Under-governor's memory released the information that had been teesing him and the back of his
neck went cold. Lord of Light! The ark was an invauable resource for every human-settled world. It was
run and ruled by scientigts, but he guessed that scientific detachment did not gpply where it came to this
gl if they thought Trastor was ill-tresting her. They might continue to assist Trastor, but there were many
waysin which they could deny aworld what it needed without gppearing to flatly reject officd requests.

Tani would not have dreamed of udng that power, nor would her aunt and unde have considered it.
She did not even see the way Anders might be thinking. Storm did, but said nothing. If a man thought that
way you wouldn't change his mind-set by arguing. If Anders believed that hdping Tani and laying hands
on Baris and Ideena would keep Trastor in credit with the ark, let him. Hed make sure Brion and Kady
heard of the man's help. How they reacted was up to them.

Anders stood. "Please excuse me for a time. There are certain things | must do. The burdens of
government." He chuckled alittle and l€ft.

Versha stared after him. "Not the fool he looks even if he was jumping to a few conclusons there at
the end.” She dug a smdl comunit out of her pocket and soun dids. "Jared?’

"Jared here, Versha, where the Hades are you and what have you stirred up? Every peacekeeper,
port officid, and security beat-walker is out buzzing around. There's ahunt for our two like you wouldn't
bdieve"

"Yes | would. Never mind that right now. Tdl me everything you know about a men cdled
‘Under-governor Larash-Ti-Andresson. My friends cal me Anders.” Smdl man. Looks meek and mild,
rather harmless. Until you say something important and see his eyes.”

She heard a sort of gulp over the com. "Andresson? Oh, he's Under-governor dl right. He runs the
security for Trastor. Peacekeepers, port police, private guards, spies, anyone a dl in those categories.
He dedls with anything that may imperil Trastor's safety, autonomy, or internd security. He isnt dways
soft-handed about how he does that ether. But he's honest and he's very good a what he does.
Paticulaly if he thinks what he does will hep Trastor. He can be ruthless but he's a patriot. To him
Tragtor isfird in importance, and other planets are nothing in comparison.”

"Thanks | think we've convinced himit'sin Trastor's interest to help us. Don't go againg him. But try
to see that Baris and |deena stay diveif that's possble. Versha out.”

She snapped the comunit off and tucked it away again. "You heard that, Anders? Y ou can come back
now." The man who returned was the same urtil you saw his face with the meek mask of minor
offidadom removed. His gait was firmly confident. His eyes showed a hard humor and wary inteligence.



"You knew."
"Asyou intended.”
"Only if you were bright enough.”

"Takeit that | am,” Versha requested. "And now that we both know who's who and what's what,
how is the hunt going?'

"Mixed. They got to that ship of theirs. They started to lift and at a thousand feet someone hit them
with a scramble-laser. Would you know anything about that, Patrol Officer?' Versha out-stared him. "l
see" He continued.

"Thar navcomp emergency system seems to have been ingenioudy programmed. Instead of setting
down right where they'd lifted, it swung the ship and landed in the next clear area. That turned out to be a
park twenty klicks from the port—that's about fifteen of your Arzoran miles” he added for darification.
"No one was prepared for that trick. By the time my people reached the spot whoever had been in the
ship had vanished again. We're questioning everyone in the area but there's no information coming in as
yet"

He frowned. "Have they dlies here, do you know? Anyone who might help them to hide or escape?’

Versha pursed her lips "When they hit Arzor they had someone with them. Logan here never saw
him, but Tani can verify that there were three people, beieved at the time to be innocent tourists, whom
the dan permitted to escape. We know three people aso fled Arzor on that ship. So yes, they do have a
colleague of some kind. Whether he's dill here, who he is, or if hed help, we don't know. But it's
possible. Ideena it likdy to stop at blackmail to get under cover.”

Anders amiled dangeroudy. "WEell keep looking. Sooner or later someone will come trotting in to say
that their neighbor is behaving strangely. Until then Il make it clear to dl the usud riffraff that it will not be
business as usud. Not until | lay hands on this pair. Set scum to catch scum. The locas wont like having
my men poking into every corner of ther busness. After a while when we don't let up theyll begin
hunting for the pair themselves.”

"But will they hand them over in shape to tak?' Logan spoke for the firg time since they'd arrived in
the office

Anders nodded at him with respect. "They will if | make it clear that if our duo aren't dive I'll assume
someone had something to hide and look even longer and harder.” He straightened, dretching. "It's likdy
to take time though. Are you hogting your friends here, Officer?"

Versha glanced a her companions. "l think so. The patrol do have a suite for vigting VIPs. They can
day there until you want to talk again or there's news."

"It may not take long." His look was grim. "On Tragtor it isn't easy to hide when I'm the one who
hunts. We should have Baris and Ideenain afew hours, a couple of days at the mogt.”

It was as wdl he'd taken no bets on that. Ten days later Baris and |deena might as well have vanished
tracdedy into a black hole and Under-governor Larash-Ti-Andresson was not a happy man.

Nor was Baris. HEd returned abruptly from a card game in which hed been winning. His boots
clatered up the ship's ramp and hed yeled his partner's name in tones which could ped paint at ten

paces.



"ldeena? |deena!™

"For Ghesh's sake. What isit?'

"We're wanted."

Ideena raised an eyebrow. "That's so unusud?'

"Not what, who," Baris snapped, confusng her.

She stared. "Who? What? What the Crats are you taking about, you idiot? Make sense.”

"That cursed Andresson has every peaceman out asking for us. We're wanted for questioning on
interplanetary charges. If his people take us they can legdly use deep-probe on charges like that. I'm
getting out and I'm getting out right now! You can please yoursdf." He dived for the control room and
|deena followed.

"They have an injunction...”
"They can gtick their injunction.”

"That's the patrol you'e taking about. They may have it backed by something,” Ideena warned. She
moved into the seat next to his, strapping down swiftly.

"Il take my chances. | want out of here Since that gpplied to Ideena as wdl, she said no more.
Bariss hands raced across the contrals, programming the navcomp and firing up the engines. Then he
goplied thrugt. By now the port control office was uttering a sring of threats and warnings. The chant
grew louder and more indignant as the amdl ship began to rise,

"...subject to pendties under law of not less than hdf the vaue of any cargo, and pending decison on
vaue to be levied againg the offending ship..." Baris dammed a hand down and the indignant voice faded
as the ship rose.

"We did it," Ideena yelped. The ship shivered. The navcomp emitted an amost human groan and
evay light it had began to flash. From the panel behind it a voice darm sounded.

"WARNING. WARNING. SET-DOWN ACTIVATED. NAVCOMP UNCALIBRATED.
WARNING. WARNING. SET-DOWN ACTIVATED."

"What?..."

Baris was working furioudy. He spared her a glance, his eyes hdf crazed with fury and terror. "A
Ghesh-damned scramble-laser. They used a scramble-laser on us”

"Can they do that?"

"They just did. Shut up. | programmed something into the system they won't be expecting. I'm pushing
the boundaries on that as hard as | can." He peered into a viewer. "We're landing about twenty klicks
from the port. In some park. Therere alot of ornamentd bushes dotted around. Grab what you want
and as soon as we're down and the ramp drops, run like hell. The busheswill help to hide which way we
go. With luck the probieswill be caught on their heds for afew minutes. If we move fast enough we can
get clear." The ship was Stting on her tall, descending in a controlled emergency landing and steering with
the amdl sde jets. Ideena legpt across the control room, grabbing for emergency stashes of her loot.

"We can go to the circus. Dedran will take usin. If he doesn't and were probed there's too much we



could tdll security about him.”

Baris showed his teeth. "I know. Get the other two sets of fake ID. And anything light that's worth
credits”

"Teach your grandmother to suck eggs. You get every weapon we can carry. Dedran may have other
ideas about hdping.” By now both were duffing pockets, shoulder bags, and the front of tunics The
ship's darm was announcing that it was thirty seconds to emergency set-down. Baris hit the drop-ramp
button, then, when it refused to obey, the override. The ramp dropped just as the ship settled. There was
agrating sound as the ramp hit the ground and buckled. Both ignored it to race for the exit.

I deena fumbled hovercab tokens from her pocket as they reached a line of the smdl robot-controlled
vehides on the far sde of the park. Credits could be used but those who wished to use the cabs
extensvely during a vigt often bought the tokens. They were in clearplas and weighed amost nothing.
Nor could you spend them by mistake and find the cab refusng to accept larger amounts in notes.
Thanking fortune she'd dill a number of the tokens left, Ideena dug them from her pocket in readiness.
They fdl into the backseat and the door hissed shut. The hovercab spoke in a fla palite voice. "Where
to, noble vigtors?'

"To the Algona building."
"Two credits.”

She pushed the token through the dot and leaned back. Baris started to question her choice of
dedtination but she waved him to slence. They arrived at the building. Ideena cleared her throat and
stayed put. The cab spoke agan.

"Thisisyour destination as requested. Do you have another?'

"Yes Go to the Sharme intersection. Wait one haf-hour for us. If we do not meet you in that time you
are no longer required.”

"That will be Sx credits, noble vigtors" Ideena fed in the lagt of the tokens and hauled a bewildered
Baris out the door. They watched the hovercab glide away as Ideena hdd her partner on the sdewalk.
She spoke quiely.

"Those cabs are probably fitted with cameras. Andresson will be able to trace us here but not yet.
The only way he can speed up getting that cab back is an emergency recdl. And by the time he decides
on that the cab's likdy to be at Sharme. | packed disguises. We change here, walk severa miles, and
take another hover to Dedran.”

Bariss look was sour. "They'll have cameras dl over this building too, won't they?!

"Oh, yes" For thefirg time snce Baris had burst into their ship, Ideena grinned. "I have an answer for
those" She produced two smdl gadgets from her bag and turned, staring at the crowd. "I picked this up
on Yohd a while back." She focused her gaze on two people moving toward them. "That par look
suiteble”

The par noticed were a tdl thin mae with an equaly thin woman by his sde. They were rapt in
contemplation of each other and clearly unnaticing anything else. Ideena raised the firg gadget and within
it, there was a tiny humming. She opened it, removed the cassette, and placed it in the second amdl fla
box. A tiny red light glowed momentarily. Ideena lifted the box to fit under a strap on her shoulder.

"Wk right besde me. Don't move away. The machine projects a holographic picture over us of the



two | imaged. So long as we're within a couple of feet of each other dl the cameras will see in here are
those two." Baris eyed her with admiration. Trust Ideena to come up with something like that, it was one
of the reasons he stayed with her, domingting as she was.

He took her aam and waked with her to the public bathrooms many large public buildings had on
Trastor. There she entered, gigding wordlesdy, with him in tow. She dropped a credit in the dat,
dropped a towe over the camera, and Sgnded him to reman dlent. Mutely she lad out disguises and
they donned them with the quick ease of long practice. Baris produced atiny pocket scriber and wrote
awiftly.

"Won' they wonder why we blinded the camera?'

In reply she let out a yelp then a squed. She opened her mouth and panted in a series of ascending
gasps of apparent excited pleasure. Baris laughed and joined in. It was the perfect cover. Of course.
They were merdy two ditizens in love and with no time to waste returning to wherever they lived. They
kept up the pretense for long enough to be convincing. Then they exited usng ldeends box to fail the
lobby cameras. Once in the street she shut off the box and they walked...

...No longer Baris and the Lady Ideena. Now they were an older man with his young son. Even
Ideena's wak had changed, to the cocky swagger of a boy in his mid-teens. Baris became a more
ponderous walker, a man of substance both finendd and physicd; an aging man who had never had to
exert himsdf and whose reflexes had long since dowed. They took a hovercab in the direction of the
crcus. Severd direets away they left the cab and dralled, two in a crowd, dl heading for Trastor's
newes attraction. There were guards at the circus gates.

Baris dowed. "Do we risk it?"

"No choice," Ideena hissed back. "We need to get under cover. Take your time. WEIl look around
the cages firgt. With good luck well see Dedran or Cregar without having to ask for them.” They drolled,
Ideena in character as a bored boy trying to pretend he was enjoying the treat his father had offered,
Baris as the equdly bored father only too happy that his lad was enjoying the show. From the corner of
his eye Baris saw a familiar figure. His hand tightened on her aam and she turned casudly to follow his
dare.

Cregar was checking guard shidds and locks on the cages. There was dways some stupid child left
unweatched who'd try to approach the cage front or sneak in the back to enter and pet the pretty animas.
Most of the pretty animas would be delighted, some because they enjoyed being petted, others because
they could dways use an extra snack. He checked the next lock and hdd himsdf from a betraying
movement as he felt someone approaching. A voice spoke very softly behind him.

"Dont tun around. This is Baris and Ideena. Were wanted. Ideena thinks it's about our raid on
Arzor. Tl Dedran he gets us under cover or the probies have us and we tak our heads off. He'd better
decide fagt, they won't be far behind.”

Cregar thought quickly. "Strall about. I'll find Dedran. Well dip you into the dley between cage rows.
Therere places there we can keep you where even the probies won't find a thing." He turned, looked at
them briefly, and did into the crowd.

He was back in five minutes with the worried-looking circus boss. Ten minutes later the fugitives were
lodged undetectably if not comfortably in the secret part of the largest cage. Cregar and Dedran had
talked and Dedran was both darmed and furious but he hid his emations from the fugitives There would
aways be another time to act. For now he would have to wait and see what sort of a sorm this stupid
par had raised. If it was too dangerous there were dways options.



Chapter Fourteen

Ingde the circus Laris heard nothing of the fugitives ariva until Dedran sought her out. "The
largest hidden place" he snapped at her. "It has occupants. Take them a jug of the locd cider and see
that it's cut with about hdf juice. | won't risk them getting drunk.”

Laris snorted, "They'd find it impossble to get drunk on that Suff without juice added. And what if
whoever it is blames me?'

Dedran's face was grim. "Tdl them it'smy order. Don't waste time, girl. Get moving and come draight
back. | want to go over changesin the order of tonight's acts.”

He strode away as Laris headed for the tent which held food and drink for the circus aff. She hdf
filled a large lidded jug with the local cider and topped it off with a tart thirs-quenching fruit juice. She
was wondering who Dedran had hidden. Cregar was nearby as she dipped down the dley behind the
cages. He nodded once to her and went back to his work, which appeared to consst of polishing cage
locks. Laris wondered about that, then thought perhaps he was checking security and seeing that no one
followed her to the hidden room.

She opened the door with care, dimbed in, and placed the jug on a smdl ledge. It was darker inade
where the bright sun did not penetrate so her vison was blurred. She spoke quietly to the dim shape
which lounged againg the wall.

"I have brought you cider and fruit juice to drink. Dedran saysit isby his orders.” She moved to leave
and was caught by the arm.

A hdf-familiar femde voice purred softly. "Wasit indeed?' A second shape moved up; as Lariss eyes
acclimated to the dimness she stared and bit down fear. The speaker was Ideena with Baris behind her,
and they looked unplessantly pleased to see her.

" don't much care for fruit juice” Baris said softly. "I'd prefer Fever brandy, wouldn't you, |deena?’
"Much better then fruit juice" came the sweet agreement.
Laris twisted. "Dedran expects me back at once. He wants to discuss tonight's acts.”

"Oh, but we'd rather you got us brandy. We're even prepared to give you a couple of credits and you
can keep the change.”

"Dedran—"

"Can wait while you go and buy us what we want." Baris took afirmer grip on her wrist. "Do you hear
me? | want brandy!" His fingers dug into a bruise the girl had received earlier and Laris squedled a the
gharp pan.



Cregar thrust his head in and scowled. "Never mind wagting time here, girl. Dedran's expecting you.”
"Maybe weld like her to stay?" Ideena’s voice was haf-questioning.

"And maybe we have work for her,” Cregar said, looking a the woman. "There's an old saying:
Offend not the host in his home" Ideena pouted but nodded to the man. Baris released his grip sullenly.
He reached for the jug, drank, and spat in outrage.

"Fruit juicel Tdl Dedran we want something drinkable. Merilian wine, even the wine they make here is
drinkable. Anything but Ghesh-damned fruit juice. Theré's no kick in that for a men.”

Laris scrambled out of the cage and left Cregar to discuss that subject. She wanted to be far away
from the fugitive pair. If Cregar hadn't come when he did she had a feding Baris would have started
dapping her. And why had he come? How had he been about just when she needed him? She didn't
know. Shed just be grateful he had been, and she hoped held be there if she had to tend that pair again.
Behind her Cregar was speaking very quietly.

"Lay off the kid. She beongs to Dedran. She does a good job for the circus too. She'sin four acts;
Dedran won't be at dl happy if she can't perform.” His gaze became thregtening. "Besdes, she's not a
bad kid. You start upsetting her and | might just take a hand. | haven't got alot of time for your kind."

"Isthat supposed to scare us?' Baris sneered. Cregar said nothing. He smply stood there holding the
man's gaze with his own until the larger man dropped his eyes.

Cregar |eft. Baris made a spitting motion, then looked at |deena
"No one taks to melike that. There's dways another day and next timeitll be my turn.”

Ideena was thoughtful. "Y es. But not yet. First we need to get off this planet. The best way would be
with our ship. | don't want to go back to finding another and fixing it up. Not if we can get this one back.”
She remembered thefilthy jobs they'd had to take to afford even the shabby, decommissioned old patrol
courier ship. It wasn't the killings sheld minded, nor the easier robberies. It was working for people
who'd given the orders and treated her and Baris asif they were something scraped from a guitter.

She didn't want to do dl that again. It was a pity they hadn't had a good chance a Cregar once they'd
lifted from Arzor. But the man was cunning. Maybe now was a better time. Baris wasn't much for
planning but he sometimes had ideas. She opened the discussion and waited to hear if this was one of
those times. They settled to making plans as outsde Laris was trotting for Dedran's office. He looked up
as she entered.

"Where have you been?'

"Baistried to make me stay with them." Laris hoped that a few words would convey more. It seemed
to. Dedran's eyes went hard.

"Whet happened?’ Tha was easy. She explained what the pair had said and done. Then that Cregar
hed come by, heard her cry out, and intervened. She exhibited the bruised wrigt.

"He stayed?' was Dedran's question.
"l think s0. | heard him talking as | l€ft.”

Dedran grunted. "Humph. Very wdl. | may have to speak to them if Cregar hasn't made it plain that |
hire you to work with the animds They don't qudify." Laris giggled and he shot her a look then



haf-amiled reluctantly. "They don't qudify as circus animds. Now, tonight we have some of the locd
VIPs atending. | want to shift the carra act..." They got on with work.

Later, after the show, Dedran found his man. "What happened with that pair and the gifl?' Cregar was
terse and the language he used was explicit. His boss frowned. "They're a risk. We may have to do
something about that."

"All you have to do is say the word."
"Not yet. That could be arisk aswdl. I'll let you know."

"Want me to keep an eye on the kid? If they start anything with her and she screams there could be
some outsider to hear and ask questions. That Ghesh-damned Anders has the whole city filled with spies.
Baris plays some very unpleasant games I've heard, and anyway, if they rough the girl up too badly she
cant work. She could even run away if they hurt or scare her too much. You don't want to risk any of
thet."

Dedran pursed his thin lips. "No, | don't. All right. Stick around anytime she's with them. Il tdl her
she'sto let you know beforehand.” He changed the subject. "What about those beasts? The girl says the
gmdl ones are fine and quite friendly but the other two won't cooperate and the big one is il very sck.”

"She's tdling the truth. The meercats are friendly." He fdt a warmth as he remembered how the smdl
group welcomed him. The babies dimbing his dothing to beg for treats and petting, even Hing accepted
hisphysica touch—if not any mental contact as yet. "The coyotes eat and drink wel. They are in good
condition but they resist bonding very strongly. It will take time but | think theyll come around in the
end." At least he prayed they would.

"And the cat?'

"That's a different matter. If Ideena hadn't shot her it would be a lot easier. As it is the animd
associates me with her pain. Once she's healed further | may be able to convince her that | am a friend. It
dl takestime"

Dedran scowled. "I don't like having them here so long. There are too many snoopers prying. Il
make arrangements in case anyone does discover anything 1'd prefer they didn't know.” He broke off and
looked a Cregar. "Let's just say that there's to be no evidence of any kind at dl if a search gets too
clos"

He walked away, heading for the main tent and Cregar was Ift thinking about everything happening
lady. He didn't like any of this And what had that last comment meant? The possible disposa of Baris
and ldeena didn't worry him. That Dedran might have the child disposed of if the authorities pressed too
dosdy behind did bother him.

He suddenly fdt an odd need to protect Laris. She was a good kid, she admired his training of the
carcus beasts, and she was good with the animas hersdf. He didnt remember clearly why he fdt
somehow protective of her. Only that somewhere behind the fog of years, from the before-time, when
hed had a team who loved him and a place of his own in society, held known a kid like her. On a planet
destroyed by the Xik, he thought.

He dismissed his vague, trauma-blurred memories of the little sster held loved when he had parents
and sblings and a world. But 1shan had been destroyed by the Xik and dl hed known and loved had
gone with his planet. Over her years with the circus Laris had grown more and more to look like his
gdger. But Cregar didn't want to remember dl the pain of loss again. He forgot again by an effort of will,



his memories diding back into the migsin his head.
In the security building Anders's assistant was spesking quietly into a comunit. He turned to Tani.

"Gracious Ladly, it is requested that you join Larash-Ti-Andresson. | will drive you to the place where
he waits"

"The three of us will be going,” Storm said firmly. "Can we assume that after dl this our quarry
escaped?’ The assgant flushed unhappily and said nothing. Storm nodded. "They did. | see. All right.
Drive us to meet Anders.”

They met aman who under the mask of quiet competence was fuming. Storm was honestly interested.
"How did they escape?’ Anders evauated the question and understood the genuine interest. The
questioner had been in asmilar business after dl.

"They had an emergency override program. When the navcomp was blown by the scramble-laser the
program kicked in. It alowed them to set their ship down in any open areawithin a certain distance. That
distance was determined by how high they were when they had to begin descent again. The program
uses a combination of haght and side-jets to give a ship optionsin case of navcomp mdfunction.”

"Your people weren't dlowing for the program?’

"Someone will be answering for that. It's a new system and the people | sent out to collect Baris and
Ideena never expected a ship that old to haveit indaled." He paused. "In fairness to my people | should
sy that | would have thought the program too new and different to interface wel with that ship's older
equipment. But if 1'd been out there mysdf I'd have 4ill taken it into consderation judt in case. They
didn't and that gave Baris and Ideena a chance, one they didn't wagte time in taking. We traced them to
the street outside a building in the city. They were not seen entering by the building's security cameras.”

"S0 they've vanished,” Storm said flatly.

"For the moment." Anderss eyes took on a hard gleam. "Just for the moment. The governor has
posted a reward for information. That's not for public consumption, by the way. We're judt filtering it
quietly through a few underworld informants. But every little aimind in the place will know about the
reward by tomorrow. Well have to sft through a lot of rubbish but someone who knows something will
get to congdering how much they know—and what it's worth. Then they'll make acdl.”

Tani looked up a him. "What if the someone hiding them isin as deep or deeper? What if they're the
ones who hired those two from the start? They aren't going to come running to sdl them to you. They'd
be sling themsdves a the same time™”

She recelved a look of respect. "That's true. But there are dways people who know smdl pieces of
information and who arent redly involved. Theyll tak, collect the reward, and immunity from
prosecution for whatever minor crimes are on what passes for their conscience.” He draightened, hands
massaging the amdl of his back. "Don't worry. Baris and Ideena will turn up." He strolled ahead making
for the hovercar, missng Storm's last comment to Tani and Logan.

"I'm sure they will. I'm just not as sure as he is that theyll be in one piece” From the looks of
agreement the other two fdt the same.

Anders wasn't as sure as held seemed. In redity he had thought of that himsdlf. But he'd seen the full
file on the fugitives They'd been involved in much more than was apparent from ther lig of actud
charges. In a secondary file there were pages of suppostion and suspicion. Brightland aone suspected



Baris and ldeena of involvement in everything from a couple of clever assassinations to severd brutd
robberiesin which every possible witness had been diminated.

It madeit likely the pair could take care of themselves. Then, too, they could be vauable 4ill to those
who'd hired them. Anders thought that |deena would be kegping a wary eye on those employers anyway.
Sheld know that often employees who became a risk were quiglly deleted from the equation. Sheld be
watching for any hint that was planned. He thought that Ideena and her partner would turn up dive
eventudly. It was just a question of when—and where.

So he partly discounted the chance her employers would dispose of the two. Ideena would be dert
and she'd keep the man dert too. The pair would most likdy stay low, seeking a chance to get their ship
back and get off-planet. He'd put a cordon about the ship to dedl with one part of that. He'd pick them

up if they appeared.

For the other posshility, that they might elude his men, hed had the ship rendered inoperable. It
would appear to be working, but there was a stop on the engines. Even if Baris produced a spare
navcomp and had the undisturbed hours needed to replace the ship's system, the vessd would stay right
where it was.

And the street-smart were taking. Anders had spies and contacts who owed him favors in many
aress of the locd crime network. Already word would be spreading. He had a two-pronged attack there
as wdl. Frdly there was the reward. It was generous but with it went word that Anders would not
appreciate his time being wasted for nothing. To help that dong he had a section of his people rousting

every gamein town.

Each time it was carefully explained that they were searching for Baris and the Lady Ideena. Once
they were found, this poking into every corner could stop. Anders gave a hard grin. His efforts were
infuriaing helf the big crimina groups in the city. Once they were annoyed enough they'd start doing his
work. After that 1deena and her man were as good asin an interrogation cell.

At the circus Baris and |deena cartanly fdt asif they were prisoners. The hidden portion of the animd
cage was bardly gx feet wide and ten long. It hed two very narrow bunks dong the far end from the
entrance. There was no entertainment but themsaves so they spent much of the time eating, deeping,
quarrding, and drinking. None of it was completely satisfactory. The food was usudly lukewarm and
bland. Dedran would give them only weakened cider. And with the narrow bunks deeping was not as
comfortable as usud.

The quarding was dangerous. They dlowed themsdves to do so only when the dternative would
have been a physicd attack. Neither wanted to risk that. Not on each other or on those who, for the
moment, sheltered them. But I1deena knew her partner was becoming uncontrollable. Baris had never
reacted wdl to imprisonment. The few times hed spent short periodsinjal hed had to be sedated much
of the time. She'd timed the vigts made to them with food and the longer periods when they were Ieft
adone. Now she spoke.

"Let's get out."
Baris stared. "l thought it was too dangerous?’

"Staying here while we both go crazy is just as bad. If we disguise oursdves as father and son again
we could have awhile outside this rat hole. Dedran doesn't have to know."

Baris was scrambling into his outfit before sheld finished speaking. Once Ideena was ready they
drifted out of the cage dley and joined the crowd flowing dong past the sdeshows. They stayed out



severd hours, returning more relaxed to deep wel. After that they risked it again. Then again.

But gpart from that, Baris wanted a decent drink. He'd have angrily refuted the idea that he was an
acohadlic, and he never got redly drunk, but he did like something strong and the fruit-juice-wesakened
cider which was dl Dedran dlowed them just wasn't enough to keep Baris happy. If he got his hands on
that girl when no one was around he was sure he could scare her into finding him something decent to
drink.

He hadn't seen Cregar and had no idea that the ex-beast magter was waiching any time the girl
dipped away to take supplies to the fugitives Cregar had seen them out however, and recognized them
despite the disguises. He knew the risks they took. He was halding the informetion. If he had to ir
Dedran to a decison held have the spur.

Barislounged on the lower bunk. He heard the tiny dick that was the latch and moved like lightning.
Laris entered and his hands closed on her. One over her mouth, the other damping her wrigts together.
But hisvictim hadn't grown up in the camps for nothing. Cregar would be waiting. Her hed dammed out.
Not againg Baris but againg the door which was ill gar. It crashed open.

She kicked again through the opening. Cregar would see that and know she was fighting. Bariss hand
gripped her wrigs as he tried to kick the door shut again. From around the girl's neck a chain fdl to
dangle her ring againg the rough tunic. Her attacker's eyes widened.

"Wdl, wdl. So that's who got this. Ideena, take a look. | guess | get a drink if I want one now." He
avung Laris toward the watching woman. Cregar entered just as ldeena rose to her feet. She took one
look at hisface and sat again. |deena knew when to back up.

"Let her go, Baris" Cregar looked bland and uninvolved until one saw his eyes. Baris wasn't looking.
"l do what | want an' right now | want adrink.”

Cregar wasn't arguing. He placed a pam-sized needier againg the man's neck and triggered. Baris
did heavily to the floor, eyes shut, body limp. Laris landed haf under him with a gasp as his weght drove
the ar from her lungs. Ideena remained sStting as Cregar looked at her.

"Nothing to do with me" she said. He nodded acceptance of that as she continued. "If it was I'd
mention aring the gifl has and 1'd remember where it came from. Dedran won't hear about the ring if he
doesn't hear about this" It was Cregar's turn to nod. "Soldier's oath?' He nodded again and Ideena
relaxed. Sheld never kept her word in her life if there was profit in breaking it. But she knew that those
who'd been in the service prided themsdves otherwise.

Cregar lifted the touded Laris and helped her from the hidden room. She could stand, bruised and
scared though she was. He surveyed her once they were safdly outside.

"Did he hurt you?"

"Jug bruises, held have hit meif you hadn't gotten there, though." The look she turned on him was
honest gratitude and a deep admiration and it warmed him. He reached for the ring and dropped it back
on the chain down her tunic neck. His hand patted her shoulder.

"Long as youre okay." Something gtirred in Laris. Without thinking she turned her head to the Sde
and, in a gesture old as the camps, kissed the hand which held her.

"Thanks to you. | won't forget. Camp oath on that." She shook hersdf. "I'd better get going." She
accepted the light push he gave her, grinned at him, and hurried away. Cregar stood consdering the past



ten minutes. HeEd sworn not to mention Baris and his actions just now. He hadn't sworn not to tel
Dedran a few other things his boss didnt know as yet. Such as that pair's habit of running about the
carcusin disguise, and maybe bringing the peacekeepers down on the circus. Cregar would wait just a
little longer and he had no doubt that the pair of fools would stray so far over theline Dedran would have
no choice but to diminate the dangers they posed to his plans.

After her escape from Baris and Ideena, Laris worked busly, trying to smooth from her mind the few
moments of fear. The circus with its people was becoming dangeroudy ungtable. If things continued that
way she might have to run. Trastor wasn't a bad world on which to get out. Ther bond-laws were easier
then those on some of the other worlds. She could prove shed been illegally bonded. She had enough to
pay her way for two years with the credits Prauo had brought her and the cat's-eye the Quades had
permitted her to keep.

Better yet, she could no doubt find a trade to learn herein the city and buy in on an gpprenticeship for
ayear. Depending on the work she chose, her time of service would be from three to seven years. But
after that she'd have a trade and a guild. Maybe she could find something where her liking for animads
would serve her. There was dso Prauo to consider.

Laisfdt his atention. *|1 wondered where | fitted in, furless-sster.*
*Y ou dways will.*

*That is good. As for the ones whose minds | do not like* There was the sound in her head which
was hislaughter. *1 think they will be dedt with soon enough. Too many have plans for them. They will
not elude dl. You do well. Continue to play the men, one againg the other.*

He was gone again. Laris worried as she swept. She didn't want to go near Baris and Ideena even
once more. And Dedran would expect her to continue. He knew nothing about Baris. Cregar wouldn't
soill. Hed oathed. She thought widtfully of Logan, and of riding over the vast acres of the Quade ranch. If
only she wasn't trapped here, if only she and Prauo could be free. Sheld like to see more of Logan if only
ghe didn't have his beasts on her conscience. Her thoughts wandered back to the humans concedled in
the secret section of the cage. Cregar would keep an eye on her when she went there again, she hoped.
He liked her and he didnt like Baris and |deena—or Dedran. She liked him too, athough it was a pity
he'd ever gotten involved with the circus. She didn't think he was happy here. 1t was good for her that he
was here though.

Cregar was thinking about the same thing. Sure, the circus had given him a place. But maybe it was
timeto get out. Cregar knew Dedran's boss; the man was a Thieves Guild patron and in the guild there
were factions. Nhara was likdy to be hard-pressed to hold his patron status with an expensve plan
which had yielded nothing so far. If Nhara went down so did Dedran—and the circus. Very possbly any
of the gaff the guild thought might know too much would aso vanish. That definitely included Cregar.

He saw afamiliar face gpproaching and hid the startled feding which shot through him. What was the
boy doing here? Ideena had shot Logan, the circus held the beasts taken from the family; could the lad be
looking for any of them here? At the leest it wasn't a good omen that the boy suddenly appeared. More
then ever he fdt it might be time to get away from the circus. He kept his face bland as he nodded
politdy. "If you're looking for Laris, she's grooming the tigerbats.”

Logan grinned cheerfully. "Thanks. What's the season been like here so far?!
"Good. Red good. How isit that you're here on Trastor?"

"Oh, my brother and his wife had business here and | came dong for the ride.”



Cregar liked the sound of that even less. It was possble the business mentioned was the recovery of
their animds, or had Baris and Ideena left some sort of atrail to the circus? He dlowed his gaze to drift
over the lad. A decent boy. Good family background, money, land, and animals The girl could go farther
and fare much worse. ™Y ou want to take off with her a couple of hours, tdl her | said I'd do the work."

A hint of red showed across the boy's cheekbones. "I will, and thanks." Cregar nodded and turned
away asif it was nothing. Once the boy was out of Sght Cregar headed in another direction. Dedran
should know the boy and hisfamily were on Trastor.

Logen paced dowly dong the cage rows looking for the tigerbat cage. Hed told Storm and Teni
where he was going and they'd agreed.

"Brad did say to tdl the girl her name and ask about the animds” Storm had commented. "Stars
know Anders hasn't found out anything. Y ou may as wel seeif there's anything to be found out about the
origins of those tigerbats."

Tani had amiled gently. "Tdl Laris her ful name and that Brad's ill looking. Storm and | will come by
later on maybe."

Logan left. The hovercab delivered him to the circuslines in a matter of minutes and then he had only
to find Laris™" He saw her fird and fdt quick pleasure. She didn't know they were on Trastor. Sheld be
delighted.

*Sgerl* Lais fdt Prauo's darm. *The ring. Hide it, now. Quickly!* She obeyed a once. Seconds
later she heard the voice.

“Laris it's Logan. Hi!" She turned in sudden shock, thanking Prauo as she did so. Logan mustnt see
the ring. He musin't know. Her mind whirled as she amiled a shy, hdf-guilty welcome. What was he
doing here? Did he know Storm and Tani's beasts were here? Why had he come?



Chapter Fifteen

Laris was suddenly and srongly aware of the ring down her tunic, the bright sunshine, and Logan's
happy grin. They jumbled together in her mind in a wash of joy and guilt. She couldn't even return the
ring. The circus had left wel before the attack on the naive camp and Quade ranch. If she tried to give
the ring back Logan would know she knew who'd attacked him and stolen the beasts. HE'd never forgive
her. At the same time she knew she was amiling a Logan. Pleased to see him and showing it.

"Logan, what are you doing here?'

"I came with Tani and Storm.” His grin left dowly as he told her much of what she dready knew—and
wished very hard that she didn't—of the raids on the Nitra dan and the High Peaks ranch house. Of his
injuries and the kidnapping of Surra, Hing, and her babies. The loss of Tani's coyotes.

"The authorities think that there's someone killing beast masters and geding their teams for some
reason.” He looked redly serious by now. "I suppose it could be some new Xik idea Storm doesn't
think so though, nor does Brad; that's why were here, to tak to the authorities. Theyll ligen to Tani on
Tragtor." He skipped the reasons the authorities were ligening, no need to go into the whole tale of Tani's
father.

He brightened. "I met aman on the way in." He described Cregar and Laris nodded.

"Cregar. He's a sort of second-in-command for Dedran when he's here” Oh gods, she shouldnt have
sad that. If Logan thought that Cregar was away from the circus sometimes he might wonder what the
mean was doing.

Logan wasn't even thinking of that. He had another idea. "So he's got some authority here? Good,
because he sad if you want to take off with me for a couple of hours, hell cover your work. I've got
something to tdl you."

Laris consdered fadt, putting aside her quilt a her part in the recent events. Cregar was caring for the
meercats and coyotes done now—at his indstence. Laris dill looked after Surra. If anyone ese
attempted that the animd promptly became worse. Guilt and sorrow at Surras pain were egting a the girl
but she dared not act. Not yet.

As for what Logan was saying it sounded as if the raid on Arzor was continuing to stir up too much
interest. Dedran would want to know dl about it. She could use that as an excuse. Feed Dedran amdl
harmless hits of information while she spent as much time with Logan as she could. The thought made her
happy. Then her fedings plummeted again. His requests for her company would last only so long as he
didn't know she was involved. But she could be happy with him until he did find out.

"W, if Cregar said so0. That's kind of him. I'll just go to my cabin and put Something clean on. Wait
for me here, Logan. | won't take long." She had to get the ring stowed away. It wouldn't do to take it



with her and have something happen. She changed in aflurry with Prauo eyeing her from the bunk, purple
eyes amused.

*Take care, dgter-without-fur. | shal watch what happens here for you, and lisen aso. You are wise
to do this*

Laris was surprised at the lagt. *Wise, why?>*

For a minute he said nothing, then, *Learn dl you can. Dedran plans, Cregar adso. And the two
whose minds taste of evil. All plan. Yet it may be what you say and do that is the pivot on which dl things
hang. The currents of what-is move; ride them and live let them crash over you and die. They do not
know this | do and | can see* Laris wasn't sure sheld understood some of that but there wasn't time to
discuss Prauo's words. It hdf made sense and she'd go with that half.

*Al1l right. I'll learn &l | can. You dtay a the back of my mind and hear it. Tdl meif | should do
anything. I've got to go or Logan will get tired of waiting.*

The big cat yawned, fangs dosing with a sharp snick. *That could be true—if he waited many hours.
Snceitis you for whom he waits, he is only impatient to see you again.* His eyes shut and he relaxed,
then opened one eye. *Go, or do you dream of mating, go.* Laris blushed and went hadtily.

Logan was admiring the tigerbats. He took her hand when she arrived. "It's so greet to see you again.
Tdl me about this bunch. Y ou work with them, don't you? How hard are they to tran?'

She talked tigerbats. Logan was easy to tak to. He knew animds and liked them. Understood some
of the ways in which they thought. She found hersdlf tdling him again how she wished Skred, the lead
tigerbat, and histiny swarm could be free. Logan looked at her.

"Have you ever wondered about the last couple that arrived? Lereyne found out that tigerbats were
amog extinct about five years ago. Since then they've put aside a specia reserve for them. Dad says that
it's been illegd to export them from Lereyne since then.”

"But Dedran got ours just over two years ago." Laris was thoughtful. "Of course, other worlds have
them in zoos. He never said where this pair came from. And some rich VIPs keep them to show off."
She looked at the tigerbats. "If they were stolen from their home, Logan, that's avful.”

"Therés away to know."
"How?'

"If you took samples Tani's aunt and unde could check. You know they run the ark. All they have to
do is maich DNA with the exising gene pool on Lereyne. That'd tdl them if the tigerbats were from
there”

Lariswrinkled her brow. "But aren't dl tigerbats related? Wouldn't the samples just match anyway?"

"Nope. Brad checked. It's been five years since tigerbats could be legdly exported. But they were
getting rare for years before that. Lereyne looked up the records. The lagt permit was amost saventeen
years before that. They can run the DNA matches right down to recent generations. If your two show
DNA tha matches, then they came from Lereynein their lifetime. | can't explain it dl to you. Just take my
word for it." His fingers tightened on her hand.

"l do, | am." Laris was flustered. "What do you want me to do, just take samples and get them to
you?"



"Yes | promise we won't make trouble for you." His tone became edged. "I'm sure Dedran will have
an innocent explanaion of how he came by them." Laris was sure of that too. "But if they were stolen
from Lereyne, they'll be confiscated and returned. Y ou'd like that for them?”

Laris had no doubts about that answer. "Yes. | would. | just wish they could dl go back. They aren't
happy in cages. They aren't like the carra or the dogs. They redly love thislife The tigerbats don't.”

"“Then help usfind out."
She nodded dowly. "All right. When?"
He swung her to face him, a broad amile on his face. "How long can you spend with me?'

"Cregar sad a couple of hours. Anyhow I'd have to be back in plenty of time for the next
performance. Why?'

"WEell go to the park and have something to eat. Then, when we come back if you think it's safe you
can get the samples and | can leave with them.”

By the time they returned, Laris thought, the other circus people would be busy getting ready for the
ring. Dedran would be busest of dl. No one was likdy to question what she did. But she mugn't let
Logan know how often she took samples. She let im tel her how to do the job and provide the dides as
heled her toward the park. At the far Sde of the green area were benches. They settled there, eyes on
each other as they taked. Laris fdt happy dl over when he reached for her hand. His gaze on her was
gentle, dmost—she was afrad to beieve what her heart told her—perhaps his gaze was loving, yet that
could be wishful thinking.

They gtrolled awhile, her hand ill clasped in his. Laris had never fdt so contented, but her joy was
tinged with a bitter guilt—if Logan knew what shed done he would hate her. In that hour she dternated
between happiness, fear, and rage that she had been swept up in Dedran's schemes. Findly they returned
to St a the amdl cafe, ordering food and drink.

"Hnish that bun and ligen." Logan leaned forward. "Brad was able to get your records as far back as
the camp on Meil. All he's got so far is your full name. No trace of your mother. You were aone on
Meril. But weve got that far." He saw her facefdl. "Brad saysit dl takes time but he's sure he can trace
you farther back." He grinned teasingly. "Don't you want to know your name?'

Her face told him the answer. "Okay. You are Shdlaris Trehannan. Brad looked that up too. Where
the Shdlaris came from, we don't know. But Brad says that Trehannan is a very old Terran name. When
he found that he read an old rhyme to us. It goes, Tre, Pol, and Pen are the Cornish men.' "

"Wha does that mean?"

"Cornwadl was part of the British Ides. It was one of the oldest lands settled there. Many Cornish
families had prefixesin their names like that. It means that if you hear a name with Tre, Pol, or Pen at the
beginning the family mogt likdy came from this Cornwall.”

"Trehannan!" Laris tasted the feding. She had a name. A place of origin. She was Shdlaris Trehannan
and her family had come origindly from Cornwal on Terra Maybe not in her generation, but once. Her
face lit with a amile of pure uncomplicated joy, and Logan caught his breath. It was wonderful to know
held made her that happy. He saw a shadow dide over the ddight.

"What isit?" If Brad had found out that much, Laris knew, he mus aso know wha sheld hidden and
Dedran had lied about. She was a bond-servant, not Dedran's ward. She summoned resolution.



“I'm ... Dedran bonded me" she blurted. Logan smiled gently.

"l know. He lied. Brad says you weren't of legd age either. You could get the bond revoked. Wed
hdp if you wanted that. Tani has a specid datus here. Sheld tak to the governor for you. Trastor has
bond laws and Dedran's broken just about dl of them.”

She sat thinking. They'd help. Would they ill help her if they knew the rest of it? And what about the
samples? What would happen to dl of the animas if Dedran was discredited? If he was ruined because
of her, held talk. About her, about the thefts sheld carried out at his order. How understanding would the
authorities be over those? And what if Dedran inssted on daiming Prauo?

A tickle in the back of her head. *Tdl him you'd rather wait until you can be sure the tigerbats are
safe. Hell understand that.*

Laris reached out to take Logan's hand. "I know Dedran broke laws, but he hasn't abused me" She
grinned wryly. "Wdl, just cuffs, a beating, and a crack of the whip now and again. He's fed me decently
though, and I've been respectably clothed. It was my only way out of the camp. | don't like Dedran.” The
look in her eyes said that statement was milder than the truth. "Still, if I'm here until we know about
Skred, my lead tigerbat, and his swarm, | can make sure they stay put. That Dedran doesn't have them
Spirited away or killed."

"That's sengble so long as it isn't too hard on you."
"Il manage," Laris assured him briefly.
"Then, Shdlaris Trehannan, shdl we wak?' He stood as she giggled at the dliteration.

"Why, we shdl lope, Logan." Sheran for the park's broad acres of grass, laughing as he chased her.
She danced. "Can't catch me" The words ended in a squeak as he caught her am and spun her into his
ams. Hislips touched hers with a tenderness that was pain. He wouldn't do that if he knew the truth. He
wouldnt hold her like that. Asif she would break.

*Live for today, sster. Tomorrow may change dl things* She gave her lips to Logan then, praying
thet it would.

They returned to the circus. Content to walk holding hands. Everyone was busy as they'd hoped and
Laris drifted them dong unobtrusvely in the direction of the cages. Once there, she took the dides hed
out to her, and the andl needle. She listened solemnly a second time to the muttered indructions before
she took the samples, then stowed them away carefully for him in a bag. Laris watched him leave, with
what was by now an dmogt familiar mixture of joy and guilt, before going in search of Cregar. Quietly
ghetold im what she'd learned. Her eyes on him showed trust and he answered that with awarning hand
on her arm.

"Dont tdl Dedran about their theories. Nothing about dead beast masters and stolen teams and a
conspiracy. Let him think they believe it's a one-off. Just a pirate raid and that they took the animds to
&l to rich VIPs. Don't say any more on that. Not yet. Say you're getting the boy to talk but it's taking
time" His look was thoughtful as he considered her informetion.

"Tdl him everything the lad said about his Sde of the raid. Especidly that he can identify Baris and
Ideena. Tdl him about Tani's father, the hero of Trastor. That the government will ligen to her and
they've got the ports seded up. That the patrol's interested because of the attack on the native camp and
the theft of sacred jewdry." Laris nodded obediently.



*Prauo?*

*He speaks with honesty and care for you. | read that thereis danger and he fears what may happen.
Wha that may be | cannot read. Ligen and agree* Laris nodded a Cregar as he spoke, his face
earnest.

"You mean | should emphasize how dangerousit could be having Baris and 1deena here?"
"Exactly but be subtle. Then leave it to me. Jugt try to let me know when you're tdling Dedran dl this"

She considered. "Hell know where I've been dready. Once the evening performance is done hell
want to see me. If you keep an eye out you could goinonce | leave™

"Good girl. Il do that. You take care”” He moved then swung back. "If Dedran ever thinks the
peacekeepers are after him, if they come here, you stay away from the cages. Particularly the ones with
the hidden sections. Hear me. That's a true warning. I'm not saying more so don't ask. But you and your
cat day awvay."

He strode off before she could ask questions. He'd asked his own after that comment of Dedran's.
Hed found answers he didnt like. The circus boss was ruthless, Cregar had dways known that. What
Dedran had done made sense in that way. But Cregar didn't have to like it. He Sghed as he walked. A
men did supid things. Then he got in deeper and deeper. Until hed dug himsdf into a hole too deep to
dimb out of.

So far the kid wasn't in any holes, Cregar thought. She was draight. That wouldn't last. He knew
Dedran was usng her and that big cat of hers for burglaries. A bond-servant couldn't be punished if she
tedtified under probe sheld been in fear of her life or safety, or the life or safety of another. But how long
before Laris succumbed to the lure of money, if only for the funds to escape? He'd seen it before. As for
Baris, hisamile was savage. Let Dedran hear the kid, then Cregar would tdl him a few things. After that
theré'd be no more worries about Baris and Ideena

He strode in the direction of the circus mess tent. HE'd help things dong with a nice jug of something
for Baris to drink. He drew hdf a jug of the cider then added, not the innocuous fruit juice, but Fever
brandy. A wicked mixture which would prime Baris wel. With that insgde him the big man would be mad
to don a disguise and get out into the midway. When hdf drunk, Baris dways looked for a woman other
then Ideena. Cregar would watch to know when he went out. He looked grimly across to where the
circus boss's tent stood. Everyone had plans, not just Dedran.

Tani was one of those who certainly had plans. She grilled Logan about what Laris had sad about the
tigerbats, collected the tigerbat samples, and saw prdiminary testing begun on them. Matching the
samples fully would take much longer than the basic tests, but with that begun she could speak to Aunt

Kady.

"Send the second set of samples now,” Kady advised. "Not to the ark, send them to Lereyne. See if
the patrol has a ship going from Trastor sometime soon.”

"Should | send any notes with the results?”

"No. Il do that. Il talk to a friend." She reded off a name and address. "He's involved in the
prevention of endangered species amuggling. I'l see to it that if the results match tiger-bat DNA held on
Lereyne, hell talk to me before he moves on the informetion.”

Storm, with awider knowledge of how far evil would go to be safe, interrupted. "Make very sure of



that, Kady. If samples indicate the beasts were solen or smuggled and your friend goes in to get the
animds too openly, the owner islikdy to destroy the beasts so there's no proof againg him.”

"Officer Tarwyn will know that." Kady's lips quirked on the com screen. "It's hardly the firg raid helll
have led over illegd animds.”

"Better check footing than fdl.”

Kady chuckled. "So true. Love to you, Tani. Take care. And you too, Storm." Her voice and imege
faded into the atic of the starlanes. Storm considered the samples and the basic results which had just
arived.

"Il duplicate copies of these results and Solit the samples. Il send our origind results and hdf the
samples to Lereyne, hold the other samples, and a copy of the results here. That way we have backup if
we need it." He glanced a Logan. "I think you should spend as much time with Laris as you can. If those
tigerbats areillegd, we don't know what ese the owner could be doing. If things get nasty it would help if
you were there to get her and Prauo out quickly.”

"If you think s0." Logan kept the exultation from his face with an effort.
"l do. Don't you, Tani?'

She nodded. Logan glanced a the chrono on the wdl. "Then Il go and see the afternoon
performance tomorrow.” He left so quickly it was more of a controlled run. His brother and Tani grinned
a each other.

"Were we like that?'

Storm shook his head. "No, but then we met over Mandy. Thefirg thing | heard from the pair of you
was rude.” Tani laughed. She remembered that. Her paraowl had been taught—by a disaffected worker
on the ark—a number of rude phrasesin severa languages with a common word for each as the trigger.
Storm had inadvertently spoken the trigger word and embarrassed Tani to blushing fury. She'd blamed
him. But not long after that Arzor had been in danger, and they'd learned to work together to save the
planet sheld come to love. But there'd been no time for walking in the park holding hands.

She sobered. "I think | preferred it our way. By the time we had leisure to talk we both knew what
we wanted."

Storm hugged her. "I dill know, dearling," he said, usng his word for her which had become their
own. "And if Logan is away tomorrow we can spend time by oursalves. Unless Anders has something
urgent in mind. But it isn't likely hell be laying hands on Baris and Ideena that soon.”

For which mercy those named were grateful. They were not so happy about everything ese. Still, life
was improving fractiondly, Baris thought. Their tiny quarters were quiet while the evening performance
was on. Jugt asit became quieter held thought he heard a tep at the door. He checked the spy hole. No
one. But by the door stood a lidded jug. It had probably been the girl. She wasn't risking coming near
hm just now. Baris did the door open alittle, grabbed the jug, and flicked the door shut.

"What isit?'

"Jud fruit juice” he assured Ideena. He gulped a large mouthful and swallowed as he turned away.
Unseen by his companion his face turned pink and his eyes bulged as the liquid seared its way down.
Baris opened his mouth to correct his words and shut it again. Why tdll 1deena? Sheld only keep him
from drinking too much of it. And after dl this time shut up with her a man needed a bit of amusement.



This Suff was good! He gulped again and smiled. Very good!

Ideena ignored him and drifted back into a doze. Quietly Baris got drunk. For two people the jug
would have left both happy and somewhat dizzy. Perhaps indined to Sng. But Baris wasn't a peaceful or
pleasant drunk, he was drinking alone, and severd liters of the mixture inspired him not to Sng but to find
gther awoman or a good brawl.

He drifted off into a brandy-fueled daze for a while. Hed had mogt of the jug. He surfaced again an
hour &fter the performance in the ring ended and the people returning past his room woke him. Good. If
people were about he could don a disguise and get out for awhile. He dressed cardesdy. He 4ill 1ooked
like the ponderous, respectable, middie-aged man he had before, except that the man was now drunk,
and contentious with it. He crept out quiglly after finihing the last few gulps in the jug. That he took with
him. Maybe he could rdfill it somewhere.

Laris finished her turns in the ring, then changed and settled the animas back into ther show cages.
Afterward she waited where Dedran could see her. He appeared at the entrance to his tent and waved
her over.

"What did the boy have to say?' He finished shutting the entrance as he stared at her.

"He talked about the raid on the naive camp. Then the one on ther ranch,” Laris told him. She
elaborated and once she reached the identification of Baris and Ideena she saw his lips tighten. His eyes
glittered with fury. She explained how Trastor's authorities, normaly so reluctant to hep with another
world's problems, were ligening to Tani and just why that was so.

It became unpleasantly clear to Dedran that instead of this fuss soon dying down, it would continue,
probably even escaate. Discovery of Baris and Ideena hiding in the circus could ruin him, and possibly
ruin his patron in the guild. And if even the dightest breath of trouble touched Nhara, Dedran would pay.
Hed contacted Nhara about the men who'd posed as security, and had it confirmed that there was
inHfighting among the guild patrons. Dedran was on a knife-edge now and he knew it. He hesitated. Laris
finished her story.

"Do | keep seeing Logan? At least he's in touch with what Larash-Ti is doing and Logan tells me
evarything he hears" She pasted a bored expresson on her face and hoped.

"Yes, see him as you can and work alows" Dedran had other things on his mind. He unlocked the
entrance and stood aside for her to leave. Lais went, as quickly as would not be too obvious. She
passed Cregar as he approached. He hissed softly in durring camp diaect in case there were bugs or
Dedran's spies were ligening unseen.

"Youm say wha we agree?"
"Es N' more"

"Done good, girl." He entered the tent and the entrance closed again. Laris didnt wat around.
Dedran's tent looked flimsy but it was made of an impervoplas which was nonflamable, soundproof, and
had a few other advantages. Indde Cregar was taking dowly, building up to tdling Dedran tha his
dangerous guests, far from being wel under cover, were often abroad around the circus.

"You're sure of that?' Dedran was dmost incredulous. Hed bdlieve alot of Baris but 1deena surdy
couldn't be that much of an idiot. But ligening, it was certain she had been.

"| wasn't certain a fird. They disguise themselves wel. Then | spotted Baris in that pompous



merchant outfit of his When he went out again | had a word with severd circus people. They
remembered seeing the merchant a number of times™ He hated with a definite ar of having sad dl he
needed. Dedran wavered. It wasn't that he minded killing, but could he risk it? Ideena was clever. It
might not be easy to dispose of her without a fuss, especidly with Anders's spies everywhere.

"l have to ded with it." He could speak to Ideena. "Il go there.." he began when a smdl urgent
voice began cdling a the door. He ripped it open and grabbed. Laris catgpulted in dready in
midsentence.

"Baisisout. HE's in the midway. He's drunk. Any minute now hell make a scene grabbing some girl.
Quick, do something!" Cregar understood before Dedran did, but then held supplied the ingredients for
the trouble. He nodded.

"Barid | knew that pair were trouble. Dedran, you ded with Ideena. There's no choice. She wont
ligen if Baris vanishes. I'll see to that drunken fool. Laris, show me where” They were gone, leaving
Dedran to spin momentarily.

If 1deena hadn't stopped Baris going out done it suggested sheld been degping. She wouldn't know
the man was causing trouble. And if she didn't know, she wouldn't be expecting trouble hersdf. Dedran
raced for the ship. In a cupboard there he had a number of interesting and unusud items and he knew
one which would be ussful now.

On the midway Baris was sumbling dong. After tdling her bond-master about Logan, Laris had gone
to Surra to tend the big cat and make her comfortable. She stroked fur grown rough with illness
repegting her promise. She would help, find Storm, free Surra, but not yet. Soon, she was sure. She sat
groking as she considered ways. Perhaps if she could get Surra awvay somehow, the way shed arrived,
inone of the lifter palets. Or maybe she could send Storm and Tani an anonymous message.

But would they be satisfied with getting Surra back? Wouldn' it just make them look harder for the
other missing team members? She knew how shed fed if Prauo went missng. She'd do anything to get
him back. She wouldn't be in a rush to forgive someone who had stolen him, either. It wasnt asif shed
be returning Surrain mint condition.

With afind stroke of the cat's fur she rose and dipped from the hidden room. It was then she spied
the familiar figure of Baris and fled for help. She pointed him out to Cregar after that and hedtily retired to
her own room with Prauo. The big mde fdine couldn't see anyone if Laris wasn't looking at them but he
could read fedings Particularly those of people ather of them knew. It was how hed warned her of

Logan approaching.

Larislay full length on her bed, Prauo sprawled beside her, her hand on his shoulder as she received
his impressons. Prauo touched the minds of Cregar and Baris, fdt ther emotions, and shared them
wordlesdy with her.

*Waves of giddy lug; indignation; a feding that wals closed in on him,* Baris reeled.
*Tagte of Cregar, old pain, new anger. Didike focused on another. A thread of fear for the animas*
Baris again. *Recognition. Amusement. A surge of patronage. A lesser one approaches.

*A hard-edged anger replied. A tinge of red. Pleasure. At last. No more pretense. A fractiond flash
of agirl who looked alittle like Laris.*

Baris sumbling. * Odd. World whirling. Legs folding. Blackness*



Prauo spoke in her head. * The bad oneis no more*

Laris knew it for the truth. She could only hope Dedran knew what he was doing if Cregar had killed
a his order. If the body was found ... no, it would be bodies. Dedran didiked loose ends. Ideena would
be gone as wdl. She curled up in her bed and dept. Tomorrow she'd check, very carefully.

Dedran and Cregar had no time to deep. The idea for the untraceable disposa of the bodies was the
circus bosss plan, but he required help. Hed have preferred to use the ship's engine turntable. But the
engines were stopped for overhaul, seeing as the circus was daying severd weeks on Tragtor. If he
started them again in the middle of the night, some snooper might ask questions. This other method would
work. It had worked more than once before according to his sources. It should work again. And o it
would have, but for a technical hitch.



Chapter Sixteen

If Larash-Ti-Andresson had not been happy about the disappearance of Baris and Ideena, thar
regppearance left hm speechless—for dl of ten seconds. After that what he had to say should have
meted his plasted building to the foundations. Then he was awhirlwind of action. Demands for specidist
reports propagated like Terran rabhits.

Storm and Teni arived just as the exploson was dying. Reports had begun to arrive. Anders read
them and exploded dl over again. His vistors listened until the fury had blown itsdf out.

Then Storm asked questions. "How did it happen, and where were they found?'

Anders snarled. "ldeena was poisoned. Baris was stabbed with along and very thin blade. | doubt he
even knew it. Here, look at this report.” He dropped a hard copy before Storm and Tani, then continued
taking. "The worst of it isthat | suspect this method's been used to dispose of unwanted people before.”

Tani raised her gaze from the report. "How did it go wrong this time?'
"Someone will be furious about that,” Anders said grimly. "It was outside the murderer's control."
"Anders, what happened?' Storm had finished reading the prdiminary reports.

"Tragtor has a couple of moons as you know. There's alarge mining dome on one and a smdler group
on the other. Since they're so close it pays not to use the expensive type of ship. But we have to run a
regular service. When the mines were opened we had severd amdl, old-fashioned ships mothbaled. We
reectivated those. They leave every fifth day from a amdl separate port.”

Anders gave a and| snort of amusement. "That was what wrecked things. The ships are redly old.
They use the matter drive. In other words, a a pinch they can burn anything for fud.”

Tani amiled. "They may be old fashioned but there's il plenty about. The circus you have here uses a
huge old freighter of that sort. And the ark has those engines. They're workhorses. No speed but a wide
and low-cost range because they can use dmogt anything at dl for fud.”

"Exactly. And they can co4t little to run if they're being used for such short hops. So that's why we
went back to them for the mines. Normdly they're run on compressed fud bricks. But some bright
theorist suggested we combine operations. She purchased a compactor and is paid to collect unwanted
garbage. That's compressed into bricks and sold to the mining company at aminimd price.”

He grunted. "Bright lady. She makes her money coming and going. Not alot a each end, but it's a
chegp operation and the two amounts combine to make good credits. The sysem is run by her family.
Her, a brother, and ther older kids, with a couple of part-time oldsters doing the light suff. If what |
suspect istrue, in the past anyone with a spare body to get rid of hauled it to the compactor, dumped it in
overnight, and left again.”



"They filled the compactor ready for the morning's start?

"Uh-huh. The old chap who runsiit would just have pressed the button when he got there the next
morning. When enough bricks had falen out into the loader he runs them to the next ship to lift and loads
them into the outer fud chamber. That's whet did it. He pressed the button. The compactor gives a groan
and dies. He cdls the family. The brother rushes over to fix the compactor, checks the load in it first, and
guess what he finds?"

Tani laughed. "I see what you mean. Bad luck for the killers. Did you ask how often the compactor
breaks down?'

" did. They said it's very rare. That was only the third time in the five years the system's been going.
But—and ligen to this—the other two times it was at the end of the day. They fixed it overnight and were
running again by morning. In other words: It was unlikey anyone but the family ever knew about those
times. The method mugt have looked like a sure thing for disposdl. It never broke down.”

A woman bustled in just then, laid papers on the desk, and departed in slence. Anders turned to lesf
through them. He glanced up. "Nothing important. Interviews with everyone we could find & once who
lives near the mining port. No one saw or heard athing." He shifted a switch. "Is that pathology report in
yer?”

"Not yet, Sr."

"Crats" Anders sat back. "I asked them to do Ideena first. Maybe finding out what was used on her
will give me a place to sart." He looked as if he was about to explode again. "The nerve of them. I'm
looking everywhere for that pair and someone kills them. Right under my nose. Then sticks them in the
garbage." His gaze on them sharpened. "Do you think this beast master business could be the link?'

"l think s0," Tani said thoughtfully. "We know they were involved with both raids. Mandy's imitation
of the voice she heard was identified on Brightland. The authorities there were certain it was Ideena
Logan saw the woman who shot him and is certain it was her. The pair are known to have been working
together for years. But look at their records. They don't sed animas”

Anders was reading swiftly down the lig of ascribed crimes again. "No. They go for portable high
vaue. | can see them taking your Thunder-talker's regdia. Green or white cat's-eye gems are worth a lot
of creditsin avery smdl package.”

"But this time they grabbed whatever they could find of some vaue. Yet they dso stopped much
longer to pick up a pair of coyotes, a family of meercats, and Surra, injured though she was. | think it's
the third man. He was the one after the animas. The other two were on contract with the right to loot."

"Makes sense” Anders propped his chin on one hand as he reread Ideena’s rap sheet. "That ship was
hers. Since offiddly she and Baris were fugitives wanted for questioning on both crimes againg a ditizen
and interplanetary crimes, my people have been tearing the ship apart. So far they've found some
fasainating things which may clear up anumber of the crimes Brightland has listed here. Nothing on your
problem as yet. That may come.

"The man who specidizesin the job says he's rarely seen such diverse ways to hide contraband. He's
aure there are ill a number of places he hasn't found. They'd have required damage to the ship and s0
long as we had no conviction we couldn't do that."

Tani amiled sweetly. "But now the ship's owners of record have been murdered. It's your duty to find
out how that happened. If you have to tear the ship down to basic structure it's legd, surdy?”



"Yeeess Yes Itis" Anders was thinking. "After dl, it's clear the owners were criminds. That's plain
from things we've found so far. There's no record of any deed of gift or will digposing of the ship. We
should make every attempt to satisfy court requirements. We have to find those who'd inherit.”

"Apat from which, don't you have the Contingency Law?" Storm suggested before reciting: "Where
the owner of a property has been involved in provable crimind acts and dies before conviction, the state
may confiscate the property, provided no immediate or minority heirs exis.” He pointed to the
documents before Anders.

"Bais and Ideena were never legdly bonded. Not to anyone ese or each other, and they're both
dead. They have no known children. Brightland says they come from respectable families there. Theair
respective parents formdly and legdly disowned them. Ther sblings are dl adults. Nether Baris nor
|deena have had any contact with ther families in many years. So they can't have any legd respongbility
to shling offsoring. So far as| can see the Contingency Law gpplies.”

Anders nodded. "I'll speak to the head of the search team.” He touched a pand. "Jyrin? Yes, Anders.
Ligen. We're goplying Contingency Law to that ship you're in. Rip it apart. | don't care what you do.
Jud find everything there is to find even if you have to take it down to the hull plating." He nodded in
reply to a question. "No. On my authority. We've checked records. No immediate or minor heirs. Go to
it

He turned to grin a them both. "Jyrin's a good man with amilar habits to a Trastorian burrower.” He
chuckled. "He looks a bit like one as wdl but if there's anything in that ship to find, Jyrin will dig it out.
Once he's done the ship can be put back together again and join the mining fleet. The governor will be
ddighted about that. We've been needing afourth ship.”

Tani laughed. "Everyone benefits. Except Baris and Ideena. | keep wondering who the third person
with them was."

"Spesking of athird person,” Anders queried idly. "Where's your brother?"
"Where else? With Laris a the circus”

"Which reminds me, | had a spacegram from Brad Quade. Not long. But he's found out something
more for the girl." He picked up a report and handed it over. It was as brief as promised. Tani read the
few lines rgpidly and looked up.

"He says they've traced her and her mother viatwo other worlds to Fremlyn. Her mother was listed in
the camp there as Shdmarra Trehannan." Her voice went up, "And her father as Aylaris who was dready
dead. See, Storm? They combined their names for Laris Brad says that the Fremlyn camp took in
refugees from Bowlil, Meril—and Ishan just before the Xiks destroyed it. He thinks Ishan is the mogt
likely, but not to tdl Laris that until he finds out more.”

Storm picked up the spacegram. "We could go now. Even if we don't find her we could give this to
Logan to pass dong." He dlowed atiny amile to warm his eyes. "I'm sure held enjoy that." He swept
Tani up, bade Anders farewdl, and once outsde haled a hovercab. They were borne in the direction of
the circus.

"Why don't we just give Logan the report when he comes in tonight?'

"Because" Storm said dowly. "I've been wondering. Those raiders. They're geding animas. Where's
the easest place to hide a tree?'



Tani blinked. "Ina... | see. You'd hide animas among other animds. In a private collection or a zoo
except that those don't travel. But a circus does. I've had a nasty thought too. Those raiders seemed to
know just where to find me. Our High Peaks ranch, fine That's dl on record. They could have got into
conversation with anyone from High Peaks didrict.”

"Except that they didnt. Remember? They arrived and flew draight to the Djimbut camp then on to
the ranch. No conversations.”

"So who knew where I'd be? Brad has a big map of High Peaks on the study wadl at the basin ranch.
There's a sketch of the ranch housein the corner. Who's been to see that?"

Storm hesitated. "Laris was at the basin ranch with us. But how would she know about the dan
camp?'

"What do you think Logan would have talked about? He knew | was going there to hunt for a ten-day
once Laris was gone. | told him just before the circus left Arzor. | even said | might stay alot longer if the
hunting was redly good. | know held have talked about the clan. He's proud of being a ranger and of me
being the Djimbut clan-friend.”

The reply was thoughtful. "Thet's dl possible. But there's one thing there. The raiders came in as if
they expected the Nitra to lie down for them. Laris would have known better if Logan talked so much.
Sheld know Nitra aren't Norbies. They're the wild clans. They're warriors who shoot fird and ask
questions of the body. Maybe she steered the raiders that way—if it was he—haoping they'd fal and be
killed."

The cab stopped and the two of them dimbed out. "Say nothing,” Storm cautioned. "Let her see
nothing. She's bonded. She may have been forced into this but even so, sheld be a risk if she redized
we're suspicious. We'd better find Logan firg.”

They found him at the Side entrance to the main tent. The afternoon performance was on and he was
watching the antics of the carras and Terran dogs. Storm gave him the report from his father and watched
as he read it. Logan's gaze shifted to where Laris waited in line The next act was the girl and the
tigerbats. His gaze warmed as he watched her, his face dhifting into softer lines Tani caught Storm's
flickering glance at her and nodded dightly. Logan wasin love.

Once the acts were completed, customers filed out. Laris came running to Logan. "I have to change,
then check dl the animds, Dedran's gone into the aity with Cregar for a couple of hours so I'm doing his
rounds. I'll be back soon.”

She was as good as her word. They accompanied her to the dog cage, then to spend a little time with
the carras. Quigtly Tani began to talk. She spoke of Minou and Ferarre, how she loved them. How much
they were missed and how sure she was that they missed her and grieved for her absence. After that
Storm took up the theme, tdling tales of his war, of sabotage and reconnaissance missons on strange
worlds, and how ateam could be one.

Logan noticed nothing but Storm saw the girl's increesng distress. Her face showed little but the
movements and the posture of her body dl betrayed her.

*Sigter-without-fur. Thereis suspicion in their minds toward you.*
*Why? How could they guess?
*| do not know. But they wonder. Now may be the time to enlig aid. Swiftly, distract Logan, when



he is gone from your side a moment, speak to the woman. Be cautious in what you say.*

Storm was wondering gill more as he watched. The gifl had been dmod frantic with stress. Then,
abruptly, her movements changed to those of one who listened to a voice unheard by the others present.
He'd seen that posturein firg-in scouts who had ear-implants. But this child couldn't have one. To what
was she ligening? Or to whom? She asked Logan to go ahead and see that no one was with the
tigerbats. Storm could tdl she was ddiberatedy waking more dowly as they followed Logan. Storm

waited, hoping.

Laris spoke carefully. She must make them understand how she was bound by Dedran. She must
betray nothing more than that. Not yet. To Storm's puzzlement, she began talking about her cat.

"l found him at the edge of the spaceport. He was only atiny kitten and sarving." She remembered
Prauo as held been then. His paws, too large for his little body, and his now digtinctive black-and-gold
markings had been softer shades of fawvn and a darkish brown.

"l couldn't leave im to die but | was afrad Dedran wouldn't let me keep him. Once held seen Prauo
he didnt mind though, he said Prauo might learn tricks and fit in, if he didnt he could aways be sold
somewhere” Storm saw the fear flare brightly in her gaze as she said that and he began to glimpse her
problem.

"There's no proof you own Prauo?' he asked gently.

"None, and I'm bonded. On some worlds Dedran owns not only me, but anything | may have or earn
as wdl. It was circus food which fed Prauo, a circus bed he dept on, Dedran owns it dl. | have no
ownership papers for Prauo.”

"Nor does Dedran, | imegine?’ Tani asked.

"That wouldn't matter, he owns me and anyhow, he can dways get papers if he wants them." Storm
heard her comment with interest. That Dedran could dways obtain fase ownership papers for an animd
fitted in with their suspicions about the tigerbats. Hed mention to Versha what Laris had said once they
were away from here. Laris was il talking.

"You don't know how fortunate you are, you have your teams within the law and they're Terran
animds, they can't be harmed or taken from you legdly anyhow. The only law which covers Prauo and
me says that heisnt mine" Her gaze fixed on his, and there was both terrible fear and blazing passion in
her voice.

" love Prauo, he's my friend, | can't even imagine being without him after dl this time. If anything
happened to im | think 1'd die. We're bound together—as much as your team isto you. 1'd do anything |
hed to do to save Prauo; anything at dl, no matter how bad it was."

Storm and Tani exchanged looks, understanding at last how Laris might have been coerced. If the girl
hed been entangled in the plot to stedl Terran beasts it had been under duress, yet they would withhold
their find decision on her true guilt or innocence until they discovered the extent of her involvement.

Tani had spent an earlier part of the day at the graveside of her father. Anders had taken her there.
Sheld stood and wept quietly as she read the words graven deep into the stone. Her father had given
evarything, hislife, his team, his hope of return, to save an embattled people sruggling againgt a merciless
enemy. Now she looked at Laris. The girl had nothing, only the cat she loved. She would risk anything
rather than watch him logt to her. In a way her decison was dmilar to the one Tani's father had made.
Tani's voice was gentle. She needed to make a bargain clear but without saying anything which could be



used againg them |ater.

"We do understand. You know our grief. Maybe there is hope. A chance that Prauo could have title
established. If so then maybe our grief would aso be lessened.”

Laris looked them both in the eye. "If Prauo was safe I'm sure it would be so. But | will take no risks
with Prauo, he must be safe”

"We can find out what the law says and what can be done for you both. How would we speak to you
sAdy?'

"l can tdl Logan you are trying to secure Prauo for me. Dedran has encouraged me to spend time
with him. Pass any word you have for me through him." Storm's eyebrows rose a little at that. So, the
circus boss had a use for Logan's afection for Laris, did he? No doubt it had been where much of the
information used had come from.

"Teking my namein van?' Logan had returned.

Laris explained and he nodded eagerly. "I can do that. | think it'd be great if Prauo couldn't ever be
taken away from you. He's beautiful .

*The human has discernment.*
*He likes me*

*Great discernment. A good beginning, furless-aster. | think they understand your dilemma, their
fedings of distrust and anger againgt you have faded somewhat.*

He was gone again and Laris returned to showing her vistors about, gradudly rdaxing with Logan's
teasing. If there was word about the tigerbats they'd let her know about that too, she was assured. It
might be possible to use that information, if the animals had been illegdlly obtained, to secure Prauo to her
aswdl. How, they weren't sure. But away might be found. She dept soundly that night. Her heart lifted
with the beginning of hope.

Logan came the next day. Laris didn't mind seeing him done and openly. Dedran was dill happy for
her to learn dl she could from Logan. The boy laughed as he explained his early vist.

"Storm says 1'd forget my head if it wasn't screwed on. | forgot to give you the offidd hard copy
report on your family." He sobered. "Ligten, Laris. You know who your parents were. Aylaris Trehannan
was your father. He and your mother combined names for you."

"Which may mean | was ther firg child?"
"It'slikdy. You don't remember any other smdler kid with you?"

Laris shook her head. "I don't remember much of anything about my mother. | told Mr. Quade. |
think | was about five or Sx when she died.”

"According to this report your father must have died at least two years before that. There may not
have been any other children. There was no trace of him in the two camps before your mother died. But
inthat last one Brad found your father's name listed as deceased. It sounds as if your mother knew how
he died and had given the authorities the information so it could be correctly listed dong with her, and
your, detalls.”



"But will Brad find anything more? That's the question.”

Logan snorted. "You don't know my father. Once he's on atral he's rdentless. If there's anything at
dl hell findit."

Thegirl took a deep breath. She'd thought about this dl night and had talked it over with Prauo. She
would gamble now with both their futures, trusting that what Tani and Storm had offered earlier was true.
Logan liked her, maybe held see that promises made to her were kept.

"I have to tdl you this, Logan. You know I'm bonded to Dedran?' He nodded slently, waiting. "He's
mede me bresk laws for im. Me and Prauo. Weve had to do burglaries He sad that I'd obey him or
hed take Prauo away. When | dill argued he said hed sl Prauo to an arena, or kill him for his skin. |
couldn't let him do that." Her mouth trembled.

" dways planned to get away. Prauo stole credits he found on some of those jobs and gave them to
me Sometimes Dedran threw me a few part-credits as well. Weve saved for years. I've enough saved
now to manage for awhile once the bond ends and I'm free." She shivered, waiting. "Do you hate me?"

Logan remembered the things Brad had said. Bits and pieces about the De Pydl camps. One night
held mused doud, and quite grgphicaly, on what it must have been like for a smdl girl |eft done, shifted
from camp to camp, sruggling to survive. To Logan it sounded like horror. He could only marve that
Laris had survived and done so with her courage intact. He reached out, curled her into the circle of one
am, and looked down into deep brown eyes.

" don't hate you. Brad told me some of what it mugt have been like in the camps. Even after dl that
you could find a half-dead cub and love him back to life Care so much you'd do things you hated to
keep him safe. Dedran's alousy dlicker.”

A flash of amusement showed in the eyes which surveyed him. "More than that. He's guild, | think."

"Is he? Vershawould be interested in that. No," he corrected as she startled. "Well keep that quiet.
But if dl thisfdls apart it might help get her on our sde" He hugged her hard. "Go and do your show. I'll
see you afterward.” They spent time together later as she cared for the animds. Once held gone she
vanished to check Surra. Cregar would be taking care of the other hidden beasts.

In a secret room Cregar cradled meercat babies again, his heart filling with love. Hing blinked deepily
a him. The babies scrambled, churred, and trilled affectionatdly, ending up in a jumble in his lap. His
hands did over amdl, firm, warm bodies. The faint mind-touches from them were growing stronger. If
battle-fortune favored him, in afew more weeks he would have part of a team agan. At leest two of the
babies would accept him as their beast master.

His conscious mind worried at the problems they faced. Baris and Ideena were gone. But Larash-Ti
was more energetic than ever. Dedran seemed to have no idea of how to ded with events. Worse, the
locd Thieves Guild patrons complained thet dl the peacekeeper activity was inhibiting ther business. It
wouldn't take much more before the loca patrons leaned on Nhara to close the circus and provide a

scapegoat.

Also Cregar had found a reason why Dedran seemed so smug about lack of proof. It wasn't thet it
didnt exig as of now. But when he wished it to stop exising it would. Cregar didn't like that idea. Not
consdering what it meant. HEd come into this busness on a promise and a bdidf. It looked as if the
promise was hollow. The belief was possible but without the promise, held gill have little. So where did
that leave him? He could think of answers to that question and he didn't like them any better.



He should act. But he wasn't sure which direction was the best way to jump. Hed wait awhile longer.
Observe, be ready. Keep an eye on the kid and her cat too. He didn't want them hurt and Dedran was a
great believer in dearing away |0ose ends. Cregar stroked the meercats and alowed hismind to run free,
to atime long ago when held been more than he was. When one had been many and many one. The
enany had daughtered his team and Terran Command had refused him another. They'd damed not to
have enough beasts but he was sure they'd lied.

Driven by need held done something stupid and after that there was no chance for him to ever regain
what held had. Then Terrawas gone, and, as held feared, dl hope of a second team with it. If he could
have remembered how to pray hed have prayed then. To have back, even for an hour, what
togetherness had once been his. Bdlief, hope, consciousness faded. He dept as the furred ones shuggled
close



Chapter Seventeen

Two days latler Storm woke to an urgent beeping. He rolled over and peered a the wdl chrono.
Great Spirit. It was bardy four in the morning. What message had that importance? He touched the
comunit to life and mumbled at it. The unit squawked cheerily in response.

"Up and awake, my lad. I'll be with you in ten minutes bearing news."
"Verdha?'

"The same. Move it" The unit dicked off and she was gone. Storm groaned as besde him Tani
dirred.

"l heard that," she said deepily. Her eyes cleared as she sat up. She focused on the time. "Better do
as she sad. If it wasn't important she wouldn't have woken us this early after such a late night." She
yawned widdy. "Lagt night was worth it though. | enjoyed mysdf.”

Storm could only agree. They'd gone to a place Anders knew. It served lightly frothed fruit drinks, tart
and ddightful to the tongue. The entertainment was provided by one of the dlied dien races, a team of
haf a dozen who sang, juggled, and ran a very clever and amusing beast show. Afterward Storm and
Tani had stayed a while talking to them and swapping animd tales. They'd had a wonderful time even if
they had only returned three hours before Versha had woken them again.

Tani was moving swiftly, brushing her hair and watching the time as she hurried into her clothes. Storm
followed suit. It was just on the promised ten minutes that both appeared from their room to meet Logan
erupting blearily from his.

"Awake too, little brother?"

Logan surveyed him indignently. "If that's what you'd cdl it. Do you know, Versha woke me just now
and it's only four A.M." He sagged dramaticdly and gave a hollow moan. "I'm not used to this. It's too
much of a shock to my system. | need restoring.”

Storm's eyes were amused. Tani laughed. "You two. Youd think that you'd never been up this early
before. At home you're often awake and away by dawn.”

"Very true" Logan assured her. "But not after we'd only gotten to bed three hours earlier. If I'm riding
a four I'min bed by eght or nine. | like a decent length of deep. This had better be worth it."

"l sugpect it will be"" Storm sobered. "Versha wouldnt wake us this early unless it was something
important.” He headed for the smdl kitchen attached to the suite "Il start drinks. Swankee for
everyone?' He gathered the nods and began to spoon the powder into mugs They heard Versha run up
the stairs as he passed around the stleaming drinks.



"Up and awake. Good. That swankee? Great. Give me a cup, St down, and I'll tdl you a few things”
She was dl quick movement, her eyes glowing as she accepted the swankee and spread papers on the
ardl table. The others sat and alowed her to begin as they sipped the hot chocolate-tasting drink quietly.

"Hrg thing. Those tigerbat samples that Logan got us, Lereyne contacted me directly about them a
couple of hours ago. The pair checked were definitdy obtained illegdly. Samples indicated that the
anmds are the offgoring of two of the tigerbats held in the reserve. The reserve people say that their
records lig when the animas went missng. At the time it was feared they had strayed somehow from the
reserve.

"As you may know, the reserve there is in mountain foothills. An gpparently naturd break in the
force-field fence was found and the reserve daff thought the young tigerbats had escaped and vanished
into the mountains. They could find no trace of them but hoped they'd turn up when they matured sexualy
and came back to look for a swarm. It looks instead as if the pair were darted and stolen. Possibly the
swarm was deep-gassed and thispair chosen to order. Lereyne wants them back. If Dedran can prove
he purchased them legdly from the thieves without knowing the beasts were stolen, then hell be

compensated.”

"If he didn't and we march in, they'll guess somebody's talked. | don't want Laris blamed.” Logan was
worried.

Versha grinned. "Quite true and | have no wish to get the girl into trouble. Il go. You can be there
dready just visting. But | have the readout for the tigerbats DNA records from Lereyne. | plan to say
that Lereyne has heard of the tigerbats, indsts on DNA matching because tigerbats have been stolen, and
that I'll have dl of them cross-matched on patrol authority. | shdl be very offidd when this pair show up
as matching reserve records.”

"Isthat it?"

"No, I'm afrad it isnt." She sat fingering a sheaf of papers. "Storm, you were a beast madter, and
Tani, you were involved at the beast master breeding and recuperation center to some extent before you
left Terra. Do ether of you remember a man caled Jason Regan? He was a beast master whose team
was killed by the Xiks. He returned to Terran Beast Master Command but &t the time they were short of
beasts for new teams. They said he would have to wait but gpparently he didnt want to do that." She
snorted in exasperation.

"Ingtead the idiot convinced atrainee to try some trick caled meshing. It was supposed to enable both
humans to control the one team. They falled, the trainee died, and Regan's abilities were partidly burned
out. Regan was court-martiaed but the court decided that the trainee had acted as he did of his own free
will, and there wasn't any specific law to prevent Regan from doing as hed done. However he was
discharged, he left the service, and disappeared.”

Tani wrinkled her forehead. "I remember hearing talk when | was amdl about what a dangerous thing
it was to do that. | don't think | ever heard that name."

"Sorm?"

He nodded rductantly. "I didn't have much to do with him. He was older. Like Tani's father. They
took beast masters where they could find them during the Xik war and there were never many with the
beast master abilities. | did hear about Regan though. There was a rumor at the time that meshing could
open you right up. Give you a team channe which was twice as good. Someone was supposed to have
doneit and got that result, so this pair tried and Regan was burned out.”



"What does that mean exactly?'

"They weren't sure”” Storm said dowly. "At the time it meant that Regan couldn't touch any of the
beasts mentdly. He couldn't keep working as a beast master. They thought that the channd might hed Iin
time. You have to know, Versha All this was experimentd. It was war, they couldn't keep him and hope
that in five or ten years he might be useful again. They offered him a commission in another unit. He
refused. There was talk that he'd suffered some brain damage in the memory areas. He resigned from the
unit and before they could conscript hm somewhere else or order treetment he was gone” He waved a
her papers. "Do they have any more?"

"Yes, and it'sinteresting. They findly discovered that he's been with Dedran's circus mogt of the time.
Cdling himsdf Jas Cregar. The surnames are just Smilar-sounding enough that held learn to reply quickly.
Not give himsdf away. The few family records we've accessed from his time in the unit say that he came
from Ishan. His grandparents emigrated there from Britain with the third settler wave.

"His parents had a daughter about ten years younger than Regan. No record of what happened to the
family but they're dl likdy dead. As you know, Ishan was overrun by Xiks about fourteen years back.
Mogt of the men and alot of the angle women died holding off the Xiks to get the other women and kids
clear. The remaining defenders died when Ishan was incinerated. So this Regan probably has no family
we can use to appeal to him to hdp." She grimaced.

"We may need help. I've talked to patrol HQ. They've had a manin the guild this last couple of years.
Weve likdy lost im now. He's gone slent. But before that he was able to reports rumors in the guild
that a patron caled Nhara has a scam going. What it is he's never found out but there have been hints the
guldinitidly expected greet things from it and it involves animds.”

"Thecircus" Tani said. "They have illegd animds They have a burned-out beast master. Logan says
Laris told him Dedran could get fake papers for any animd if he wanted them. Is there anything else
which could point to the circus?' Versha picked out a paper with care and handed it to her. Tani read
and handed it on so that Storm and Logan read it, heads together. Then they dl looked at Versha

"It isnt proof, my Arzoran friends. But yes. They found a tiny scrap of Terevian peavine on Bariss
dothing. And the only place we could find that is currently usng that is the circus. They use it as animd
bedding because it's lighter than many other forms of bedding and it's edible for the animds in an
emergency. Of course ther€'s nothing to say Baris and Ideena weren't animd lovers, or fond of the circus
and went to watch the show. But it's another due”

Logan was thinking furioudy. They had more than clues. Laris had told him she believed a guild patron
was involved with Dedran and the circus. Dedran had her and Prauo burgling for him. And sheld opened
up further about that the next night, once she'd seen he didn't condemn her. It looked as if Dedran was
into geding indudtrid secrets for resde. If the description of some of the items held had Laris and Prauo
ged for him was accurate, such thefts could also tie into the guild. He didn't want to hurt or betray Laris,
but this could be a chance for her and Prauo to get away. He spoke quietly.

"It's more than a clue. Laris talked to me &fter | told her her parent's names. Versha, she's terrified
Dedran would manage to hold title to her cat. That he'd use the chance to kill it and punish her if he even
suspected shed tak. He's been usng her to commit crimes by threatening to torture and kill Prauo in
front of her. If you can get her clear with the cat and get her clear title to the beast she could give you a
lot."

"Would she comein and talk to me?'

"No, not unless she was sure Prauo was safe fird."



Verdha sat thinking. "1 was going to raid the circus for the tigerbats. What if, as an apparent
afterthought, we collect the gil and her cat as well? Anders could say that we want to check her and the
cat because there had been a minor outbreak of disease dsewhere which may have been started by a
gmilar animd. Once we have her clear we should be able to sort something out. If she talks and her
information's good we can hit the circus again with a full-scde raid. Anders would be happy to supply the
men." She chuckled.

"He's dill so mad about losing Baris and Ideena you can see steam coming from his ears when he
thinks about it. We can take the tigerbats, the girl, and the cat, usng just a couple of Anderss men, and
get the animds and the girl out before Dedran knows that's what we're after. It should work if we make
it clear we're confiscating animals suspected of being illegdly on Trastor, and that so far as the girl and
cat are concerned, Nationa Disease Control isin charge. Logan, you find the girl. Tdl her the idea. |
don't want her thinking we're going to take her cat away for red and having her panic. Okay?'

"Il go as soon as they'll be about. That's around seven.”

"Good. I'll go and tak to Anders. Tani, | suggest you and Storm wander dong to the circus around
midday. That's when well hit them. It could be ussful to have you there. Logan, don't tdl the girl anything
more than we're getting her and the cat out in payment for talking fredy to the patrol. She isnt to know
about Baris and Ideena, peavines, or a later raid. Understand?' He nodded agreement. "Right. I'll see
you dl in afew hours.

She hurried away, the papers clutched in one long-fingered brown hand. She dso wanted more
information on this Regan's background. If they could turn him into an informant she knew they'd find out
enough to make ared dent in the guild.

Storm stood, Tani joining him as they headed for their room to dress for the outdoors. Logan was
behind them. He'd dress properly then get something light to eat. He couldn't manage a red breakfast, he
was too excited. HEd grab a snack, then make for the circus.

At seven Laris would be deaning the animas cages. Sheld be busy with that for a couple of hours.
The other g&ff had their own work and sheld be done for mogt of that time. He'd showed up a number
of timesto hdp and just spend the time with her. No one would think it odd. But with no one around he
could tdl her not to worry, explain what was to happen, have her prepared to wak in a just the right
moment with Prauo and be scooped up and away before Dedran could prevent it.

Laris was terrified of what her owner might do if he had any reason to bdieve shed talked about his
afars. But then from some of the things she'd confided, Dedran was indeed both violent and a killer if he
thought he was threatened. Logan wasn't exactly terrified of the man, but he did share Lariss bdief that
Dedran, cornered, would be very dangerous.

As for Cregar, Laris had made it plan the man had been a hdf-friend to her and Prauo. For that
Logan was ready to hope the man wasn't involved. He ate dowly, thinking of how best to handle his
actions a the circus, then, after dearing away the debris of his med, he summoned a hovercab. It
dropped him at the entrance to the roped-off circus area. The circus tents showed pale agang the early
sky as Logan made his way unobtrusively to the animd lines and found Laris sweeping. She looked up
and her face broke into awide, happy amile.

"Heyla. Come to hep?"

"To hep and to tak." There was a tone to that which warned her. She stepped to the cage door,
glandng abouit.



"I know where Cregar is. And a this hour Dedran will be doing last night's receipts over breskfast.
He won't be outsde for another hour. If you hep me do the next few cages we can stand where | can
watich for anyone and we can tak. That way if Dedran or Cregar turn up | won't be behind with the
work." They worked indugtrioudy for hdf an hour. With the work well ahead of schedule Logan drew
her to one Sde. She checked down the line of cages and nodded.

"No onein dght. What isit, Logan? It's important, isn't it?'

"Yes" He caught her amdl hands up againg his cheek. "Ligen to what I'm saying, love, and don't
interrupt yet. First, we dl know about Dedran usng you and Prauo to sted. No!" he warned when her
face whitened. "Ligten to me, | had to tdl them, but Storm spent time in one of the camps once as part of
an undercover job. He knows what they're like. Brad worked with people who came to Arzor from the
camp on Meril. We dl understand that you had to get out and just how Dedran forced you to stedl. You
didnt have a choice, he owned you, he could kill Prauo, beat you hdf to death, and no one would
prevent it."

Her shoulders hunched dowly as she hdf-turned from him. Logan reached out to pull her back into
the curve of hisarm. "I'm tdling you, Laris. We understand how you had to get out of the camp, then
how you had to obey Dedran. You've done a lat of reading, you know the law on a bond-servant. You
acted as you did to save your life and if it came to a court they'd accept that."

"What about Prauo?'

"I have Vershas word that he will stay with you.”

Laris eyed hm with aflicker of hope. "Can she keep that promise—and will she keep it?'

"Oh yes. Vershas word is good, and on Arzor she's the patrol's assistant security head for the planet.”
Lariss eyes widened. "Then she can say that, but you're certain she's agreed?’

Logan met her gaze, willing her with dl his heart to trust him. "I swear!" he said dowly. "Storm had her
write out a hote of agreement saying you could keep Prauo just so long as it was proved you were the
closest person to an owner he has. | saw the letter and read it, my word on that."

Prauo's mind voice cut in then. *He speaks the truth as he knowsiit, | would trust him.*

*| think | do,* Laris thought back, then she spoke doud to Logan: "How do | prove Prauo is mine,
though?"

"You told me once you'd do anything for Prauo. Y ou may need to accept deep-probe to prove Prauo
isyours. Can you do that?"

Laris took a deep breath and let it out raggedly. "l can do it. What dse do you want meto do?"

"A couple of men from the Endangered Species Conservation Unit here will be ariving around
midday. They will have a warrant to take the tigerbats. Once it's proved the two femdes are solen
property the whole swarm will be confiscated to be returned to the sanctuary on Lereyne. At the same
time other people from the Nationd Disease Control will collect you and Prauo. If anyone asks, they'll be
daming they need to test you both."

IIWM!
Logan grinned. "Because, as theyll tdl Dedran if he asks, there's been an outbreak of a disease on



another planet which may have been caught from a cat-like creature smilar to Prauo. Disease Control
wants to check out the two of you in case.

"What if Dedran doesn't want to let me go, Logan? He knows | could tdl too much for his safety; he
might try to stop them from taking me.”

"Can you have Prauo make afussif they try to take him without you?'

Eyes opened again in the back of her head. *1 will do that, furlesssger. I'll be so ferocious without
you to cam me, they will indst on taking you with them.*

Laris amiled. "Prauo will do that if | 9gnd him. Tdl Versha to be ready.”

"Il make sure she knows." He picked up a broom again. "Let me help you finish. Just in case you
can't get back to the circus for awhile you might want to sneek off in a few minutes and have a bit of time
to do things”

Laris smiled & him, rdaxing. She had to admit that when he started this discusson sheld wondered.
Almog dl of her life she'd been used and she'd been afraid this was what would happen again here. But
she trusted Logan, he was doing his best for her, and his family and their friends knew about her, dl
about her, and they dill accepted her, undersanding she'd done only what was necessary for her to
urvive and save Prauo.

Logan was right too, a little time now would be ussful. She didnt want to leave her smdl hoard
behind. If Dedran ran hed run with the ship if he could—and her stash would go with him. Apart from
her savings she didnt redly have anything worth taking—except her ring, and once sheld told dl she
could to Versha, shed have to give that back to the Quades.

Cregar passed judt then with a nod to her, and Laris, her senses quick with her years in the camps,
noticed the odd way Logan looked at the man before he was out of sght. She knew that look. It said, "l
know something about you."

She wondered what Logan could know and that brought another thought to mind. Cregar. He'd been
kind to her. Saved her from Baris, trusted her over his own hoard while he was gone. She should warn
him. If Logan knew something about the man then sheld guess the patrol did too. They could arrest him
aswel. He might prefer they didn't. And what about Storm and Tani's beasts? She swept so hard as she
mulled over her options that Logan grinned.

"Youll wear out the cage floor."

"Less to sweep if | do," she laughed back. The work was dmosgt done when Dedran appeared. He
eyed Logan and grunted. No skin off his nose if the stupid kid wanted to work for free.

"Laris well use the carras on the trapeze with you in the afternoon performance. I'm switching that act
with Jonran and his knife-throwing.”

"Why?" Laris asked in surprise. The act had been popular.

"Theidiot was practicing this morming to add knifejuggling. He missed. Hell be out awhile. | told him
to pack his bags. We don't have time for fools who play about and leave me short-handed with the acts.”
He turned on hished. "And don't forget the costumes.”

Laris took the opportunity. "Logan, | have to go." Her voice lowered. "Il see you around midday. I'll
have Prauo with me. Well be deaning a cage by the tigerbats. That way I'll be just where Versha can see



me" He hugged her quickly and Ieft to tdl the patrol officer dl was arranged. Laris promptly darted in
another direction. She found Cregar where shed expected, just leaving the hidden cage with the
meercats. She did unobtrusvely past, spesking to him in the soft durred speech of the camps. Her lips
were dightly parted but remained unmoving.

"Got'atak. Danger you."
Cregar drolled in another direction, circled, and met her behind the cage line.

"What danger me?' Now he could speak more dearly but in his worry held reverted to underworld
brevity.

Laris answered in kind. "Patrol comes. Logan say they know tigerbat illegds Recdam they. Take me
'n' Prauo too. Logan not say but think me he know something 'bout you. Look at you odd you pass us.
Maybe you somewhere else sun-high.”

Cregar sucked in a breath. Let the girl go and she'd talk. Looked asif it was over for Dedran. But the
animas—Dedran had plans for them Cregar had never liked. His hands remembered the fed of amdl,
warm, trusing meercat bodies. Of the fird tiny itching of his mind-channdls reopening. The meercats
hadn't bonded to him as yet dthough there were sgns they could, and might choose him if they did. But
now at least he knew his ahility had been only burned out for afew years. It could be brought back. Yet
with what?

He remembered his team. Las and Lara, the mongeese. Keeroo, the Aubearan fdcon. And Mdi, the
dune-cat, 0 like the Sck beast in the hidden cage. He fdt again the love flow across the bond. The trugt,
the place where oneness was. Hed loved them dl. Mdi had been hdf his heart, Las and Lara his
laughter, Keeroo his eyes. With them gone held lost heart, laughter, and that inner vison.

Laris waited patiently as he pondered. Findly he turned to her. His eyes were different, she thought. It
was as if life had flowed in to break the ice of indifference. Even his voice had changed. There was a
clean snap to it, the durring forgotten.

"Tdl the patrol about the hidden cages. Warn them. | can't just open the cages and let the beasts go,
there are reasons. And Dedran has the cages rigged to explode, destroy any evidence. I'll try to defuse
that. Tdl them, mount afull raid a midday. I'll try to be donein time”

"What about you?"

Hisamile was sad. "It's too late for me. You get out clean, girl. Take your cat and be free. I'll do my
best for the animds. Tdl the patrol to be careful in case | couldnt get dl the hidden cages cleared.” He
walked away abruptly, leaving Laris ganding there. Wdl, sheld told him. She bit her lip nervoudy. This
business about the cages upset her badly. She didn't know much about such things.

Surdly Cregar was wrong; he could smply open the cages, the meercats would run out as soon as the
door was opened and Storm caled them. The same with the coyotes. It would take only seconds for
them to be safe. But not Surra. The big cat was weskened by months of drugs, illness, and her origind
injuries. She'd dmogt died but somehow Laris had helped her ding to life.

Cregar would have to clear Surras cage fird. But could he? On the other sde of the circus Cregar
was thinking he shouldn't take that risk. Surra's cage was right at the end of the line. Dedran could see it
from his office tent. No, better to clear the other two cages firgt. Then if Dedran saw him he could maybe
hold the man off long enough to save the dune-cat. The others would aready be safe.



He checked the time. Not long. The cages had been cunningly rigged with the explosives. To clear
both would take much of the time remaining before the patrol came cdling. Cregar did under the cage
housng the meercats and began to work with hands suddenly deft. Yes, one cut here, dip this part from
that. He'd been wdl trained by the unit once. It came back to him as he worked. Laris would wonder
why he didn't just |et the beasts go.

Dedran had been smarter then that. Tied into the drcuits in the hidden sections of the cages was an
eectronic nerve-fidd. Dedran had these activated on the three cages holding the meercats, coyotes, and
Surra. People could wak through the fidds without regigtering their existence. A beast which tried
suffered agony, dying from a burst heart. Dedran had the key to shut that off. Cregar did not. To get
them out he'd have to disable the entire system or the pain would almogt certainly kill the beasts. It was a
falsfe agang escape or theft. He worked on, sweet beads garting on his skin. One wrong move and
he'd go sky-high. But so would the beasts, and even as he sweated, his hands kept working.

He cleared the circuits under the meercats. Best to leave them be. If he let them out now they might
be seen and Dedran derted. He inched dong under the low cage until he reached the coyotes prison.
There he worked again feverishly. It was teking time, so much time. But now he knew how it went and
he was alittle faster. He glanced at his watch. Thirty minutes to midday.

In her slite at the patrol offices Versha was looking at information flow. Her invedtigetor a Ideena
and Bariss ship had cracked not only a very well-hidden safe in the ship wal but dso the coded disks
ingde Vey interesing. More materid had come from High Command. The lagt items from Regan's
savicefile A name in them was somehow familiar. Where had she heard it? She shrugged. No time to
gt about wondering. Storm was reading the hard copy of thefile over her shoulder. It meant more to him
then to her and his eyes widened dightly. It was twenty-five minutes to midday.

In his office tent Dedran was conddering recent events. It looked as if the patrol could be dosing in
on him. Nhara had sent a message. They'd found a oy in the guild. The man was dead by his own hand,
too quickly for the guild experts to drain from him what may have been spilled. 1t might be safer if Dedran
smply upped-ship. The Queen of the Circus was largdy autometic. Liftoff at least could be done by one
person aone. But firg held gtroll around the midway. Seeif there were any indications that he was being
watched. He checked the time. Twenty minutes to midday.

Versha was on her way now with a six-peacekeeper squad, Anders, and Jared. In a hovercar behind
rode Tani with Storm and Logan. They reached the midway, dipped into the crowd, and tried to blend
in. Logan's gaze flicked about in search of Laris. He saw her with the tigerbats, Prauo Stting in the next
cage, the door gar. She saw them and nodded, leaving the cage to stand by Prauo, the big cat leening
agang her shoulder.

Under the coyotes prison Cregar sghed and dumped. One cage to go. He waited urtil the ade
between cages was empty of people, dashed across, and dived beneeth the find cage. Above him
Surras ears flickered. Sheld heard a sound. She could fed danger—and dso in her mind there was the
growing fed of her human getting closer. She was weak but not quite as weak as her warders thought.
She dragged hersdf to lie by the door. Something was tdling her Storm was near. She would be ready.

Cregar worked, hands flashing through the motion needed to defuse the cage. For Mdi whom hed
loved. A parade of the dead and dying passed through behind his eyes as he worked. All the beast
measters who'd fought Dedran’s men. The beasts who accepted death rather than live without their human
team member.

At fird, locked in his agony of aloneness he hadn't cared. Had even been glad in a amdl mean way
that they too should share his pain. But with the girl's arriva things had begun to change. She reminded



him of someone; who that had been he couldn't remember. Only that he'd cared about her. Hed tried to
day doof from Laris. But held diverted Dedran's anger or punishment from her more often than she
knew. It fet right.

Then they came, Hing and her babies, and at lagt he fdt something touch hismind and heart again. But
each time he hdd them, fdt channds open a fraction further, he fdt as wdl the quilt for what held done.
With emotion and earlier memories and teaching returning, he knew the pain held caused. Now his guilt
for the things he helped Dedran do was dl but unbearable. Superdtitioudy he feared that his returning gifts
would be taken again if he made no repayment.

Maybe if he could save these, it would be counted for him. He could have his team again. He goaded
his hands to motion. Faster. He had to finish and be away from here before anyone knew what hed
done. Boots hdted beside the cage. In a soft, deadly voice Dedran spoke.

"Cregar? Care to tdl me what you're doing under there?'



Chapter Eighteen

Cregar worked on for a moment before he replied. He could only think of one thing.
"l quit, Dedran.”

"Do you indeed? But you know guild rules, once in—never out. If you didnt like it you shouldn't have
joined."

Let the man keep taking, Cregar hoped. Let him tdl me how clever he's been, how supid | am.
Anything. Just so long as | have time to finish this. Dedran didn't do the wiring himsdf. He had it done. If
| finish he won't be able to repair it. The animdswill live.

Dedran dropped to one knee, looking a what those racing hands had accomplished. He knew more
then thisidiot believed he knew. Wdl, wdl, he thought. So the fodl redly was trying to save the beasts.
He chuckled patronizingly.

"A pity you've wasted dl the work. But there's a dead-man switch with each of the specia cages. Too
bad. And a dead man should go with it. You can't quit, Cregar. I'm firing you." He produced the tiny
deadly needier he carried and pressed the trigger button. Cregar arched in agony as the spray of minute
missles struck. Then he dumped.

On Vershas watch, the display findly ticked over to show midday.

Dedran bent to peer under the cage. Blood dl over, the needl€'s scorch in the chest. That was the end
of atraitor. He straightened, resolved that it was definitdy time to depart. If this wasn't a waning he
didnt know what was. He'd go to the ship, close it up quietly, and lift before anyone induding the port
officds redized what he was doing. The circus had served its purpose.

He could blame the traitor the guild had found inits own ranks for any falure of his own and Nharas
plans. He gtrolled toward the ship and was out of the beast cage rows before something made him dow
to stare around. That was odd. The usud crowds were missng. They'd been there hdf an hour ago when
hed come out to walk the midway. Where had they gone in that time? He advanced cautioudy.

At the gates two peacekeepers turned back those who would have entered. Those who left stayed
out. In the haf hour Dedran had been oblivious to this, dmost dl of the people wandering the sideshows
and animd cages had departed. At midday most planned to be home and were ready to seek the gates.
The time of the raid had been chosen for that reason. With Lariss informaion Anders had made a
decison. He'd have the midway clear. He wanted no lig of dead dvilians if a cage was accidentdly
triggered.

Twice, circus people noticing the odd emptying of the midway had sought out Dedran to mention it.
Each time they'd missed him. The firgt had looked in the office tent and gone away muttering. The other
circus employee had missed seeing Dedran as he moved between the cages. That second man had fdt a



warning chill down his own neck, gathered his meager gear, and sought the gates. The peacekeeper
presence had reinforced his decision to be € sewhere while something was happening. He faded into the
watching crowd by the gates and left hedtily.

At the far Sde of the cages Laris waited with Prauo. Logan stood with her. Storm walked up to them
briskly.

"Versha says that's mogt of the dvilians out of the area" He turned to look up at Laris where she sat
inthe cage doorway. "My team. What do you know about them?'

She looked away, her voice a whisper. "I'm sorry. | was too afraid for Prauo to tdl you before. Are
you sure they have Dedran?’

"Not yet but they will." He frowned. "He was seen only a short time ago. He's dill here. Don't worry,
Laris, Anderswill arrest Dedran the minute he's seen. So, talk to us. Where are my team?"

"In secret cages. Some of the bigger ones have specid hidden compartments.”

"Show me" he commanded. Tani had arrived in time to hear much of this. She took Lariss freezing
handsin hers, rubbing them gently. The girl was 4ill so afraid of her owner, Laris needed to fed secure,
to be soothed alittle.

"Dont be afrad. We're dl here. | promise, Laris, Dedran won't come near you, Storm will protect
you. Are my coyotes unhurt? What about Surra and Hing and the babies?"

"Hing and the babies are dl right. The babies are growing and everything. Y our coyotes are fine, Tani.
They were mad a me but | made sure they had good food and clean water. | kept Dedran away from
them." Tears began trickling down her face. "Surra was so badly injured when they stole her. | kept her
dive | kept tdling her that Storm would come for her. That I'd save her. | wouldn't let her die. She'sin
thisend cage”

Storm would have looked under the cage for the circuits. Laris pressed the back pand in the
sequence which opened it. Before anyone could prevent it, Surrafdl out into Storm's arms. She was kin
and bone with wasted muscles and fur roughened by her illness, but she was dive. Tani was stooping by
the cage.

"What's this? Storm, look here. Someone's been hurt. There's blood and alot of it."

Prauo had leaned around Tani and sniffed. * Cregar, Sster. He dies. Dedran shot him, | think. | follow
the blood-trail .*

Laris gulped. "Storm. Prauo says Dedran shot Cregar. Cregar mugt have been defusng the cages. He
sad he would. We have to find them both. Cregar's hurt bad, Prauo says. And Dedran may do
something awful ill."

Storm was judging disconnected dircuits with a knowing eye. "This one was cleared dl right, and a
job wel done too. Let me check the next one before you open it, Laris™

Dedran had |eft quietly. With no crowd to provide cover he had dipped dong the cage row and then
darted behind the sdeshow tents. Behind him Cregar stirred. The other beasts—till in danger, and the
kid too. He knew she'd come fird to try to rescue the animas He forced leaden arms up to where the
ladt circuits remained working under Surras prison. The deadman circuit was easily disarmed. Thanks be
that Dedran couldn't resst boasting. Its grester danger lay in not knowing it was there.



Better not to emerge or try to stand. He dragged himsdf back under the cages and disarmed the
switch beneath Minou and Ferarre. There. One lagt cage to go, then he could rest. It was strange. Hed
been sure it was earlier in the day. But it seemed to be growing dark. Not that it mattered. Laris would
come for the beasts soon. He must have them ready. He crawled, his breath tearing a his throat.

Laris was ahead, Prauo trotting now, tracing that painful trail and rdaying it to the girl.

*He grows weaker, sger. | think he dies. But he has some purpose. He goes toward the third cage
now.*

Tani had released the coyotes who frisked about her, legping to nuzze her hands. They sent
satisfaction that they were free, assurances that both were wdl, and that neither had been ill-trested. The
human femde with the strange cat had been kind to them. In the midway Prauo gathered speed as he
followed Cregar's trail; Laris raced after him ahead of the others. Storm, carrying Surra and distracted by
Tani's reunion with her coyotes, was wdl back when Prauo redized where Cregar was headed. The girl
vanished from Storm's Sght as she dived between two large cages in a shortcut.

Cregar reached the last cage and stared aong the ground. He fdt the vibrations of someone coming.
He peered out in time to see Prauo appear a the end of the cage row. Where the cat was, the girl would
not be far behind. The last cage—it was il wired to that find circuit! She would try to free the meercats.
He would be left waitching as she and the amdl ones who'd trusted him died, smeared bloodily across the
midway when the deadman's switch took its toll.

She was coming. He saw the samdl figure trot forward. Storm had rounded the cage some distance
away, Tani and Logan at his hedls. They saw a terrible figure appear then. Swaying, covered in blood,
both new and part-dried, Cregar rolled from under the cage and forced himsdf to his feet. His eyes
blurred as Laris moved toward him. His siter. She was coming. His amdl, much loved sister. He couldn't
let her die.

Terror for her accessed the last of his strength as he tore open the cage pandl. He leaned in scooping
up the deep basket in which Hing was feeding her babies. In hisfear for them he was sending. Hing read
the message, *Lie dill! Danger!* and she chittered the babies into a frozen dillnessin hisarms.

Cregar paused a fraction of a second, then leaped backward with them. They passed through the
dam circuit. With it shut down there was no pain for the meercats. But the circuit noted they had Ieft, the
switch triggered, and the cage blew up in a great smashing explosion. Cregar had known it would. Even
as he legped he had spun, cradling the trugting meercats in his arms, his back hunched over them, his own
flesh and bone between them and ham as he flung himsdf forward. One pace, anothe—then the
exploson came and hefdl.

He went down il curled about the startled meercats. The scythe of splinters dashed across the dley
of cages but it met only their backs. Further down the row Prauo had read Cregar's knowledge in the last
second and dived at Laris. They rolled entangled benesth a cage. Storm, carrying Surra, with Tani and
Logan beside him, had been far enough back to miss the deadly spray. Now they came running as Laris
and Prauo crawled out.

"Areyou hurt?'

"No." Laris brushed him off. "Cregar, Cregar?' She reached the fdlen man and would have turned
him over but Storm had laid down his cat and now he caught the girl's hands.

"Dont. You could make the injuries worse” Hing squirmed chittering from under Cregar and
scampered to her human. The babies followed. Storm scooped them up and handed them gently to Tani.



Then he kndit, his hands checking with the experience of many battlefields. Cregar opened weary eydids
and gazed up at the blurred figure.

"Deadman ... tied to ... kill-bar drcuit” Hing returned, patting his bloody face with amdl anxious
paws. Cregar's memory turned back. "Las? Lara?' He appeded to Storm. "My team ... are they ...
okay?'

"They are unhurt,” Storm said steadily. The man was dying. Whatever Sns hed committed, so far as
Storm was concerned, heldd paid for them with the lives of Hing and her family. "Rest easy, beast madter.
You saved them dl. Y ou've done well."

"Shd?" Cregar could see only a blur of light now. "Little ... sgter ... Shd. | love ... Shd?"

Laris was halding his groping hand in hers, tears pouring down her face. This was the one who'd
saved her from Baris. The only one who'd been kind to her since she joined the circus. HEd saved the
animds. Her grip brought him back alittle. His gaze cleared and he knew her.

"Laris? My cache, yours." His eyes turned desperately to Storm. ™Y ou witness. Herd™

"l witness. Whatever you have is to go to Shdlaris Trehannan." He saw the man's eyes open in
amazement. Storm nodded to the frantic question in these eyes. "Yes. Sheis You saved her.”

Cregar forced out the find words. "Good girl... not blame." He fdl mute, appedling to Storm.

"We know. Il see she's dl right, beast madter, it's Dedran wholl pay.” Cregar heard the words. It
was good. All good now. He'd saved his own blood unknowingly. Saved his team, saved his heart,
laughter, the inner vison by which a beast master lived. Darkness was coming. Time for Jason Regan
Trehannan and his team to hunt. He could see them. They were around him, with him. He could fed their
minds holding him up.

Storm was slent, wating. He saw the body diffen a little, then as the eyes became blank windows
daing up, it seemed to dump and flatten. Storm had seen it often enough. The man was gone, his spirit
fled for judgment. Well, a the last Cregar had paid blood price. May the faraway gods open the Warrior
Peth to him.

Hing pattered back to Storm, swarmed up his pants leg, and cuddled close. Laris was on her knees
dill holding the limp hand. Logan was beside her. Tani, her arms full of meercat babies, was ganding a
Storm's back when a voice spoke.

"How charming. Now which of you isgoing to wak me to my ship?' Dedran amiled at them, needier
rock-steady in one hand. Prauo appeared from under the cage behind him and departed the ground in
one soaring black-and-gold legp. He landed, claws dashing away the needier. Dedran ydled as they
included a generous amount of skin with that blow. Taken unaware and off-balance from the impact of
amog eighty pounds of cat, he fdl backward. The big cat landed stting across the recumbent body.

Ddicady he flexed claws, laid them across Dedran's eyes, and waited, watching Laris. * Sister? It will
not keep him from talking to those who would hear.*

She hesitated. It would be sweet. The patrol could dill drain the man of everything, deep-probe dl his
secrets. She looked at her friends. Storm was impassive. He'd accept her vengeance. Tani and Logan
were less accepting. If she did this it would dways lie like a dirt smudge across ther friendship. Laris
sghed.

*Jugt stay there, Prauo. Don't hurt him.* She brightened hopefully. *Unless he tries to escape.*



*Y ou mean that?>*
*| have to. Butif he tries to hurt you or get away, then you can shred him!*

*That | shdl do.* He settled down with the ar of a cat which has no intention of moving anytime
soon.

Storm had watched. Y es. Interegting. There was no doubt in his mind, even apart from the second file
hed seen just before they left the patrol office, that Laris had been Cregar's little sister's daughter. The
ages would fit, and there was quite afacid resemblance if one looked for it. No one had before because
the posshility had never occurred to them. And only Storm had seen the last spacegram which had
arrived from his stepfather minutes before they |eft for the circus. There hadn't been much in it, just the
information that further old records had been checked for Regan. Those had noted that the man had
reverted to his basic name and dropped the find portion. Origindly held been Jason Regan Trehannan.
So Lais came from a beast master ling, and she appeared as wel to be bonded to the big cat—or
something.

Prauo's head turned toward Storm. Purple eyes studied him. An itch awoke in his brain; then words
came,

*Or something.*

Storm opened his mouth in shock and would have sad he knew not what, but for the ariva of
Versha, Jared, and Anders. The woman was looking annoyed.

"We have everyone but that damn Dedran. He's vanished into thin—" Tani and Logan moved aside.
Dedran was reved ed with a smug Prauo 4ill draped across him, apavful of wickedly extended claws at
the ready. Vershds face split into a wide, happy, and dangerous amile. "How nice. Fur packaged for
safety.” Sheturned to Laris. "Can we have him now, please?"

*Prauo, time to get up. The nice lady is going to make Dedran dmost as miserable as you could.*
Prauo yawned and rose. He padded over to Lais as Anders snapped arm-locks on the circus boss.
Jared took charge of the prisoner and marched him away. Versha surveyed them.

" think a conference in Anderss office would be a good idea. I'd like to know what's been
happening.” She glanced down. "Also if that man was Cregar, and who killed him? | see you have your
animds back though. So—something of a happy ending.” Her amile went hungry. "For us too. Dedran
will talk, my superiors will be ddighted, the guild will not be. A good result dl around, 1'd say.”

Storm bent to lift Surraagain. "Yes" Logan had persuaded Laris to let go of Cregar's hand and rise.
He looked at the drooping girl. "We have loose ends to tie and things to talk about. Information to share
aswdl. Lais?' Her head came up. "I don't want to jar Surra by carrying her dl the way, any ideas?'

Given a need, Laris put aside her grief for a little. "Lifter palets. Ther€'s one around in the next dley.
Hold on." She darted awvay and returned with the palet towed smoothly behind her. Over an am she
hed a couple of blankets as bedding. Surra was laid on the blanket-cushioned lifter top. Laris produced a
set of bars which dotted into the top. They formed a low surround to prevent Surra from ralling off.
Storm pushed the palet and it glided forward. The girl tucked the blanket edges over the cat and stepped
back.

"Good. Thank you." Storm approved. She flushed and nodded.
The amdl cavalcade headed for the gates. Once there, a hovercar engulfed Storm and Surra, with



Tani and her coyotes, who were dill refusng to move more than a pace from her. Logan hauled Laris
into the next vehicle. Prauo joined them, gtting comfortably between, to Logan's amusement. Versha and
Anders entered his offidd transport and powered smoothly after the other two vehicles. Dedran brought
up in the rear in a fourth car with watchful guards. They reached the Under-governor's offices and
Anders hdted them dll.

"l think we should do best by taking a break right now. Go bathe, eat, drink, and rest. Well meet
tonight & eight-hour. By that time Versha and | may have answers to some of the questions you'd like to
ak." He gmiled a Dedran. "This does not gpply to you, | fear. It is you who shdl be providing the
answers” He nodded to Dedran's guards. "Take him to the probe room and begin. I'll follow."

They scattered, to reassemble seven hours later, clean, respectably garbed, and hungry for
information. Anders was waiting, his face dight with results.

"Il make this fas. We have prdiminary informaion which clears some of the myderies.
Briefly—Dedran's boss was a guild patron. They planned to use stolen team beasts and Cregar to build
new teams. The guild patron intended to send these out as a sort of guild survey to find new usable
planets. The whole circus was never more than a front. While they worked toward that plan they dso
used it in other ways." He saw Laris draw back dightly.

"Yes hes taked about you and your friend there” He nodded to Prauo. "Before we began
deep-probe Dedran tried to persuade us that the espionage, sabotage, and thefts were your idea
However | have seen the Kowar record copies. Dedran's acts began long before you joined the circus
and you were twelve when you did so. Under probe he confirmed you were illegdly bonded and under
duress and his orders, not the reverse. | don't quite see you as the mesmerizing crimind magtermind he's
tried to dam anyway."

Laris faced him, nerving hersdlf. "I'll swear oath and take probe to back it. | was afraid for Prauo's life
and my own."

"I believe you. | accept your oath but I'l have to have probe records for Trastor's governor and patrol
High Command. Don't worry. For those who speak the truth, probe isn't dangerous—or even panful.
We can do that now." He picked up papers and shuffled them. "Apart from tha we had another
informant in the guild's lower level. They confirm there is now considerable infighting going on. Dedran's
pairon has falen. Other patrons would like to lay hands on Dedran. It's been made plain his best hope of
lifeisto stay right here and talk about everything he's ever done or known.”

"And?' Logan asked.

Anders grinned. "And once he understood that, the problem is going to be shutting him up any time
soon. We're encouraging that. We have cheated him in one way. Somehow he'd taken the notion thet if
he cooperates he won't go to rehab. I'm afraid he's wrong. With even hdf of what we know he has done
he dready has a room booked. Or—if he chooses, a clean death. Either way he won't be merdy jalled
or let go."

Laris shivered. To have the persondity wiped. To be a baby again and to relearn, then go free but
never know who you'd been. That was desth and maybe the worse sort. She shivered again. She
guessed Dedran would choose a clean degth in the end. At least if he did it would mean sheéld never see
even his body again. Anders moved toward the door.

"Laris, come with me. We can have this over in an hour. If you others would care to wait..." They did
0. He was back with Laris in the promised hour, both smiling. Anders carried papers. He sat, handing
the papers to Versha as he did so. The patrol officer took center stage.



"I've conferred with Jared and we agree. Laris, the probe confirms that dl you did was done as a
bond-servant under orders and under threat of death or injury to you or your beast. Therefore you are
deemed guiltless This, so long as it cannot be subsequently proved againg you that you yoursdf were the
deliberate cause, without legd excuse, of deeth or injury to any other." The words rolled out in solemn
tones. Vershawas giving the law as backed by the patral.

"Sorm witnessed the trandfer of dl property owned by the man Jason Regan, known aso as Jas
Cregar. It is accepted that this verbd transfer is a legd will and that you inherit as was the dead man's
intent. No reason is seen why you should remain on Trastor. The probe clears you. You are free to leave
when and to where you wish. Monies inherited may be transferred a your demand.” She glanced at the

papers and spoke again dowly.

"The beast known as Prauo is deemed to be your property until such time as you may decide
otherwise. The patrol has no interest in laying daim to the animd. Nor has the circus, now liged as a
aimind entity in and of itsdf, any rightsin this matter. Y our bond held by Aldo M'ranne Dedran is hereby
canceled since proof has been advanced that such bonding was illegd. This judgment is the judgment of
the patrol in the name and person of Sind Illisho Versha. So sl it bel” Her hand struck down on the
table and she relaxed.

Laris sat there stunned. Logan grabbed her, lifted the girl to her feet, and danced her around the
room.

"Don't you get it? You're free. Anything Cregar left is yours. No one can take Prauo from you." He
dowed, looking down at her. "You aren't dill worried, are you?'

Laris shook her head. "No. But Logan, | did terrible things. | helped Cregar sed Storm and Tani's
animas. Y ou were hurt because of me. And that isn't dl.” She fished under her tunic and began to draw
up the ring. "Cregar gave me this. | guessed where it came from but | loved it so much. Take it, and if
you don't want to know me, | understand.” She dropped the ring into his hand. Storm took it from his
brother.

"Thering of Walks-Soft-as-a-Puma. Brad will be happy to see that back agan.”

"I'm sorry,” Laris choked. "I'm sorry.” Prauo moved to stand with her. In Storm's mind words and
images formed to combine a plea.

*She has fought. Againgt the camps, her bond-master, those who would have ill-used her.* Swift
flicking pictures of Laris cowering under blows, the sensation of hunger, a blast of fear and pain. *Her life
has been only drife until now. She had no place of her own. None save me to love for long and long.*
Now ablack cloud of londy misery was sent, to pierce Storm with Lariss remembered emaotions. *Do
you now cast her out? What of your path? Has it been so free of wrongdoing. So smoothly perfect?

*No.*

*Then as the dark woman judged, do you dso judge, with honor and mercy.* Storm closed his
fingers about the ring and his other hand was laid on Lariss arm.

"When the war finished | came to Arzor," he said softly. "I planned to kill a men | believed had
betrayed me and mine. | found a man with honor but shut my eyes. Yet inthe end | opened them to truth.
Because of that man's mercy | stand now with my own family. With a place. Long ago a wise one of the
people said that a gift should be passed on, not back.” He turned Laris alittle, so that she faced him.

"You kept Surrafrom dying, took care of Hing and her family well." He took in a deep breath. "For



my part | forgive anything done againgt mein your name. It is dust on the wind. Forgotten.”

Lais stared. Tani amiled down a her. "You cared for Minou and Ferarre. The dan accepts
blood-price. Buy something of the sky here and gift it to them." She laughed softly. "I know where you
could buy a meteor. A smdl black sky-stone. The dan would forgive much for tha gft to the
Thunder-talker. It isathing of great power. They would forgive the debt. None of them were wounded
and they took four bow-hands."

"I'd pay heppily." Laris gulped. "Could | afford it?'

"Oh, indeed. You have not yet seen Vershas report on Cregar.” She would save uniil later the news
that the man had been kin. Tani hed up alig. "Y our friend was wedthy. In the hiding place of which you
told us there was a disk. It holds bank records. | have spoken to one who knows. With dl gathered
together you inherit..." She spoke a sum which left the girl ggping. Y ou can afford a sky-stone. And land
too, if you wished." With dow incredulous hope the girl moved to gaze at Logan. He held her.

"For my blood, you pay time. Come back to Arzor. Stay with the family three months. Ride with us.
Know the land. If you choose then to stay or leave, any debt to meispaid.” Storm swept Tani hadtily out
of the room &fter her find words.

"l think they'd like to be done, dearling." Tani, catching one quick glimpse of Laris locked in Logan's
ams, agreed.

It took time. Laris submitted to a longer probe sesson for information. Anderss friendly banker
sorted out finances and transferred credits: A find sum which would buy a meteor—and quite a lot of
land should Laris wish for the latter. Fve tigerbats returned to semi-freedom on Lereyne. The
Thunder-talker's bracelets were found hidden in Dedran's quarters on the circus ship. Tani would return
them dong with a trophy lock of hair from the three: Baris, Ideena, and Dedran, and the tae of how they
died. The dan would approve.

But before they took ship back to Arzor Laris stood done on a hill and dlowed ashes to gft through
her hands. She knew now by whose hand she had been aided. Jason Regan Trehannan, who had taken
his grandfather's surname to honor that old soldier when his grandson enlisted. Jason Trehannan who had
become Jason Regan, then Jas Cregar, and who in the end had redeemed his honor. To the Slence of the
surrounding trees she spoke softly.

"Befree of your sorrow and pain, Cregar. May the spirits of your team find you now. Let them wak
with you so you are no more adone. May you find dso my mother, your sster who loved you, Uncle.
And be doubly comforted. All debts are paid.” She descended the hill to Logan's arms.

The ship seemed to move like a snal through space. They landed on Arzor at sunrise. Laris looked up
to see the lavender sky lighting up the land as the warm ar brought them the scent of fawood blossoms.
Thegirl could fed her tengon drain away.

The land took her to its heart, making her its own. She hunted with Tani, laughed, teased, and rode
with Logan. Storm unbent suffidently to show her the frawvn herd.

Brad talked to her. Tdling her of 1shan, of the people from Cornwal, Irdland, and Brittany who had
gone there to bring back their language and some of the old ways. Then the Xik had come and Ishan was
aburned-out cinder orbiting in death, but before that happened many settlers had moved to Dulshan, the
new world settled from the mother planet. It was from Dulshan that Mandy, Tani's paraowl, came. One
day perhaps, Laris could vist Dulshan and see her origins for hersdlf.



Quiely too Brad and Storm attempted to find out something about Prauo. Was he a kidnapped cub
from another race, or a gene-spliced experiment? Whatever or whoever he was none could deny his
intelligence. 1t made no difference to the big cat. Home was where Lais lived. She was his sger; he
would abide by the choices she made for them both.

Twelve weeks after her return to Arzor she rode out with Logan to St her horse on the edge of the
basan. In the far distance High Peaks showed purple as Prauo's eyes. It cdled to her. The rocks, the high
hills, the dry scent of the desert fringe, the solitude, and the silence. Logan watched as she gazed over the
scene. He spoke softly.

"l won't hold you if you fed you can't stay here. But if you wanted to stay and you liked the idea, we
could buy land together." He kept his voice neutrd, held not pressure her. "Do you want to leave?"

She said nothing for many minutes, dlowing her heart and Prauo's to decide. At last she turned to him.

"Homeis where you are. Why would | leave our home?' she said.



About the Authors

For more than fifty years, ANDRE NORTON, "one of the mogt diginguished living SF and fantasy
writers' (Booklist), has been penning bestsdlling novels that have earned her a unique place in the hearts
and minds of millions of readers worldwide. She has been honored with the World Fantasy Convention's
Life Achievement Award and with the Nebula Grand Master Award from her peers in the Science
Fiction Writers of America Works st in her fabled Witch World, as well as the Time Traders, the Solar
Queen, and Beast Master series, to name but afew in her great oeuvre, have made her "one of the most
popular authors of our ime' {Publishers Weekly). She lives in Murfreesboro, Tennessee, where she
presides over High Halack, a writers resource and retreast. More can be learned about Ms. Norton's
work and High Hdlack & www.andre-norton.org.

LYN MCCONCHIE has written many books, induding collaborations with Andre Norton, among
them The Key of the Keplian, a Witch World nove, and Beast Master's Ark. She lives in Norsewood,
New Zedand, where she writes and runs afarm.



