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ALEYTYS..

hated Company worlds ... planets owned and ruled soldly by the inbred dite descendants of those
who had firg found and exploited them. Company worlds were like dave plantations in too many ways.
Everything for the owners and crumbs for everyone ese.

But on one such set of linked worlds, the owners were running scared. A kidnapper of superhuman
cunning had dready collected ransom on their class kingmen. And their own security agencies had
proved hepless. So they had findly cdled on Star Hunters—and Star Hunters had caled on Aleytys of
the Diadem ...

The Hunt Proposed

“How’ s the ship working out?’ Head's bright blue eyes moved over Aleytys, amused and assessing.
“You're looking fit.” She leaned back in her chair, her hands regting lightly on the wide arms, not fidadling
with the fax sheets piled negtly on the desk in front of her.

She's cooler than usud, Aleytys thought. Why? Aloud, she said, “Grey tels me I'm worse than a
slvercoat with asickly cub.” She smiled. “He was getting a bit testy when you caled him for his Hunt. He
sad to me, we're together maybe two months of any year and he wants my atention on him, not on
some stupid ship.”

“| take it you're satisfied with its performance.” Head was growing visbly impatient with these cheatty
exchanges.

“Hah!” Aleytys chuckled. “ Sy, that's you. My fud bills. Madar!”

“Then you're ready for a new Hunt.” Head straightened, the chair hummed forward. She bent over
the desk, her eyesfixed on Aleytys.

“Ready enough. Depends.” Aleytys eyed the fax sheets warily. “You're in an odd mood. Should |
worry?’

“Mmm, there are things you're not going to like, but they’'ve got little to do with the Hunt
itsdf—that’s rddivey sraightforward. Cazar Company wants you to chase down a ghost who's been
oozing through their security and waking off with dients of theirs. By the way, you mind having a trainee
dong?

“Me? You're joking.”

“No.” Head shifted away from Aleytys, afant flush gaining her cheeks. Aleytys waited.

“My daughter.” Head stared at her hand for a moment, closed it into a fig. “She finished her classes
a Universty afew months ago.” She separated four sheets from the others, pushed them across the desk
toward Aleytys. “Her report summaries. | want ... no.” She shook her head, with a rueful amile. “If she
findsout | finagled this, she'll kill me. She wants to make her own way. Read the reports. Favor to me.
Think about taking her—up to you, Lee. Has nothing to do with this Hunt.” She began fiddling with the
shests, let the dlence dtretch between them. Findly she lifted a hand in a quick impatient gesture. “Lee,
take her with you and look after her alittle. And, damn it, don’t let her know what you're doing.”

“That'd be a good trick.” Aleytys wrinkled her nose. “She knows you too wel, | suspect.” She
folded the sheets into a amdl square packet and put them in her shoulder bag. “ Ghogt?”



“The Hunt.” Head did open the cover over the sensor plate and touched one of the squares. Thisfirg
bit is background, what makes the Cazar so nervous.”

The wal screen lit as Head's fingers moved through a short sequence. A stlar map appeared,
showing a section of one of the spird arms thickly populated with stars. The focus dtered urtil five suns
filled the oblong screen, arranged in a ragged ovd, highlighted so they stood out starkly againg the
dudting of stars behind them. “The Aghir suns, so cdled because their Lords descend from the five sons
of apirate—" Head grinned—"though they’d object vociferoudy to the term, a bloody old pirate caled
Aghir Tarn. Less than a light-year apart in a heavy drift area, each with a minmum of three planets, each
of thoserichin heavy metds. Not good for the hedth and long life of anyone unfortunate enough to live
unprotected on the surface on any of those worlds though they have oxygen atmospheres and near
one-normd gravity. The present Aghir tged are Sxth-generation survivors. Suspicious, careful, amost
prescient in ther gbility to sniff out danger. Vindictive grudge-holders. Makes them chancy guests” Her
blue eyes fixed on Aleytys. A slver-grey brow rose and her mouth curled into a tight amile “They use
contract labor,” she said and nodded at the disgusted hiss from Aleytys. “Mordly scabby, but there's
nothing you can do about it, Lee. Out of every batch imported there were a number who couldn’t take
the mines and ran away into the wild. Most of them died in. afew days but some lived, not only lived but
took women from the villages and bred. In five hundred years that could add up to alot of people in spite
of the gppdling conditions they lived in and the congtant threat from the hired guards of the tg. These
people have started fighting back. Within the past ten years they’ ve gotten organized somehow, dl five
worlds. Looks like one of the tged imported a leader. The rebels have taken to raiding the metd
shipments and supply shipments. They've gotten trandight transmitters somewhere, energy weapons,
other things, gpparently have managed to get in touch with an enterprising smuggler.”

Head chuckled. “No, Lee, I'm not going to ask you to hunt the snuggler. Point of dl this is, the tgjed
have tried deding with ther loca problems themselves, but there's just too much land to patrol, not
enough ships to set up a search for the smuggler. About three years ago, one of the tgjed, Kayen-tg of
Liros, started pressng for a conference to set up ajoint force snce they were obvioudy getting nowhere
on their own. Took a lat of shuttling about before he got an agreement to meet, but he did get it. One
year ago. Then he had to find a place they’ d agree on; they were far too suspicious of each other to meet
on any of the Aghir worlds. He found tha too. Cazarit.” Head broke off and tapped another sequence
onthe plate. A new star system appeared on the screen. The focus swooped inward past a par of gas
giants and hovered over aworld that was water except for a band of large idands drding it like a linked
belt. “Cazarit. Where company execs play ther favorite games served by programmed people and
androids, whose minds are wiped when the exec departs. One idand set aside for common folk who
come to pretend they’re seaing the depths of depravity, or spend a little time skiing or hunting or lying
about in the sun. Everyone tagged who sets foot on soil, vigtors get a meddlion, employees a bit of metd
screwed to a shoulderblade. Cazar brags about the security they provide ther favored customers.”

“Blackmal?’

“They guarantee privacy and mean it.”

The focus changed again, hovered over one of the idands. “Battue. Whoever named the idands had
to've had aliterd sort of mind.” The point of view passed over grazing herds, a few prowling predators.
Head was slent as the flying eye circled a large structure, a lodge huilt like a fortress. The screen
flickered asif some of the record had been cut out, then the eye circled a mountain whose peak had been
lopped off. A sgquat massve dructure occupied the center of the man-made mesa, tdl bronze
double-doors in each of the fivewadls, alanding stage beside each of the doors. “The Conference Hal,”
Head said. “The other was a soecidly built lodge where one of the tgjed will be housed; there are four
more scattered about. In about three weeks the tejed with their guards, women, whatever, will be sgtling
into those lodges.”

“How long from here to Cazarit?’

“One day short of two weeks,” Head said, her face carefully expressionless.

“They waited along time to panic.” Aleytys blinked dowly. “It occurs to me | dill haven't got much
ideawhy they'rein a panic. The Aghir tejed are coming to Cazarit. S07°



Head touched the sensor plate. The screen flickered and Solit into three sections, two men and a
Ydnie par. “Thisis what has its teeth sunk in Cazar. Three snatches in the past year. Each time they
tightened security, each time the ghost didn’'t wiggle a needle but got his man or, in the last case, tie-pair.
After the ransom was collected in the same ... um ... unobtrusive way, those—" she nodded at the
screen— “were picked up wandering about in a haze on some world a long, long way from Cazarit with
no idea how they got there. Cazar would like to cancel the Aghir conference, but stirred up such an
uproar when they tried it, they had to back off. With this ghost dipping through their security asif it didn't
exig and with the Aghir. tejed refusng to let the Cazarit people put any men on Battue, refusng to wear
the meddlion tags, refusng to let Cazarit security check out anyone in thelr entourage, the Governors of
Cazar Company are about to jitter out of their skins. They want you to find their ghost and turn it over to
them before the Aghir arrive”

“They don’t want much. One week? Madar!” Aleytys grimaced. “Am | dso supposed to guarantee
nothing happens to the tgjed at the Conference? | don't see how. One determined suiciddl rebel could
take them dl out and me with them.”

“Cazar wanted that.” Head chuckled. “Even Hagan wouldn’t go dong with that It's impossible. After
some haggling | got the Hunt limited to the ghost. Get him before the snaich if you can, no, be quiet a
minute, get him after the snatch if you have to, but get him.”

“Head, what in the world ... before the snatch? He could be anywhere, anyone, he could be she,
who the hdl knows? Ther security must have spent hundreds and hundreds of hours, days, months on
trying to locate him, to get some kind of clue to who or what he was. I’'m supposed to stick my finger in
that pie and tease him out? Tdl me how, | swear | haven't the faintest idea how to sart.”

Head grinned, her eyes twinkling. “They’ve promised complete cooperation. Which means whatever
you can make it mean.”

“Hahl There's another thing. | have to give him up to them if | catch hm?" Aleytys moved her
shoulders, grimaced. “I won't do it, | wouldn't give a dime mold into the hands of Company security.”
She shook her head. “1t's not my kind of Hunt. I'm no andyst. How does he pick his targets? How does
he take them? How does he dide through darm systems and past the eyes of guards ...” Her voice traled
off; she blinked again. “I knew once ... no, too strained a coincidence. Never mind. What makes them
think he' s il operating? If he's smart enough to fool them three times, he's smart enough to stop when
he's ahead. Luck is bound to turn sour sooner or later.”

Head tapped her fingers on the top of the desk wating for Aleytys to run down. “You finished?
Good. They're snatching at straws. Ever heard of a scarecrow? Y es? Well then, that's you. The power
of the word. Exaggerated stories about you that get more grandiose the farther they spread. The hearings
on the Haestavadda Hunt took sx months. Y ou saw how many vigtors tralled through the hearing rooms.
That was over ayear ago, word's had time to travel far. Your name done ...” Head smiled, “nowadays
your name aone lets us double and sometimes triple our fee” She sobered. “Doesn't make my job any
easer. Bruised egos for my Hunters and disgruntled dients when they can't boast of hiring you.”

“| take it I'm 4ill on probation.” When Head nodded, Aleytys pressed her lips tightly together and
stared past her at the wdl. After a minute, she said quidtly, “1 have to thank you for the ship, my friend.
I'll take this Hunt. | don't want to but | will. It's the last I'll take under these circumstances. Either |
belong here or | get out. You can put that to them more tactfully if you want, but | mean it.”

“I know.”

“Damn, | hate thiskind of thing. By the way, when Grey and | were out testing the new ship, we had
along-distance escort. RMoahl hounds.”

Head nodded again. “They're dill sending periodic demands that you be turned over to them. They
want thelr property.”

“So | can expect to be followed whenever | venture out of Walff space.”

“Did they crowd you?’

“No, not redly. Just hung on and followed.”

“They won't. Not after what you did to those tikh'asfour ships. The chief arbiter turned pae when
you got to that part and offered to demonstrate if they didn’'t believe you. Very naughty for you, Lee” A



corner of Head's mouth twitched up into a haf-amile. “But effective. Well, now, back to the business a
hand. On Cazarit you'll be deding with people who got where they are by the ruthless use of power. To
cap this, the kind of people they ded with have accumulated enormous wedth and power aso, usudly by
means that won't stand light. Cazar Governors can promise dl they want, it will be Cazar locad execs
who have to do the performing. They'll give you just as much as you can force from them, even if, in the
end, that undercuts their own positions. The nature of the beast, get it now, tomorrow | may be dead.
Use whatever means you have to pry what you need out of them, your reputetion gives you a bit of
added leverage. Our fee, by the way, has been set on an ascending scade according to what you
accomplish. We get paid something if you just show up and st around. More, if you pick up informetion
but nothing happens. Mog, if you actudly catch the ghogt.”

Aleytys sghed. “This whole thing stinks. The sooner the rebels kick the tejed out of their holds, the
better, far asI’'m concerned. And any being clever enough to bleed the Companies has me cheering for
him. | know | said I'd take the Hunt, but, dammit Head, | can’t turn the ghost over to themif | luck out
and catch him, her or it. Couldn’t live with mysdf after. Do this for me, will you? Screw out of Cazar
Governors an agreement that says | decide what to do with the ghogt.” She amiled, her lips trembling a
litle. “At least you got me a ship, my friend, thanks for that, whatever happens.” She stood, tapped the
Sde of her shoulder bag.. “I'll read these. And I’d like to tak to Tamris, send her to my house when
you've got the agreement—or not got it as the case may be. If | think we can get dong, I'll take her with
me. If | go.” She passed her hand back over her har, sghed. “Might as wel have one friendly face
around.”

Head walked with her to the door. “Don’t count too much on friendly, I'm afrad she's going to
resent Mother manipulaing her again.”

Aleytys laughed, touched Head' s shoulder. “Why wasn't | born to a quiet life?’

“Because you'd die of boredom before the year was out.”

Lilit
Inalittle over two weeks | am going to kill my father.

Ink like black velvet, thin lines, forceful strokes, a powerful contrast to the ddicate ivory of the
paper. Lilit smiled at what she'd written, liking the dramétic flow of the script, the drama of the words.
She brushed her hair out of her eyes, nipped the mass of it back off her shoulders, dipped the ancient pen
into the ink Acthon had made for her of gum and lampblack.

| can't remember when | started to hate my father. Not fear him, no. That | sucked in with my
mother’s milk. Milk. That was all | ever got from her and that grudged since | was her seventh
daughter when she desperately needed a son. She was not quite twenty-five when | was born and
making heroic efforts to hold my father’s interest, or so | was told much later. In her
disappointment she came close to killing me. My sisters made sure | learned that once | was old
enough to understand what it meant. | think they were as angry at me as she was—because |
turned out to be a girl, I mean. A brother would have given them status. | never really knew my
mother, can’t remember much about her though | was nearly two when she died trying to have
another baby. The child died too, but no one mourned it—another daughter.

Tapping the end of the pen againgt her chin, Lilit gazed a what she' d written. She laid the pen down
inthe tight crease between the pages of the book, pushed her chair back and walked across the room,
the fur on the bottom of her long black gown brushing softly againg her ankles, the slk of the gown
diding agreeably across her bare skin. Feding a little like one of the ghods that haunted her as her
unshod feet moved over the thick rug with not a whisper of sound, she crossed to the window and
pushed the gauzy drape aside. Holding back her thightlength sweep of black hair, she settled hersdf on
the windowseat and pressed her face againg the glass looking out hungrily past the flicker of the force



dome that protected the Hold from the dangerous free ar of Liros Il. The sun hung low in the west, its
light nearly swallowed by the heavy clouds. Colors were more subdued than usud, the rough red firebush
lying like velour on ralling hills that swept to the jagged blesk line of the Draghadtils, crossed by lines of
chdouri that were black in the distance and a rich deep purple up closer, ther fleshy stalks and hair-fine
foliage hanging limp. The ar out there seemed to hang Hill. Nothing moved—even insde the Hold she
could fed the dillness, the sense of wating became dmost unbearable, though that perhaps drew
something from her mood.

She looked past the outer wall a the settlement across the duggish river. Children were running
about, in and out of the squat houses built of crumbling mud bricks and the lamina of dirt-lily pads, a dark
grey-brown, darker and drabber than ever in the hdf-light. Some women were gathered at the well. They
stood taking, their water jars held on the wel coping with one hand while the other gestured with
staccato impatience. What was the point, her father had said when she asked him why he didn’'t give the
village folk a pump and water in their homes. The water in the well was limited, he said, but it was less
contaminated with poisons than that in the river. A pump and plumbing would have made them careless,
they’ d soon exhaust the wel and have to turn to the river. This way, having to carry every drop, they
were forced to conserve. It made sense in an unhumean sort of way, like much of what her father said and
did. A few old men sat on benches outside the houses, some of them bent over chessboards set between
them, others were talking or garing out toward the mountains. She counted them. Nine. Two gone, Sck
or dead, since she'd counted them lagt. In the distance she could see aline of men trudging back from the
gardl cleared fidds where they fought the poisonous vegetation and the gingy soil to wring from it the
crops they needed to supplement the basic provided by her father. At the wel, one woman dragged a bit
of doth across her face; she glared up at the Hold, picked up her jar and stalked off, the others watching
her a moment then dosing in again and taking intensdy.

Lilit passed the back of her hand across her forehead, the meddlion on a thin gold chain about her
wrig tickling her face. She fingered the smooth ova, feding the indentations of the incised crest. Tagged
and ready for sde, she thought. She made a figt. Enjoy the bride gift | bring you, toad, she thought. The
world outside the Hold stretched to the horizon, plum and magenta, garnet and vermilion, a mosaic of
bands, stripes and spots. Lightning danced through the clouds and the mountains were beginning to glow
as the sun sank away, shining an eerie blue-white in the dmogt-night. Thisisn't a place made for man, she
thought. She’'d never, not once, been outside the Hold; her life had been spent in the hdls and walls of
the Hold, in asmdl patch of lush roof garden filled with off-world plants that died after a year or two no
meaiter how carefully they were tended. Nineteen years, she thought. She laughed, a harsh, bitter sound
that pleased her as she stood aside and ligened to hersdf. “To protect my breeding capacity. No
maformed grandsons or granddaughters to embarrass Kalyen-tg.”

She watched the storm rall closer for a few minutes then dipped from the seat and stood with bare
feet sunk ankle deep in the moss-green rug. Her lips pressed together, she contemplated the contrast the
room made with the settlement. Lacy curtains, heavy dark furniture. A wide comfortable bed with clean
sheets changed every second day. A bathroom through a hand-rubbed wooden door in the wall by the
head of the bed, clean towds, dl the hot or cold water she wanted at the touch of her finger. And this
was only a room in the woman-side, high up in the womantower, isolated, a place where she could
brood and be forgotten. “Until he needs a bait to catch ady toad,” she murmured. Though the room was
cool and supplied with ar purified and kept fresh by the great conditioners in the ground beneeth the
Hold, shefdt stifled. She lifted the hair off the nape of her neck, closed her eyes. Abruptly she pulled her
hands down, went swiftly back to the writing table. She stared at the pages, smoothed them dowly while
ghe stared into the shadows gathering in the corners of the room. She dipped the pen in the ink and
wrote:

It's foolish to be writing these things down. | know that. Insanity. Dangerous to myself and the
people I’'m going to be naming. From what 1’ve read in the books | stole from Father’s library,
most murderers seem to want people to understand why they did what they did. It seems | share
that compulsion. | want someone to understand why my father has to die—no, that’s not honest.



At least let me have that luxury here—being honest with myself and with whoever reads this.
Luxury, yes it is. | can remember being honest, really honest, only tiny bits of time before
this—when | was alone or with Metis—and not even much of the time with her—so—so I'm going
to kill my father and the rest of them, the Aghir tgjed. This won't come again, this chance that
brings them under one roof. Why?

You who read this don’t need telling why the tejed need killing-Why me?

Because I’'m the one who can make sure it goes right. Because—

Acthon came to see me one night last year, the way | showed him, through the walls—

She stretched, set the pen down beside the book and stared at the flickers of lightning outside the
force dome.

Shefdt atug. In her dream it was a tiktik running dong her arm, 9x six-toed feet cool and pattering
on her flesh. Ancther tug. It was Jantig, her next older sster, hissng a her, puling her am. Dimly she
knew this was wrong. Jantig had been married off two years before to a merchant of the Cladin Group.
More hissing, an urgency in it, her name, a dap on her cheek. She came groaning from uneasy deep to
see Acthon bending over her. She fdt to make sure the narrow straps of her nightgown were where they
should be, pushed the quilts back and sat up. She rubbed her eyes, tried to get her weary, aching head in
some kind of order. “What isit?’

Acthon sat on the bed facing her. “You know that conference he' strying to set up?’ He never spoke
Kayen-tg’s name unless he was forced into it.

She let her hands drop to rest on her thighs “Wdl?’ His face, a younger verson of Kayen's, hed a
brooding angry look. Sometimes she wondered why she didn’'t hate him for his face, but there was no
question of that, behind the face he was utterly different from her father. He was Gyadll's son far more
than he was Kayen's.

“He was talking to Aretas tonight. Got him to agree.”

“S0? You knew he would, one way or ancther.” Her hands closed dowly into figs She leaned
toward him. “Why are you here now?’

“Lanten-tg wants a sweetener. His last wife killed hersdf afew months ago.”

“Me?’

“You got it. Lanten wants the wedding held before the conference opens, he hdd out for after, he
doesn't trust Aretas farther than he could throw him, but had to give in findly, Aretas wouldn't be
budged.”

She sat Slent so cold indde she couldn’t move, couldn't think.

“You want out?” He bent toward her, tapped her silk-covered knee. “I can take you to HIf in the
wild”

She sucked in a long unsteady breath, exploded it out. “Let me think.” She pulled her knuckles
across her forehead. 1 can't think. What's Aretas like? You went with Father when he was shuttling
about on the firg round of talks.”

“You remember Grandfather?’

“No. I've heard things”

“Magnify what you heard, add a body like a bloated toad.”

“My bridegroom. Go away for now, brother, | have to think and | can’t with you here” She pushed
her hair back, smiled a Acthon, who did off the bed and stood beside it looking gravely down at her.
“Come back tomorrow night if you can.” He nodded and turned to go. “And thanks, brother,” she caled
oftly.

She set down quickly what her brother had told her. A year ago, that night a night when she paced
the room sruggling with impossible choices until the sky outside began to pale. She pressed a new page
down and began writing more dowly, dipping deep into the past.



Hate—yes— don’t know when it was born in me, but | know when it began to burn me. That
came when he took Metis. My Metis. I"'ve loved one person in my nineteen years. One. When my
mother died, my father left orders| was to have a nursegirl from the village. He named her. Metis.
Aida’s daughter. And Gyoll’s daughter. Someone brought her to the Hold and left her in the
nursery. She was, | think, about seven at the time, Acthon’'s half-sister. Her youngest sister was
two, exactly asold as| was, born the same day, almost the same hour. Metis was greatly fond of
her, it was this perhaps that caught at her imagination and broke through her bitter resentment
and let her see me as the miserable little rat | was instead of the pampered daughter of the family
that oppressed her people.

Men are cheaper and easer to replace than machines and at times sdf-replicating. And
trapped here. Most of Liros Il vegetation and animal life is poisonous so we keep a rope about
their necks, or so Father thinks; the others too. | suppose. Or they’'d do more about it than they
have. Metis told me that her people have found out how to cook muddogs and some other things
90 they can eat them. It's enough to let them live in the Wild—I"m getting away from what |
meant to say. It's easier, | think, to go on about things that don’'t really matter.

Metis. Her heart always betrayed her. She came to me intending to do the job—that and only
that—but | was a scrawny, sad little thing, nothing like she expected though she was ssmmering
with resentment when she measured the difference between her home and the Hold nursery.

The first things | remember for myself are soft arms and a husky voice that comforted me
when demons came at night wearing my father’s face. | trotted around after her, she told me, like
a tiktik after its dam, all black hair and black eyes and skinny arms and legs like sticks. | knew
she was my friend not just my nursegirl the day she smuggled me in a tiktik baby when she came
back from her freeday. Not because she gave me something but because of what she risked to
bring it to me. It was a tiny thing with prickly black fur and beady black eyes, a pointed black
nose that was cold and wet, a nose that sniffed nervously about and poked into everything. And it
had long skinny legs like mine, but (not like mine) covered with a fine red fur, six legs, each paw
with six delicate fingers. When it ran about, it used all the legs, but it could sit up and use its front
paws with formidable dexterity. | was entranced by it from the moment it wrapped its tiny red
fingers about one of mine. Metis made me take care of it by myself, clean up after it, | think she
was trying to teach me how to love something other than myself. When it was especially content it
made a tiny cooing and its whole body vibrated with the sound. When it bit off bites of something,
its small square teeth made the sound that gave it its name. In the wild it lived in large herds and
the tiktik of their feeding, Metis said, could fill an afternoon.

For some time we managed to keep the tiktik a secret, but one day | was careless. I'd been
playing with it in the unused storeroom where we kept it. In the hall outside, just down a bit, two
of my older sisters got into a hair-pulling fight. | ran to watch the fun, forgetting to make sure the
latch clicked home. Of course the tiktik got out, and, of course, another of my sisters found it,
started tormenting it—that being her nature—and got herself bitten. Her screams brought the
attendants and me—in time to see the tiktik' s terror asit raced about, in time to see an attendant
snatch it up and dash its brains out against the wall.

What followed might not have happened if Metis had been with me but that was her freeday
and she was home. | started crying over the tiktik's body. That was a mistake, but what did |
know, a four-year-old baby? | should have known, I'd had all too many lessons in the need to
keep quiet, to keep my fedings hidden from the others, but I'd never really loved anything before,
never had anything that was mine alone. It was mine and it was dead, that’s all 1 knew. Mine and
dead.

My stepmother heard the furor and came. She was a quiet woman, a rather nice woman, |
know that now, though | hated and feared her then. She'd already given my father the son my
own mother had died trying to produce. At that time she was nemy pregnant with my second
half-brother (legitimate, that is) and suffering with him. She might have tried easing her misery by
passing it on to those around her, but she didn’'t. My sisters and | knew, all of us, that we lived



here on sufferance, worthless, unwanted. You'd think we'd draw together, make common cause
against our father and the system that made us worthless, but that didn’'t happen. I'm digressing
again, thisis harder than | thought.

My stepmother discovered easily enough how the tiktik had got into the Hold. | told her. | had
a strong sense that what | was doing was wrong, was a betrayal, but at four-going-on-five, one
oftimes does not really understand all the consequences of one's acts and adults are formidable
adversaries.

The attendants brought Metis to the nursery. My stepmother sent my sisters away, her ice-blue
gaze silencing their protests, but she kept me there to watch. In her stern way she was being kind.
She was teaching me my place and she was protecting both Metis and me. Something had to be
done, something fairly drastic, or word of this escapade might have reached my father. Metis
could have been whipped bloody with the spansir and taken from me, might have been killed for
endangering a tg’s daughter—even a worthless daughter was worth more than the child of a
contract laborer, that was what my father called them always though others of the tejed weren't
S0 delicate in their pronouncements.

My stepmother forced me to stand in front of her. Her long dender hands were firm on my
shoulders. Metis was cuffed to the wall and her blouse war torn away. A serviteur was instructed
and given the clisor. Her neck and shoulders were rigid. | couldn’'t see her face. | didn't want to.
My stepmother spoke, holding me tight against her legs. “ Girl, you brought an animal of the Wild
into this house. Your life would be forfeit if | thought you'd done this with malice, but | believe it
was only thoughtlessness, a misguided attempt to amuse your charge. You will receive fifteen
strokes of the clisor and be sent to your family in disgrace for one week. At the end of that time
present yourself at the postern gate to resume your duties here. Do you understand what | am
saying?’

With my stepmother’s hands so tight on my shoulders they hurt, | waited in agony for my
friend’s answer, for it seemed to me that Metis could be lost forever in the space of a word not
spoken. For what seemed an eternity Metis's back and shoulders held rigid, then she sighed and
said, “ Yes, Tagjin, | understand.”

Though some of the ice melted within me, | still had bad enough ahead of me. My stepmother
held me, would not let me turn away. | think | felt on my own body every blow of that whip. The
clisor. Its five broad soft strips of leather hurt but they wouldn’t tear flesh. Again, in her way, my
stepmother was being kind. The spansir had five tails also, but these were braided, knotted about
small spurs, with metal points on the tips. Fifteen strokes of the spansir would have killed my
friend.

Metis was stubbornly silent for the first few strokes, but in the end she screamed as the leather
beat again and again in the same place. My body jerked with hers. | tried to turn away and bury
my face in my stepmother’s long skirt, stop up my ears with my fists, but she wouldn’t let me, she
made me watch. | learned a lot more than the simple lesson of obedience she intended to teach
me. | learned in a way | have never forgotten that a single thoughtless act could have terrible
consequences and that—bad as it is to endure punishment yourself—it is infinitely more terrible to
be the careless cause of suffering for someone you love.

The attendants took Metis down and led her away. My stepmother marched me back to the
nursery and left me there—eft me to the attention of my sisters. Wellet that pass. | can
understand them better now, though to understand it not to forgive. | will not speak of forgiving
my stepmother, she deserves better than that, but the system that forced her to act as she
did—that | can neither forgive nor forget.

Metis came back and life went along much as usual. She sat in on my lessons, learned more
than | did. She could already read and write, her father taught her, and her mind was quick and
sure. She had a terrible hunger for knowledge, more than | ever had or ever will have. The first
books | sneaked out of my father’s library, | took for her though | was soon fetching them for
myself as well, so powerful was her influence over me. Neither of us found much meat in the



things females were allowed to learn.

When | was six and Metis was eleven, we moved away from the nursery into the tower room.
Sepmother worked that for us, it made the nursery that much more peaceful. Selas, her youngest
son, was sickly and Metis and | were at the center of most of the noisier fusses. It was better when
we were alone, easier for her when we were gone.

| had a lot more in common with the tiktik than the way | looked. | poked my long nose into
everything. Many nights | couldn’t deep and went roaming through the halls. | found my way to
my father’s library, as | mentioned before, and spent long hours looking through it. | even found a
way into the walls. Those walls that looked so massive were fake, honeycombed with passages
that must have been bored by one or more of my ancestors. They went everywhere with plenty of
peepholes. | loved the dark silence between the walls and spent as much time as | could there,
though Metis didn’t like it and was afraid I'd get lost and starve. Yes, | spent as much time as |
could there, locating all the exits, mapping the maze in my head. | don’t think my father knew
about the passages, | never saw any sign he did.

| loved spying on people, watching them when they didn’t know they were being watched. It
was a kind of power and gave me intense satisfaction. This is one of the things | never spoke
about to Metis. | know without having to think it that this would disgust her. | was very careful in
my explorations, having learned my lesson most thoroughly. | could not take chances with the
skin of my friend; she certainly would have been blamed for my mischief. For the same reason |
became a model girlchild, modest and quiet, industrious and obedient. | wanted no one to think
that Metis was bad for me. Actually, she should have been sent home when | reached my eighth
year, because | was starting my serious schooling—not books, but the arts of pleasing a man and
running a home for whatever husband my father would select for me. Because my father said
nothing, she stayed. | despised those lessons, but | have my share of vanity, more than my share
Metis used to say. | have good bones. I'm not pretty, but | like my face. | can be elegant. | like my
skin to be smooth and fair. | like the diding feel of silk against bare skin. | like the gold chains
that call attention to the delicacy of my wrist and ankle. | like having hair that isa night-black fall
o long | can st on it.

And | hate the thought of dying.

And | hate the thought of lying under that toad of a man and letting him do what he wants
with me.

Though my father is more intent on crushing the rebellion than on seeing me wed, he is a
devious man and never so pleased as when he can make one act serve many ends. He is pleased
enough with my looks and with the docility I've exhibited these many years. All my other sisters
are married now, Jantig was the last. I’ve been holding my breath the past three years, but with
Sepmother dead and not around to remind him he'd got an unwed daughter stuck in the attic, he
just forgot about me until this conference began obsessing him. Sill, | don’t really care what he's
planning for me, | have my own plans. Inaway | have to keep talking myself into this, reminding
myself how little power | have for changing my life, how much my death would mean if | took the
tejed with me.

Lilit read the last words over then put the pen down, stroked burning eyes, smoothed the tip of her
forefinger over the cool surface of the ivory paper. She shut the book and began tracing the patterns
stamped in the soft leather binding. She'd found the book years ago behind some others in the library.
Lilit the child had been fascinated by a book with no printing init, only blank pages. She'd Ift it where it
was with reluctance; for over amonth she fingered it every day but I€ft it behind when she |eft. In the end
she couldn't resis ft, took it from the library, hid it away in the wadls with her other treasures—and
waited with swesaty anxiety to see if her father missed it. He never said anything. And the book was
obvioudy old, the heavy paper yelowed a the edges. For a long while she forgot it and only now found
areason for uang it.

Outside, the rain struck the force bubble and did in a grey, wavery curtain to the ground beyond the



wadls, lending an eerie unredity to the view; she kept the curtain draped back from the window because
dhe liked the effect of moonlight on the vida, because in a way it seemed to widen the strangling
narrowness of the world she lived in, the room in the tower, the holesin the walls, the garden on the roof
of the tower, the dining room where she now and then acted as hostess for her father, a round she knew
aswadl as she knew thelinesin her pdms. She no longer took light with her into the walls, her feet read
the stones for her, she seldom needed to think where she was or where she wanted to go, she ran
through the holes, a peeping ghost in the walls. The peepholes were like the window in her tower room,
gving her aflegting contact with a world she' d never touch.

She yawned, findly tired, hoping to deep, though that was dways a chancy thing for her. 1t was late,
vay lae, and there were many things she had to do in the morning. She picked up the book, hdd it a
moment. A prickle at the back of her eyes made her shake her head impatiently. There was no one to
tak to now, not since her father took Metis from her, not snce Metis died bearing his child—only these
smooth slent pages. She pushed the chair back and stood, stretching alittle to work out the cramps from
gtting so long. At the wall she pressed on a section of carving. A smdl pand clicked open. She st the
book in the cavity reveded, pushed the pand shut her hands trembling on the wood. She was never sure
how much her father knew about the hidden places in the Hold, but she did count on his unexpressed but
evident contempt for the femae members of his family. What she'd dready written was enough to
warrant the strangler’s cord for her and death by spangr beeting for those she named in the book. That
was what bothered her most, betraying the others involved in her plans, yes she needed the book and this
taking out of her life, she was saying things she absolutely had to say, things she could tdl to no one ese.
Not even to Acthon. She clicked the pand shut dipped out of her dressng gown, hung it neetly in a
closet and did into bed, the sheets whispering crigoly about her. The bed was empty and cold, the other
body that once shared it with her was gone three years now and she ill was not used to degping done.
At the beginning of each night she stretched out on the right side of the bed, not in the middle, though her
restless turning carried her into the middle most nights.

For the past month Father has been insisting | come down to dine every night with the family.
| know why he's doing it, he wants to be sure I'm really calm about the proposed marriage, to be
sure I’'m in good health, to be sure I’'m properly submissive. Somewhere he has picked up the
notion that I’ ve gone strange, living alone in my tower room. He can't believe that even a woman
could be content spending her days embroidering her wedding robes. | think he's decided I'm a
little stupid. And he's satisfied with that. Though he still calls me down, he ignores me and spends
much of the time lecturing to my brothers on how they are to conduct themselves when he's gone
and quizzing them. | learn a lot to pass on to Acthon and Gyoll so it's worth the boredom and the
wear and tear on my stomach.

At the table my father confirmed finally the date of our departure then spent much of the meal
questioning Ekeser about handling every possible difficulty that could come up in his absence. He
ignored Sdlas, anyway Selas was off somewhere in the dreamworld where he spent most of his
time. Weak of body, weak of mind—though | don’'t know about that lagt, it was hard to tell, he
seldom said anything, but I’ ve seen him, time after time, defeat Ekeser’s malice without speaking
a word, simply by seeming not to notice what was being done to him. | wonder about him
whenever | think of him, but that’s not often, he escapes me as easly as he does the others.

At the table she watched the play in front of her with little interest; most of what she heard, she'd
heard before and passed on. She was long over her first amazement a seaing that her father despised his
sons amogt as much as he did his daughters, though he valued them considerably higher. Not Acthon, he
didn't despise him. Sometimes she’d thought he might go againg custom and lav—he was after dl the
ultimate law in the Liros systlem—and acknowledge Acthon, make him the heir, but lately she understood
that he couldn’t do that. He believed in tradition and law; no matter how much he might stray beyond
their borders in his private life, in matters concerning the rule of the Liros system, he kept drictly to the
precedent of his forebears. The legitimate line must be preserved, power mugt be conserved in the hands



of hisfamily, the family bonds must be kept intact, the line of the Kayens guaranteed continuance.

From the look on Ekeser’s face I'd say he'd listened to identical catechisms at times other
than dinner. He' s fifteen now and getting more and more restive, especially since Father won't let
him indulge habits here he picked up on trips to the other worlds of the Aghir.

Father ignored me as usual during the meal, except for those elaborate rituals of respect by
which these men honor women but actually dispose of them, pushing them into a place were they
become meaningless except as walking wombs, virtually interchangeable and eminently
discardable. Enough of this too; by the gods that don’'t exist, | miss you, my sister, my love.
There's no one | can say these things to and vent the venom that threatens to choke me. | hold
them in until | fedl like exploding because what’s the use—who would ever listen to me? No one
but you, my Metis. No one.

Father came into my room after dinner tonight; he almost never comes up here, so | was
caught by surprise. My throat closed up and | felt frozen. Fortunately | was putting a few last
stitches in the outer robe of my wedding display. If he'd come a few minutes later, | would have
had this book in my hands. That was the thing that dominated my thoughts as he looked me over.
He spoke and | answered, | don't know what, but | suppose it was suitable since he made no
comment. Fool, fool, | told myself over and over.

You look like a scared rat, he said. His face sour, he walked around me as | stood clutching
the robe to my breasts, not understanding his evil mood. Your appearance is good enough, he
said. He put his hand under my chin and lifted my head, ignoring my involuntary flinch. | hate it
when he touches me but what can | do? Skinny, he said. No spirit, he said. He took his hand away
and stepped back. Just as well, he said. You'll get through this better that way. I’ve a good idea
what passed between you and that girl. (He meant Metis, why couldn’t he say her name to me, he
knew her in every sense of the word, why won't he say her name?) Lanten-tgl will school you in
other directions, it's only necessary that you be virgin. The less you struggle, the sooner he'll tire
of you and let you go your own way. Remember that, he said. The choice is yours, he said. He left
me then, walking out without another word.

He doesn't like what he's doing to me, | saw that from the moment he first told me about the
marriage. At least he saw my sisters wed to fairly decent men. Aretas sticks in his throat, but he
thinks he's working for a greater goal and he'd swallow worse to achieve it.

It was some time before | moved. | stood frozen in the center of the room, hating my
helplessness, hating my father, hating myself, my stomach churning, my mouth dry, my eyes
burning, my head throbbing.

Father coming in like that frightened me but it started me thinking also. Who am | writing this
for? If for myself, then | intend to see the book burned to ash and scattered to the winds as |
leave. Yet |, the not-yet-murderer, am writing to explain—who am | explaining to, what am |
explaining? Yes, | want someone to know who | am, yes, that’s it, know me, warts and all, know
what I've been doing for years, that, locked behind these walls though | am, | have reached out
and helped change things in the Wild, in the village. Yes. I'll give the book to Acthon the night
before we leave and ask him not to read it until the rebels have the Hold and have taken Liros I
for themselves and their children. What they do with it | don’t care, I’ve listened to Gyoll explain
a hundred times but it never meant much to me. | just know thisis wrong, the way things are now,
here, it had to change. I’d like the people to know that | joined their struggle, joined it when | was
a child, joined it before | even knew there was a struggle. If | dared leave this Hold, my people,
you'd spit on me if you dared. | want you to know me, to understand what I’'m doing and why. Yes
that’s it, | want someone, anyone to under stand.

Lilit sat back, nibbling a the end of her pen. The amdl lamp over the writing table cast a cone of light
down on her, leaving the rest of the room in shadows, shadows that flickered now and then as lightning
flickered in the distance, whited out momentarily as closer flashes cut through the murky night outside.



“Maudiin,” she muttered, sghed, rubbed the end of the pen holder across her forehead. “I’'m begging
them to sympathize with me, asif they owed me something, but that's nothing close to the truth, | did dl
of this because | enjoyed it. Right, my Metis?’ She laughed, lad the pen down, stretched her body,
rasng her arms as high as she could, enjoying the stretching of her spine. After alagt stretch and a groan,
she relaxed, pushed her hair back off her face, pulled aleg up and tucked it under the other, svinging the
dangling leg back and forth as she frowned at the book. “It's hard to say what | want. One's mind goes
of indl directionsif onelesit loose” She amiled into the darkness, seeing Metis sanding on the far Sde
of the bed, affection in her eyes but a scolding frown on her round face, her head turning dowly back and
forth, her shining pale hair catching thelittle light of the room. To the ghost Lilit said, “I know, dear one,
discipline mysdf, no one can do it for me” She saw a dow gmile stretch the full lips then the image
melted and Lilit turned back to the book.

Facts—this world is called Liros II. My family never gave it a name and the people in the Wild
call it whatever occurs to them after some particularly frustrating occurrence. Liros. Our sun. A
sore in the sky. The mountains shine in the dark on nights when there is no moon. I am not
permitted to know what that shining means to the men that work the mines. | am not permitted to
know how little protection the protective gear my father provides gives the miners. For my
father’s men—and this too | am not permitted to know—ife is marginally less harsh. On other
worlds the tejed don’t bother, the miners are sent down in whatever rags they bring with them.
My father is generous, too, as to the shifts his men work. He buys enough of them that he can
divide them into three shifts. Three months in the mine, six off. Even so, twice in my lifetime, he
has had to go offworld to contract for more laborers as he calls it, | could give it a far harsher
name. Naturally, the others of the tejed go far more often to the market.

There are five continents on this world, each with its overseer, the overseer’s Hold, his
villages and fields. Each overseer receives a percentage of the profit from the ore he gets out of
his miners. The rest of the income goes to my father who controls the only landing field and the
only starship on the world. He also limits the number of flitters and floats the overseers can use.
The advantage of controlling the air is near incalculable on this sparsely settled world with its five
small centers of population, no waterships to sail the sullen seas, no reason to fish these waters
since the fish the fishers would catch would be poison. Metis tells me that when it is very dark and
ho rain falls, the seas glow like the mountains; whether that’s true or not | couldn’t say.

We' ve been here on Liros |1 such a short time, only five hundred years. Outside the protection
of the Holds many die. Aila, Acthon and Metis's mother, she died of sheer exhaustion after
producing ten children. That's what Metis said, she was simply tired to death. Little Sster wasn't
the last, two more were born after her.

The children of Aiela—Acthon (sired by my father), Metis (Gyoll’s daughter), Elf. EIf was very
small but otherwise apparently normal. They kept her hidden from the death squads, Metis told
me, exchanged her for a borndead. She lives in the Wild, eats the plants, fish and beasts of the
Wild with impunity. She is tiny; according to Acthon her head wouldn’t reach my waist, though
she's past twenty-five. Nothing attacks her out there, it's her gift. She serves as go-between for
the rebels on this continent, rides the huge flying predators | see sometimes outside my windows,
no tapping into that sort of communication.

The child after EIf died in the womb, the next two only lived a day or so, both were smothered
by the death squad though they would have died anyway. The baby just before Little Sster was a
healthy bright boy though he had no arms or legs;, him they sent into the Wild and replaced with a
borndead from the Wild or Father’s guards would have taken him away and smothered him too.
They did that with all the radically changed who survived birthing. After Kedarie Little Sster,
there were two other babies, born too deformed to live. Aidla died with the birth of the last.

Without realizing it, the Aghir tejed are producing natives for these hostile worlds by exposing
the men to the poison earth and making the women into broodmares. By their intransigence and
extravagance with life they are creating a population that in a few more generations will rise up



and destroy them. While they—we—remain strangers and sojourners of this world, their daves
are making it a home.
But those daves aren’'t going to wait.

“Wdl?" Acthon stepped through the wall pand, clicked it shut, came over to the bed.

“Wdl enough.” Lilit sat cross-legged in the center of the bed. She smoothed her hand over hair she'd
brushed until it had the sheen of black glass. The fed of it comforted her as she contemplated what she
was going to say to her haf-brother. She'd read in one of the books from her father’s library thet to be
continualy touching or caressing onesdf was a sgn of something wrong insde. That had bothered her
awhile until she decided that with so much wrongness outside her, a little ingde was only a way of
mending the balance.

“That ign't ...”

“l know. What do you think of doing something at the conference, taking out the tegjed with one
stroke?’

“We ve talked about it. A lot.” He spoke dowly, his eyesintent on her. “Hard to plan when we don't
know the ground or if we could get one of usinto the entourage.”

“You dready have one.” She lifted her head and stared at him.

“Lilit!”

“That's right.” She amiled. “Lilit will be there. Think about it. All of them there for Lilit's wedding.
I’ ve been thinking. Between Cazarit and Aghir security you' d have a tough time getting anything powerful
enough into the Hal, you can't even know when they're dl in one spot. That's not something you can
hendle from a distance. Pre-set devices, too chancy, too easy to detect. Y ou need someone in the Hal to
cary the death—whatever you make it—and trigger it when the time is right. Someone who won't be
suspected. Someone able to carry the death ssfely among the skirts of Sx or seven bulky robes. In a
word, me”

He stared at her. “You want to die?’

“No,” she said. She laughed. “Think about it, brother. Think about Aretas. Think about death. A
handsomer bridegroom than the one my father found me and a kinder one. Ian't that s0? | don’t want to
tak anymore. Tdl Gyall what | said. Go away, please.”

She watched him step through the pand, ook back at her, then pull the pand shut. She amiled at the
ghogt that shimmered in the corner, broken planes of light and shadow. “A better bridegroom,” she said.

Tamris

She tugged her tunic down with hands that shook alittle from nervousness and irritation. There was a
lump in her throat. She knew her voice would bresk when she thumbed the announcer, knew it and was
disgusted at hersdlf. She swallowed.

“Go see Aleytys” her mother said.

Her mother’s voice was mild and unemphatic, but Tamris recognized the tone. This was reason
Spesking, experience presumed to equa wisdom. She was very fond of her parent but sometimes she fdlt
smothered in Slk, resenting her mother’s time-honed skills in manipulating others. Head Canyli Heldeen
could sometimes be a very difficult parent even while she was being a warm and loving woman.

“If he'll take you on this Hunt,” her mother said, “keep her steedy, Mari.”

She tired not to let her mother’s accomplishments overwhelm her, though this was hard now and
then. Head had done and been and dready left behind what Tamris wanted to do and be. She wanted to
dretch hersdlf, to see how far she could reach—above dl, she wanted out of her mother’s shadow.

“She's been cdming down a bit latdy,” her mother said. “Accepting the compromises of living.
Dammit, thisis going to disturb that accommodation. | want her steady, | want her ready to work for me.
I’'m counting on you to keep her on track.”



She swdlowed again and pressed her thumb firmly againg the sensor plate. “Apprentice Hunter
Tamris Heldeen,” she said and was pleased to find her voice steady enough. “I have an gppointment.”

The answer came in a pleasant contralto, a recorded message. “Follow the flagged path around the
house to the garden a the back. I'm waiting for you there.”

Tamriswrinkled her nose. Garden? What' s this? She started dong the flags, sepping in the center of
each to keep the ends of the clipped grass off her carefully polished boots, humming a haf-forgotten tune
from back-back times, sniffing a the perfume of the doradora blooms on the adoradee vines dinging to
the rough-cut stone of the tdl narrow house. She whidled a few notes, tentative, dying after just the few
as she turned a second corner and saw the flags disappearing into a dense growth of old tolganek trees.
Garden, hah. She pushed at her har (the diff breeze was snatching a her short crisp curls and Hirring
them into a tangle) and tugged her tunic down over the outthrust of full breasts that embarrassed her by
their jiggling during her unarmed combat training and the other sports she was supposed to master. And
they spoiled theline of her tunic when she wanted to look neat and efficient.

Aheed of her, somewherein the shadow under the trees, she could hear the ddicate tinkling of glass
wind chimes. Feding very young and gauche, she moved into the grove. The chimes sounded dl around
her, near and far, blending into amagicd whisper of sound, underlining the pungent smel of the trees and
the mold underfoot. After afew turns of the twisting path, she heard above the Snging of the chimes, the
liquid ripple of harp notes and &fter a few more steps, a woman's voice Inging. She waked dower.
Aleytys. She stroked a finger down her short draight nose, then dong the curve of a cheek whose
plumpness was another curse of her life; children aren't often kind to each other and she' d suffered under
names like fat-face and chagdi—a amdl nervous rodent with cheek pouches that doubled the sze of its
head when duffed with nuts and seeds. She knew that this particular memory was being cdled up by
another, the memory of the tapes of the various escrow hearings on Helvetia, of a face more dtractive
then beautiful, mobile and expressive, dhifting between disgust, deep interest, flashes of sudden
amusament, the wry gppreciation of absurdity, indignation and satisfaction. When you're not quite twenty
and heading for a make-or-break interview—noat quite that bad but dmost—it's not easy to step into the
aunlight and face a legend in the making. She could hear two people now, a man's voice, a low nimble
that refused to separate into words, then the woman's contralto, no longer Snging, but speaking in lazy
phrases. Grey? she thought, shook her head. He was dill on Hunt, couldn’'t possibly be back yet. Who?
Something to do with the Cazar Hunt?

“Councl overrode me” her mother said. “I didn’'t want her on this one. But, dammit, when Cazar
Company appealed to them over my head, they caved in and ordered me to offer it to her. Hagan kept
siping a meas| tried to explan that this wasn't the kind of thing she was good at. They should let me
use my Hunters the way | want, after dl | know them a hdluva lot better than any of those paliticians on
the council. She's too expensive, he said. Can you beieve that? After the fees she's won for us even if
you don’'t count Maeve? Dangerous woman, he said, outsider, not one of us, how could we ever trust
her to hold our interests above her own, half-breed Vryhh, you know what Vrya are like. After she's
risked her life and her sanity for us, endangered her own son, though | don’'t say she knew she was doing
that when it happened. What are you implying, he said, that you can't trust her? Cazar wants her, not any
of the others. Should we lose this fee, funds we need! for what amounts to nothing? They want her name,
that' s dl, they don't give hdf a damn if she does anything, he said. He went on and on and on, every time
| opened my mouth. Aleytyswon't go and do nothing. Shelll stick her nosein and dir things up if there's
no one there to keep her on track. She distrusts and despises the Companies and they want to put that
down on one of the mogt controlled Company worlds | know of. | want you a her elbow, Mari. | know
there' s no way you can coerce her. | just want you to remind her of what she's supposed to be doing.
Do the best you can.”

“The best | can, hah.” One find time she tugged down her tunic, stepped onto the broad expanse of
neatly trimmed lawn. Across it on the far Sde of the dearing she saw the creek, whose musc blended
with the notes of the mingrd’s harp and the voice of the red-haired woman by a solitary tolganek, its



dark limbs arching low over her head as she sat on one massve root, her back agang the trunk. A
black-haired men lay stretched out on the grass close to her feet, a big man in a worn shipsuit with a
scarred face, ashort black beard. As Tanis hesitated, Aleytys stopped snging and smiled down at the
man, a current of affection passing between them so drong that she fdt the warmth of it from where she
stood. Ddfinitdy not Grey, she thought. Who?

Aleytys looked up, saw Tamris and waved her closer. Tamris took a deep bresth and walked
toward her, beginning to get alittle irritated at having to march up under two pairs of eyes. The harp was
St asde and Aleytys s hands were folded loosdly in her Iap. Her head was back againg the rough bark
of the tolganek, her long fine red-gold hair blew about her face. Evenin person she wasn't pretty, but her
face was her own in away Tamris had rardy seen—her mother, Grey, a few of her teachers had that
look, the look of having grown into the face from behind so that they were of a piece, strong, powerful
and dangeroudy charming. She was wearing a long loose robe with wide deeves, its soft materid fdling
into graceful folds over the hills and hollows of her body. Her bare feet rested gold againgt the green of
the grass. Tamris looked away. Her eyes caught the man's amused grey gaze and that was the last thing
she needed to touch off her temper. Misgivings forgotten, she diffened her soine and sad crisply,
“Apprentice Hunter Tamris Heldeen.”

Aleytys smiled. “Find a spot and sit, Hunter. | suppose | should gpologize for the informdity but the
day promised so finel couldn’t bear to stay indde. Besides, I’'m not much good at politesse.”

Tamris glanced at the man, disturbed by hisintruson in Hunter business. His face was deeply tanned,
scarred and worn, hislight grey eyeslaughing a her. He d shifted lazily onto his ssomach. Looking at him
made her uneasy. She folded down quickly and, she hoped, neetly, holding her torso diffly erect, settled
hersdf as comfortably as she could, her legs crossed, her hands resting on her thighs.

The dlence hummed around them. Beyond the tree, the creek brush-sizzled around the scattered
boulders and tree roots. A gust of wind blew a val of red har across Aleytys's face. Dreamily she
reached up and brushed the strands from nose and mouth, tucking them behind her ear. The wind-chimes
tinkled in the distance and overhead a sakar screamed its harsh hunting cry as it soared in overlgoping
loops across the crysdline blue.

Tamris waited, stubbornly slent, a snking feding within that this collaboration wasn't going to work.
It was dl wrong, nothing like she' d rehearsed with hersdlf. She didn't fed crigp and confident, no, she ft
as uncertain as a child suddenly pitched into a party of adults without knowing the rules of the games they
were playing. Aleytys wasn't what she'd expected either, oh, her face was familiar enough but this
dreamy creature, it seemed impossible that she’d done the things Tamris knew she had, she looked more
like she belonged in a harem somewhere disporting hersdf on slken sheets—Tamris blinked and caught
back her wandering mind.

That was absurd.

The man chuckled, the sound gartling, cutting through the gtiffening silence. “Behave yoursdf, Lee”

Aleytys amiled. “You haven't changed, old growler, body or no.” She Sraightened, stretched, drew
her legs up and wrapped her arms around them. “Once more | gpologize, Tamris Heldeen. | find | Smply
can't force mysdf into a proper state of mind for working. My ugly friend here ...” She looked fondly a
the man. Tamris blinked, swamped this close to the current of warmth passing between them. “He
dropped infor avigt three days ago and | haven't thought about working snce” Her lips twitched into a
rueful amile. “Especidly sncethisHunt is ... well, | can’t dig up much enthusasm for it.”

With an incongruoudy graceful movement the man was on his feet. “Playtime is over, Lee. I'll be
moving on.”

“No.” Aleytys was on her feet, agitated. “Wait.” She moved closer to the man, wrapped dim golden
fingers aout his arm. The fingers were trembling. “ Come with me to Cazarit.”

“Hunter!” Aghast, Tamris jJumped to her feet. Steady her, she thought, how the hdl am | supposed to
do that? Slently she gpologized to her mother. Thiswasn't make-work for her firg outing.

The man stood with arms folded across his broad chest, his eyes fixed on Aleytys's face. He didn't
look at dl pleased with the invitation. “Aswhat?’ he said. “House pet?’

Aleytys looked away, took a step back, took her hands away from him with visble reluctance,



pushed at the long fine hair the wind kept blowing across her face. “Would that bother you?’

He snorted. “You have to ask?’

“Obvioudy.” The word trailed off as her face went blank. She stared a him but as far as Tamris
could tdl she wasn't seeing him. Her eyes, those bright blue-green eyes, were looking inward. She
flushed, looked angry, asif some monitor ingde her head was cdling her to order and she was rebdling
agang it. Aleytys shook hersdf, blinked and was back with them.

The man watched the transformation, his pae eyes garting to twinkle. “Harskari being sarcastic?’

“The three of you drive me wild sometimes” She stepped close to him, reached out but stopped her
hand a hdf inch from his deeve. “Do athing for me?’ For a moment she was gone again, looking over his
shoulder toward the mountains riang behind aline of trees. “I think ...” Her voice was a whisper of sound
amod logt in the susurration of the creek and the rustle of the giff green leaves behind her fiery head. “I
think | might have to run when thisis over. Might ... | don’t know, there' s a shivering under my ribs.” She
shook hersdf as if she shook off something dinging to her shoulders. “There's a world cdled Ibex,
Swardhdld love, and a dity cdled Y astroo, a man caled Kenton Asgard. You know what I'm saying. |
need to know if they actudly exist, and exiding, are dill what and where my mother’s letter said. Find
thet world for me, locate Kenton Asgard, just find out if he's dive and where she said, that's dl. Come
back and tdl me. A business propostion. Yes, Tha'sit. A sort of charter. Will you?’

He unfolded his arms with a sharp sudden movement, caught her chin and turned her face up. After a
moment, he nodded. “ Ship needs overhauling. Here's as good a place as any. You pay for that and for
fud to Ibex and back.” He chuckled. “And for filling my hold with tradegoods. No use going out empty.”

“Skint! Gouger!” She stepped back, glared a him. “Overhaul that greasebucket sure, probably fal
gpart before it left the sysem otherwise, I'll pay for that. And fud. Find your own cargo.”

He grinned at her. “Think of the centuries of well-honed tact and tracking kill you're getting thrown
ingratis.”

“Gratis, hah! Pawlicker.” She gathered the webbing of har plastered across eyes and mouth and
tucked it behind her ear. “I'll go thet if | get a hdf-sharein the profits” She grinned back at him. “All that
tact and ill.” She shook her head. “Too bad | can't set Harskari on you. Just wait, my hary friend.
When we find her a body, shell comb your beard.”

“Private business, Lee. Remember the audience” Aleytys blinked. “Madar.” She turned to Tamris.
“Once again | have to apologize. How do | say palitely | forgot you were there?” She came to Tanris,
amiling ruefully, her hands outstretched. “You've been very patient with me. You sure you want to go
adong?It'll probably be educationd, but not in the way your mother intended.”

Tamris rubbed a her eyes, “I'm not sure even Mom knows what she intends” To her surprise,
Tamris found she did indeed want to come dong on what threatened to be an out-of-control business.
There was a subtle flattery in Aleytys's easy acceptance of her and willingness to rdax and act naturd
with her. Tamris knew that for now this was more a tribute to the friendship and trust between Aleytys
and her mother, but it was a start. She grinned. “1 wouldn't missit.”

Aleytys laughed, touched her cheek, pulled her back to the tree, sat down beside her on one of the
huge old roots. “That ...” she jabbed a thumb at the man, “is what might be termed an entrepreneur—if
you care to be polite” She amiled affectionatdly at him. He raised an eyebrow. “What are you cdling
yoursdlf now?’

“Quayle, love. Remember?’ He dropped to the grass at their feet.

She grimaced. “Too well. | get a hdf-share?”

“Yes” Grey eyeslaughed up at Tamris “You see how she take' s advantage of my fondness of her?’
He turned to Aleytys. “Given the overhaul isto my own specs.”

“Ay-mi, skinned, | seeit now.” She sobered, swung around to face Tamris. “You've read the Cazar
reports?” Tamris nodded. “ Sketchy.”

“Mild word for them.” Aleytys moved her shoulders impatiently. “Damn Company worlds.” She
sniffed. “1 tdl you, Tamris, | want to stand back and cheer for the ghost.” She sighed. “Did Head get that
clearance for me?’

Tamris dipped her hand into her deeve, fished out a folded bit of paper. With aflick of her fingers



she tossed it into Aleytys s lap. “She said she wore her tongls out for this so you better do a damn good
job and keep your temper.” Tamris shrugged. “I'm supposed to remind you.”

“Conscience at my shoulder,” Aleytys shook her head. “A miserable job, you're going to earn your
sed, my friend.” She raised a brow, turned away and unfolded the note. She smiled. “Good. Long as |
keep the ghost from running off with the Aghir.” She refolded the paper. “Do my best. It's not my kind of
thing.”

“So Mom said, but the council overrode her.” She drew a fingarnall dong her cheekbone, narrowed
her eyes. “You could refuse the Hunt.”

“Can 1?7

Tamris rubbed a her nose. “No, | suppose not.”

Aleytys looked grim. “Thet never changes, does it? No matter what | do.” She pushed a her hair.
“Mmm. Y ou' ve got backing; you could get sworn as a notary?’

“| suppose. Why?’

“I've got afeding well have to squeeze hard to get the fee out of them. Tamris, I'm going to stir up a
lot of hodtility. We Il need proof my intentions are honest and my actions pure. Head screwed them down
on specifics pretty damn thoroughly, but | don't want it to be just my word againg a barrage of them a
the hearings. Our word. The verifier won't take me, you must know that. Besides, the sight of the link on
your belt should keep them honest. Means no privacy from the moment we set foot on Cazarit. You
mind?’

“l suppose not. Never thought about it. I'll have to see Mom to fix that. How come you were never
swvorn ... never mind, I'm only occasondly dim. | see you'd have to be bonded and Hagan and Betts
would have triple fits” Tamris got to her feet. “I'd better get started on this” She took a few steps,
turned. “Only occasiondly dim—you haven't said you want me on this with you.”

“If you don’'t mind an atmosphere of confuson and hodlility.” Aleytys grinned a her. “Come back
after you' ve seen Head and spend the next few days here, we ve got some planning to do.”

Aleytys

Her house. The house on Wdlff. The place she was beginning to think of as home though she wasn't
fuly aware of her commitment to it as yet. Aleytys and Tamris went over their meager reports agan and
agan, argued over the Cazarit world maps, spent the splendid summer days in the garden, the crisp
summer evenings before a briskly crackling fire in the library. Three days. Swardheld shuttled between
the port fadilities where his ship was being worked on and the house. Sometimes he joined them, grinning
a Tamris's glares of indignaion as he teased Aleytys into wild, farcicd, funny word exchanges that left
both of them hel pless with laughter.

At night Aleytys dreamed and woke swesting, dreamed and thrashed about in her dreaming because
she was replaying old and panful events, timejumbled and fragmented but consgtent in that they
centered about two ghogts from her past.

She dreamed:

She lay in an open-fronted cdl saring at a corridor visble but unreachable beyond a force shidd.
She turned her back on it.

“e”

She svung around. Stavver stood outside. “Miks” she said. She thrust her hands againgt the yidding
floor and shoved hersdf onto her feet. “Where am 1? What happened? How did | get here?’

“Hush, Leg, ligen.”

She brushed digtractedly at hair tumbling over her face. “Get me out of here”

He ran a hand across his eyes. She could see the veins distended at his temple, running in a blue
weaving over the back of histhin hand. “Shut up and ligen.”

An ache began to beat behind her eyes. “What about afew answers?’

Thethief glanced nervoudy over his shoulder. “Lee, I've bought a few minutes with you, not enough



to waste like this. Y ou'rein the dave pens of 1'kwasset.”

“Save pend”

“Maissa tricked me. When | was out hunting down some friends, she gassed you, hauled you here
and sold you, daming you owed her passage money. When | got back to the port the ship was gone.”

“Sharl? My son?’

He rubbed his forehead, gestured helplesdy. “ She took him with her. I'm sorry, Lee”

“Sorry ...

“Hell be dl right, Lee”

“No, Maissais ... ay, Madar, get me out of here”

“No way, not out of the dave pens.” There was a fault beading of sweat on his forehead though he
tried to amile “Don't you think I'd have you out of hereif | could?’

“Would you? Or would you be just as happy to get me off your neck?’

He flaitened his pams againg the forceshield. “I'd have to.” His mouth worked, the pae tip of his
tongue flicked across his lips. “You' ve hooked me hard.” He looked over his shoulder, turned back.
“My timeisamost up. | can't sed you out, Lee. And | haven't got the gold to buy you, you know that.
After you're sold, then | can get you away. No owner will have the kind of security they have here. I'll
come for you, | swear it

“No.”

“What?’

She dared a him, a long thin man with moonwhite hair tumbling over pae blue eyes, lover and
rescuer, though reluctant at both. “Go after Maissa,” she sad. “By dl we' ve shared, get my son away
from that crazy woman.”

He jerked away, took two steps down the corridor, wheded and came back, his face twisted with
the pain that radiated through his body. Gasping, he banged his hands againg the shidd. “Stop it,” he
cried, “stop it.”

Her mouth pinched into agrim ling, she waited.

He closed his eyes. The muscles loosened in his face and neck. “All right, damn you, you win. I’ll
trace her and get im away from her.”

The diffening went out of her soine; dumping, nearly fdling as her knees went weak, she pressed her
hands againg the transparency near his shoulders. “I'm sorry, Miks, | wish ... ah, man, you know how
sck Massais”

He stroked his hand outside the shield at the level of her face asif he caressed her, pain in his face as
if he did this againgt hiswill. “Ill find your son and bring him to you.”

“No. Not to me. Madar knows where I'll be. Take him to his father. Vgd the dreamsinger. You'll
find him on Jaydugar in amountain valey called the Kard. Ask for the blind dreamsinger.”

A dark-faced guard tapped Stavver on the shoulder and jerked his head toward the exit. He left her
without looking back, the long narrow man who moved with the dadtic glide of a hunting tars, a dy men
and a quick man and a man suffering now under the geas she'd wished on him. Once her lover, now her
vicim, she watched him walk away and leaned her head againg the trangparency and, once he had
disappeared around a corner, wept.

and woke with tears on her face—

She sat up, dabbed at her face with the corner of the sheet “Why am | doing this to mysdf?” Her
voice sounded sharp in the darkness, the tremble in it frightening her a little. She reached out to
Swardheld for comfort but there was only a cooling space where he'd been. “Harskari, mother,” she
whispered. “ Shadith, my friend, talk to me”

Amber eyes opened in the darknessin her head. “Aleytys”

Viole eyes opened beside the amber. “Lee”

She fdt warmth spread through her. Lying back on the bed, she punched the pillow, folded it and
tucked it behind her head, stretched out her arms, wriggled around until she was comfortable, smiled into
the darkness. “I dreamed about him, my thief.”



Harskari said nothing. Shadith’'s violet eyes blinked dowly as her ddicate pointed face materidized
about them. “That bothers you?’

Harskari’ s burnt umber face with its hao of white hair was suddenly beside Shadith’s. “Why?’

Aleytys winced. “Because I'm afraid.”

“Of what?’

Aleytys laced her hands behind her head. “That Stavver is the ghost | have to track down. When
Head told me about the snatches, | wondered. Now | dream. It's his kind of thing, it stinks of him.
Haven't | done him enough harm?”

“A feding and a dream—why couldn’t one trigger the other?”

“I know dl thet, I'm dill afraid.” She stirred, the sheets whispering about her body. “How can | take
the chance it shim?’

Harskari was dlent again, a disgpproving slence. “Head,” she said quietly after a moment of that
Slence.

The sngle softly spoken word hit Aleytys like a blow under her ribs that drove the ar out of her. It
pulled her up from her tumble into excess, her headlong rush to refusng the Hunt and with the refusal
cadting aside Walff and dl the responghilities she had there. Again and again Head had acted her friend,
her defender, had fought for her againgt the xenophobia of the council. Was fighting for her now. Had
invested alot of her prestige in winning the concessions Aleytys had asked for. “Damn,” she said.

Harskari amiled. “Now, Aleytys, it's not so bad. You've arranged things nestly for yoursdf, don't
think | haven't noticed. It won't hurt your thief if you put a crimp in his plots and you don’t have to give
him to the Cazar thanks to Head's efforts, so stop fussng. You make your own troubles as dways. In
awy case, is it so likdy, out of dl the thieves around, that the ghost you've contracted to chase is
Stavver?’ Harskari’s voice was dry and crisp, intended to puncture her gloom. “Despite his hedthy ego,
isit even likdy he was as good a thief as he clamed? Consider how many people there are in this amdl
sector of the gdaxy. How many more thieves could there be, mugt there be?’

“Why ian't that a comfort to me?’ Aleytys Sghed. “I have afeding ...”

“What feding? Swardheld came through the bedroom door, a bottle in one hand and a pair of
glassesin another. He knuckled on alight, crossed the room to st on the bed by her feet. “You've had a
busy night. Like degping with an itchy octopod.” He worked the cork out and poured dark amber wine
into one of the glasses. “Here”

Aleytys wriggled up until she was leaning againg the polished wood of the bed's head, a pillow
tucked behind the curve of her back. She reached for the glass, sipped & the wine while he filled the
other, dapped the cork back and set the bottle beside the bed. She closed her eyes, savoring the dean
cool taste of the wine. Purple eyes twinkling, Shadith murmured, “Sweet old bear, | misshim.” Aleytys
chuckled. “Shdl | tdl him?’

“Tdl mewhat?’ The bed swayed and bounced as he stretched out beside her.

“Shadith says she misses you, you sweet old bear.” He looked pained. “We' re going to have to find
that one a body soon, she's darting to get over-ripe” He scratched at his beard, raised an eyebrow.
“What feding?’

“I’ve been dreaming about Miks Stavver.”

“Ah.” He grinned and raised his glass. “Yearning for old lovers?’

“No, you sour old bear, afrad he'smy ghogt.”

“Lots of other thieves about. Met a good few mysdf the past couple years.”

“That'swhat Harskari said.”

“Hah. Two great minds. What more you want?’ The bed wobbled as he sat up. “You're finished,
gvemethe glass”

After hefilled it and held it out to her again, she took a sip of the wine, hed it in her mouth, let it dide
down her throat until warmth tingled through her body, shivered as he began stroking warm strong fingers
aong her thigh, gasped as hisfingers thrust into her, spilled the gulp of wine left in the glass, gasped again
as he drew himsdf dongside her and began drinking the trickles of wine from her breasts.

“Forget him.” His breath was hot againgt her, the hairs of moustache and beard tickling gently against



her.

Aleytys dreamed:

Sharl kicked his feet and burbled heppily in the improvised ding, a strip of batik tied in a knot over
her left shoulder, crossing her body so the baby lay snugged againgt her right hip. In the glow from the
orange sun svimming low in Lamarchos's polychromatic sky, the stark drab buildings looked uglier than
ever. She glanced up a Stavver waking coldly slent, hisonly concession to her presence the curtallment
of hislong stride to match hers. “Still mad at me,” she muttered.

(The dreamer irred, cdled out, she thought, but only made a soft cawing sound. “Before, it's
before,” she thought she said, but only got out a series of stutters and mumbles;, she fought to break out
of the dream but only skipped the sequence forward.) She dreamed:

The sky was suddenly dark, a scatter of stars replacing the swirls of colored dugt; the baby was gone
from her hip (this bothered her as dreamer but not she who walked in the dream). She stood outsde the
ugly pile of stone, alone except for a breathing in the darkness.

Less than a shadow, Stavver thumbed a stud on his belt, waking a circle of light that spread out
under feet unseen indde the chameleon web that fit tightly over his body, covering dl but his hands,
thought it could cover them at need, hands that floated like pale creatures until the mooncream on them
absorbed enough light and they were reduced to blurs. A hand blur gestured impetiently.

With some trepidation, Aleytys stepped onto the light circle. It shuddered under her bare feet like
something dive, sending tremors shivering up her legs. She clasped her arms around the thief. It was
drange to fed his thin powerful body pressed againgt her when she saw nothing within the circle of her
ams. Under her entwined fingers she fdt glent laughter vibrating in his chest.

Riding the circle, they drifted up across the wall then skimmed dong the facade of the building, the
ascent stopping when they reached a narrow window sedled with a thick block of something that didn't
look like glass to Aleytys. She dung to the thief as he ran a softly buzzing tool in quick swooping sweeps
back and forth across the plug. The clear materid glowed sckly yelow then began to flow in a messy
dribble down the stone—

Aleytys shivered in her deep, moaned, blinked her eyes open. “Not agan,” she whispered.
Swardhed's am was heavy across her breasts. Feding tender yet impatient, she moved it off her, rolled
onto her side, turning her back to him. Warm and wrung-out, she dept—and deeping, dreamed: Night in
the Vadi Kard. The moons are both down or not up yet. She waked dowly dong the river Kard,
savoring the familiar sounds and amdls until she was dizzy with them. She moved to the edge of the
water, kndt to look down into it. Mountain river. Snging to her. Laughing and arying a once, she
gplashed the water onto her face, bent lower and drank. Cold lesfy taste. She jumped up and walked on.

The sound of the barbat brought her to a stop, heart beeting in her throat. How many times have |
heard him play that song? she thought. How many times?

The barbat sang. The music changed to a dow ripple of notes that meted into the song of the river.
Aleytys straightened and went on. Regret was futile. She couldn’t make the past years unhgppen and she
couldn't force hersdf back into the skin of the gl she'd been when she fled the witchburning. She
followed the sound and saw Vg d stting beside the river on a bench built in a cirdle about the trunk of an
andent horan. As she watched him draw hisfingers across the grings, flatten his hand on them to kill the
sound, she felt adizzying surge of desire that muted after alittle to a deep affection and aching londliness.
He s older, she thought, smiled a her foolishness. Of course he was older, how many years since she'd
last seen him—three? four? There was more white in his soft unruly har and his face was savagey
scarred about the eyes. Blinded. Because of me. Her breathing turned unsteedy, was harsh in her ears.

He heard. “Who isit?’ The blind face turned about, searching for the source of the sounds.

“Me” she said, redizing the absurdity even as she sad it “How are you, Vgd?’

“Aleytys”

“l wondered if you'd remember me.”

“I"ve been expecting you.”



She dropped onto the bench beside him. “I forgot about your dreaming.”

“You forgot alot of things, your son among them.” She closed her hands hard around the edge of the
bench. “Then Stavver did bring him here”

“My son.” The coldnessin his voice startled her. She stared a him, senang the suppressed anger in
him and an implacable distaste. “Y ou abandoned him.”

“You don't understand ... didn’'t Stavver tdl you what happened?’

“He came late one night | couldn’t deep. The waiting was too strong in me. He asked my name and
when | told him, he put the boy down beside me and took my hand and placed it on him. The boy
flinched and started crying, not the full-throated cry of an angry baby, but the flinching wall of a hurt
animd. He sad, Thisis your son.” He said that a damn witchwoman cdled Aleytys had forced him to
track down the boy and bring him to me. He said he was done with you and with me and with the whole
damn clan. And then he left.” Vgd turned his scarred accusing face on her. “He lied?’

“No, but there was ... he l&ft out everything. | did not abandon my baby. | couldn’t do that. You
know ... you should know that. He was stolen from me by a sick mad woman who sold me to davers so
| couldn’t go after her. | madehimdoit, | had to, | told him to take Sharl to you. What else could | do?’
She touched his hand. Quietly he moved it away.

She was cold. She fdt like weeping but there were no tears Ieft in her. She wanted to touch the
flyaway curls fluttering about his tired, lined face. She wanted to fed his body againg her, wanted to
know again the warm explosions of those nights in the Vadi Ragsidan. In that moment, she knew that
Vgd had been the reason for her return. Her desire for him drowned her desire to find her son. And at
the moment she redlized this, she knew the futility of that dream. The passion he'd fdt for her once had
eroded into near hate. The thing in her which reached out and trapped men into her service had betrayed
her again. The love she remembered was illuson. She pressed her hands againg her eyes, fighting with
the cold that threatened to swalow her. “I want to see my son,” she said.

“It's your right.” He did his am through the barbat’s strap, reached for the saff leening againg the
tree, stood diffly. He tapped down the path to the back of the Kardi Mari ’fat where he and Zavar lived.
He held the door open for her, then brushed past her to tap-tap up the Sairs to the second floor. Aleytys
shivered. It was like stepping into the past. The night candles cast demon shadows on the walls of the
hallway.

He pushed open a childroom door and waited. Aleytys moved past him. She saw two amdl formsin
the beds but it was too dark to see more. On the ledge of the deep window embrasure she found a stub
of candlein aplain pewter candlestick. Shelit it at the night candle in the hdl, moved softly back insde.

The boy in the bed on her left had Vad's tumbled dark curls and her cousn Zavar’s dreamy
vulnerable look. He murmured as she-bent over him, but didn't wake. She turned to the other bed. In the
canddight the degping boy’s hair glowed like fire. “My son,” she whispered. Tears blurred her eyes; the
candle flame shook. She bent closer. He was frowning in his deep, a amdl fig pressed tight againg his
mouth. She stretched out her hand, but stopped before she touched him. With a hair's width between her
pelm and him, she ran her hand caressngly over hissmdl body. Swvalowing hard, she straightened, blew
out the candle, replaced it and sumbled from the room.

Vad pulled the door shut. “Why did you come back?’

She looked a him, so tired suddenly that it was difficult to keep her thoughts tracking. “1 came as
soon as | could get trangport. It's not so easy moving from world to world if you've got no money and
few skills you could use to get money. | wouldn't whore for it.” Her voice was dull and dow, one syllable
blurring into the next “I came to get my son. Why dse should | be here?’

“My son, Leyta”

She brushed her fingers across her face, did it again. “Wha?’

“Sharl ismy son. | want him.” His scarred face was grim in the flickering light. “I won't let you take
him”

“You can't sop me”

“Wha will you do when he wakes screaming for his mother?’

“I'm his mother.”



“Zavar ishismother. You're a ranger.”

“No. HE Il remember. After awhile”

“When he fird came here,” Aleytys, he used to scream at night until he was exhausted then stare at
the darkness afraid to go to deep. It's taken Zavar a full three-year to stop his nightmares. You dragged
my son into horror. Don't tel me you didn’'t know what that woman was. Oh yes, | believe your sad tae.
Fooled. Sold. You had no business taking a baby into such danger.”

“l had no choice.”

He snorted. “There's dways a choice. You were set on your road and not about to let anyone or
anything divert, you. Can you give Sharl a better life than the one he has here?’

“l have a secure pogtion now. | can support him, take care of him.”

“If you disrupt hislife now, how long will it take to stop the screams thistime?”

“Y ou're asking me to abandon him.”

“No, Leyta”

“Cdling it by another name won't change anything.”

His mouth curled into a amile. “ Settle here in the Kard.” He shook his head. “You didn't even think
of that.”

| could come back. No! The negative was immediate and unshakable. “No,” she said. She closed
her eyes a moment “You've used your knife with skill, Vad, cut me loose without quite killing me.
You'vewon. | can't take Sharl away from you. And | won't be back to trouble you again.” She reached
out to touch his face—touched the ragged mane of the sesmat mare. She shifted wearily on the saddle
pad, knocking afretful cry from Sharl as his ding bounced againgt her hip. (The deeper shifted restlesdy
agang the solid warm body of the man without waking him or hersdf, disturbed by the sudden jolting
trangtion from one memory to another). “Hush baby,” she whispered, Ahead of her, his outline fuzzy in
the red-tinted gloom, Stavver rode seadily on without spesking or looking back, getting farther and
farther ahead of her, his form dongating into ... he was painted black lines, swaying, swaying, her hand
indde the baby ding was groping, finding only the folds of soft leather, only the folds, she couldn’t touch
her baby, she couldn’t get her fingers through the blocking folds ...

She sat cross-legged on the bed looking down at Swardheld as he dept. Quayle now. She made the
adjusment hadtily in her head, easy enough when she could see his Stranger’ s face—dlill a stranger’s face
even dfter two years. She amiled down a him, wondering how he was dedling with the problem of body
image, whether he was Hill momentarily startled when he looked into a mirror. This lagt vist, there were
things she’ d seen that hinted he was very much a homein his new body. His brows rosein the old twisty
way; when he moved and she wasn't looking directly at him, she knew him; when his mouth flicked up
and his eyes narrowed and he laughed & her, she knew him. She touched her temples gently, marveling
a how eadly she wore the diadem now, thefirg horror and pain faded like an ancient icon Ieft out in the
aun and rain, only a ghost of what it had been. She put her hand on his shoulder, careful not to wake him,
remembering when the man indde the warm flesh had been an assemblage of forces trapped within the
diadem—living in her head, in her flesh. He read her so damn wel even now, knew her from the insgde
out. She'd come to terms with thet at last. Grey’ s face rose before her. She winced, took her hand away
from Swardheld, no Quayle, remember it, Quayle. Madar, she thought, | wonder what hell do when he
hears of this She hadn’t thought of Grey for days now, not snce Swardheld had come. She ran her
fingers through her hair, haf-sure she'd made the find mistake with Grey, the worst of dl the mistakes
she'd made before, hdf-sure she'd planted hersdf on the mouth of a geyser that could blow her off
Wolff. She was dtartled by a new awareness of how srongly she fet about Wolff, how panful it would
be to pull up roots and move on—and that included Grey. She looked down a Swardheld and shook
her head. She couldn’t think of him as Quayle and she couldn’t flush him out of her system. Her feding
for Grey was different, as strong perhaps, but different. She watched hm deep a minute more, then lay
back down, folding and tucking the pillow behind her head, lacing her fingers behind her head. Wolff, she
thought. Home? Maybe. Got to find my mother firgt. She winced again. Don't know if I’'m ready to face
her. Still, better to make a start, don't have to decide until Swardheld gets back. Wolff. Danris is right.



Get out more, get to know the people here, get into the life Mmmmm. Got to get bodies somehow for
Harskari and Shadith. Get rid of the diadem, that pedls the RMoahl off my back. Been drifting too long,
putting off too much, drifting ... She yawned, did down farther under the covers, moved closer to
Swardheld and drifted into a deep where any dreams she had were too deep to remember or disturb.

The Boy And The Thief

“A girl?| don't want to be agirl.”

Thethief grinned a him, lines from nose to mouth cutting deep, lines pressing other lines into the pae
flesh of his cheeks. “Think | want to be a wrinkled old richbitch?” He held a val up to his face, a dainty
trifle whose layers of sk tissue were subtly shaded to completely dter the contours it conceded. “1 have
to be the Vijayne Gracia Bdagar of Clove.” The vel dtered the quaity of hisvoice, making it higher and
lighter. “We vaue our privecy on Clove, we do.”

The boy giggled, tilted his head and examined the thief with eyes whose color changed with his mood
and sometimes with the changing light “Is that redl,” he said, “or something you made up?’

The thief dropped the val back in the box. “Quite red, little brother, and booked on a liner from
Cloved. How dse could Cazarit Security check on her? They’re nervous, little brother, very nervous.”

The boy scowled. “I got to wear aval like that?’

“You're the Vijayne' s golden-haired little love”

The boy tugged at a bit of hair, screwed up hisface. “Gah.”

“Know how you fed, little brother, but your mother’s been brought into this and we take no chances,
noneat dl.”

“| suppose not.”

Thethief was atdl thin man with an unruly thatch of fine white hair, tranducent white skin, milky blue
eyes. He was't young, might have been anywhere between forty and sixty standard years old.

The boy might have been nine or ten. He was remarkably beautiful, had a clear far skin with a rosy
bloom on lip and cheek, fine features, and those huge chatoyant eyes. They were somber now, a mixture
of green and blue. “I don't like this one, elder brother.” He shook his head until his fiery red hair stood
out like dandelion fluff.

The thief smoothed the fluff down with a quick pass of his hand. “Maybe so, little brother, but it
goes” He frowned. “Isit your mother gicking her nosein that bothers you?’

“No!” The boy jerked away and went to stand in the open door. Over his shoulder he said, “You're
dicker than her. | know you can fool her slly, but | got knotsinmy bdly. We' ve choused more' n enough
money out of them, we don’t need this snatch.”

Thethief shrugged, brushed past the boy and strode across the meadow outside the door. With the
boy traling behind him, he followed the river to the fdl and stood on the brink of the diff looking out
across the sweep of the valey. The conifers behind them whispered in the off-and-on wind, the water’s
roar was muted. “Thiswill be the last dip these” the thief said. He amiled at the boy. “Well ride with a

light hand ready to jump.”
Lilit

Lilit wrote:

The smuggler. He's been the key to the struggle. And | was the one who called him to us, well,
Gyoll and | did it together. There's a cave below the Hold that has been lined, shielded and used
to house the conditioners and purifiers that scrub the air and water for the Hold. One of the exits
from the passage maze opened into it and there was another well-concealed exit that led
eventually to open land beyond the wall. We usually had our meetings in that cave. Gyoll didn’'t
like the shut-in feeling he got from the Hold's massive walls. Acthon and Metis brought him to me
for the first time when | was ten. He was home from the mines and not going back again, a sick

man but determined to get the rebels in the Wild organized and supplied with weapons and other
things they needed to survive out there and more than just survive, medicine and food and tools



and clothing, a thousand things. To get them he needed a smuggler who was more than ordinarily
daring and trustworthy and he knew just the man.

“You're a clever young one. You've proved tha,” Gyall said.

Lilit flushed with pleasure. Metis squeezed her hand and grinned & her, eyes shining.

Gyall tapped his fingers on his knee, looked from Acthon to Metis, then leaned toward Lilit. “What
I’'m going to ask of you is dangerous, to us and even to you if we should be caught.”

“What isit?" She diffened, trying to speak camly but her heart was fluttering with excitement. “I'll do
itif I can,” she said. She fdt Metis s hand tighten on her shoulder, fet her friend's body warm behind her.

Gyadl tapped some more on his knee, his eyes on hers, His face was more mohile than a tiktik's but
she found it as unreadable as her father’s glacda mask. It was hard to meet his gaze, but she wouldn’t
look away. He amiled and reached out his hand to her, his fingers dry and chdky but warm as they
closed around hers. The touch was a kind of accolade to her, amedd of honor, she thought and smiled
blisfully a her parent by adoption though he knew nothing about that. She made the touch of his hand an
acknowledgment of that kinship, knowing this was an illuson, a dream she soun for hersdlf, but it was a
dream she needed so she took the warmth of his hand for more than it could be. She flushed, felt the heat
and tightness in her face. “Métis tdls me” Gyadll said, “tha you've not breathed a word of us though
you've had great provocation from your people. And you' ve managed to get us everything we asked for
without being noticed at it. That's good. Now we need to use the Weksar tranamitter. Do you know
what thet is?’

She glanced a Acthon, nodded. “Yes, but ...”

“l don’'t know the passages like you,” Acthon said. “And it's far too dangerous to come out in the
hdls Watchdogs. And it's better not to have any record of us up there.”

“l see” she said. She put her free hand out “and touched the cool concrete to cool her heat. “I've
watched Father taking with the tgjed. And one night | came through the wall into that place and touched
the console. | even started it up, but the noise scared me and | turned it off and went away.”

“Can you take us there, is there room in the wals?’

“Ohyes” Shegot to her feet. “Come.” With Acthon and Mtis tralling slent behind them, she took
Gyall through the walls, moving swiftly and surely with no need for light, twising up and up through the
maze, findly around and around the mantower to the room under the roof where the tranamitter was
inddled. She opened the pand but stopped Gyall before he could step out. “It's warded,” she said. “It
won't mind me but you'd stir up a mess. I’'m not even sure about Acthon, probably he shouldn’t come
out either.”

“Right,” Gydll said. “Ligen.”

He stood in the opening and told me what to do, how to set the dials and what to say into the
emptiness of the intersplit. 1 did what he said and three nights later came back with him and
Acthon for the answer and that’s how we got our smuggler, a friend of Gyoll’s from before, a
supplier of arms while he ill ran free on his home world. Again he told me what to say, words
that would identify him to the wary speaker and they worked out a meeting, all the details, time
and place and what to expect. And he offered Aghir metals as an inducement for the smuggler to
show up.

Nine years ago, that was, nine busy years.

Acthon and Metis and | went over and over the difficulties. The monorail was automated and
shot like a projectile from the smelter to the warehouses at the landing field. Father relied on
speed and armor and mass to keep the treasure train from greedy hands. Father knew there were
fugitives in the Wild but he didn’'t bother himself about them, they had no way to get the ingots
offworld, anyway the Wild itself would get rid of them for him. He didn’t know how many were
there or that their numbers were growing, since they kept all children born alive and raised them
no matter how deformed and those not sterile had children in their turn; as the generations gave



way they grew closer and closer to the land. Five hundred years of forced adaptation.

Officially Acthon was assigned to the guards, actually he was my father’s favored aide and
spent little time with the mercenaries that guarded us. He had great freedom whenever my father
dismissed him, he was allowed to move at will between Hold and village, even to be absent for
days at a time, able to do this because of the indulgence of Father and the unstated relationship
between them. Now and then he worked out with the guards. | sometimes watched. He is a tiger,
my half-brother, faster than most, strong and hard. Father watched him too, sometimes with one
of hisrare smiles and a glint of pride that was quickly gone. Now and then Ekeser and Selas came
to watch also, silent when Father was there, Sdas slent always, Ekeser baiting Acthon when
Father wasn't there, safe in the knowledge that the bastard son wouldn’'t dare mishandle the
legitimate one. But he knew too that if he went too far, he'd answer to Father for it and he was
afraid of Father.

Acthon. Yes, wdll, returning to the tale, where was I? | was going to tell about how we figured
out a way to derail the monos by mashing up dirty lily pads on the rail so the muck dried into a
hard tough lump glued immovably to the metal, but there's so much more about Acthon and
Gyoll— don’'t know—

When Gyoll came back from his last shift, Father was off world buying more laborers, and
Acthon was free to go with him into the Wild and help him set up what he called cdls of
resistance. Gyoll knew his life was measured in months—he lived for several years after that last
shift but the last few months were very bad for him yet he never would give in to the pain. He
worked on as long as his head was straight. He'd taken Acthon out before, but that was just to
talk. EIf went with them, riding on a caticul she'd commandeered from a pride somewhere, a
limber predator with warty purple hide, ditted crimson eyes. Acthon told me Elf is eerily lovely
with silky white hair and tawny skin, great amber eyes that saw as well by night as by day. She is
perfectly formed, a doll-woman—gifted, an empath, a limited sort of telepath, a link, (she can
pass images from one mind into another that hasn't the dightest touch of talent) and a more
indescribable gift, the art of being loved by man and beast. She came out of the Wild on her own
the first time Gyoll decided to visit the dwellers there and led him to their homes and hidden
settlements. He returned to these many times, taking her with him as his passport, a tall, lanky
man with fire in his eyes, a round amiable face and a flawless memory. He talked and taught,
talked and taught—and listened almost as much. For a man with a driving obsession, he listened
well.

Late at night, after they got back, Acthon brought Gyoll into that echoing cavern full of
humming and sighing machines. | brought a sticktight light down with me and set it on the
concrete between us and tried not to stare at Gyoll. I'd seen him walking in the village many
times, had stolen an ocular from my father’s office (one | knew he didn’'t use because it was down
in a corner with webs spun over it), took it so | could watch him. He'd changed. Large handfuls of
his dark brown hair were gone, the tufts remaining were streaked with white. His face was till
plump, but the skin was beginning to fold, his gaze was deceptively mild, his blue eyes gleaming in
the yellowish light.

The smuggler we called that night ferried Gyoll to each world of the Aghir where he set up
communications with the other rebels and runaways. Set up supply lines—arms and medicines,
tools, food, transmitters, a thousand other things to make life hard for the tejed and easier for
themsel ves.

Metis, my Metis, you're dead and | don’t know how to live with that. Three years almost. Your
ghost walks these rooms and | talk to it but | can’t touch it, can’t touch you anymore.

Little Sster. Her name was Kedarie, but you called her little sister, as you called me little
sister, when you told me stories about her. We were born on the same day, almost at the same
hour. The two of you have taught me my kinship with all that thinks and breathes. Through you |
have made this leap of understanding that none of my blood kin have ever taken. You showed me



that | am happy when any man is happy and that | suffer when any man suffers unjustly, that I am
apart of all life ... no need to go on about this, the point is made.

| am a sneak and a spy. Though Metis scolded me and feared for me, | ran the halls even when
| was dill in the nursery. My brothers left the nursery when they reached five, but | left it long
before them, in spirit if not in flesh. | wandered the empty halls at night, poking into rooms, prying
into everything my clumsy hands could touch until I stumbled by accident against an ill-shut panel
in a long unused storeroom and discovered the passages in the walls. | grew even more insatiable
in my spying. | delighted in knowing things my sisters didn’t. Of course | never told them anything,
| didn’t trust them, having watched them tattle on each other to curry favor with Sepmother or
even Father, though they were too much in awe of him to speak unless driven to it by
unconquerable spite. And oh they did hate me. They played tricks on me to get mein trouble. Lied.
| learned early that to protest my innocence was futile. So | trusted only Metis because she loved
me and | loved her. She explained many things | found confusing. Explained when she could and
told me honestly when she did not. She was seven when she came to care for me, five years older
than me, but already older than the earth in the wisdom of the heart.

Her father and teacher, Gyoll, come to Liros Il just after Acthon was born, a rebel on his own
world, arebel from birth, I think. His father was a rebel before him, a contract laborer on a world
where most people had enough comfort and no freedom at all. The father taught the son well
before he died, taught him how to think and fight, how to organize others in effective action and
to use small strength to force large changes. Gyoll the son was condemned as his father had been,
sold with others as contract labor (which served two purposes, purging the world of malcontents
and bringing in revenue for the treasury, the men in power congratulating themselves on their
humanity and providence since they left the rebeds alive and wrung a profit from them at the same
time).

As his father taught him, Gyoll taught his children, first to read and write then the lessons
from his father, then that they were one with all living things and owed these respect and
consideration, that they shouldn't waste time or energy on hate or anger, but should get busy
changing things. He wept over the bodies of his dead children and fought passionately for those
that lived. And all these things Metis taught me. She was fond of her mother, but adored her
father. Through her | learned it was possible for a family to be poor and heavy with sorrow and
till be a wonder to see. Sometimes | nearly died with envy. She missed her family Intensely those
first few years. Each visit home made the return to the Hold that much more painful. She told me
some of these things during those first years, spoke more than she should out of that deep
loneliness, used to talk endlessly about her family until | knew each of them aswell asif I'd grown
up beside them. She told me things she should not have, her tongue carrying her into dangerous
areas. Young as | was, | knew—instinctively, | suppose—that | should say nothing of what Metis
told me. Besides, | didn’'t want to. | hugged my secrets to me and felt infinitely superior to my
ssters whom | didiked as heartily as they didiked me, and | made little secret of my
superiority—it was in my eyes, my face, in my stance, even in the way my braids stuck out from
my head. This didn’t make my life easier. | didn’'t care. To me, Metis was my family, Metis and her
brothers and her sisters, especially Little Sster, my own other self, my age to the day almost to the
hour. | loved them with a passion as great as the hate | felt for my blood kin. | had a grudging
respect for my stepmother, she got my sisters into order, brought a measure of calm into chaos,
and gave me this room where | write. She was not a pretty woman but she had presence. | think
even my father was rather in awe of her. She had a strong sense of duty and equally strong ideas
about conduct which | came up against repeatedly In those early years. Her punishments were
harsh but always fair and if there’ d been any love behind them | might have come to love her. But
duty is cold and that is all she had for me.

In my wanderings and in my secret thoughts | rejected my blood kin and put more and more
distance between mysalf and them. Without understanding that | was as much a part of the tejed
as my father, | began to see the luxury around me with the eyes of an outsider. | grew angry. So



angry. | stopped talking to anyone but Metis, even answered Stepmother in monosyllables. | was
fierce in my anger, glowering out from the hair | wouldn’'t leave neat in braids but pulled apart
and over my face. Metis talked me out of this, showed me the futility of what | was doing, partly
because she was troubled about me, partly because what | was doing endangered not only her but
her father.

Lilit lad the pen down, closed the book, and Sghed. It was late. Outside, the storm had blown away,
the clouds tearing apart until the sky was blazed with stars, painting the shape of the window on therug in
the shadow beyond the cone of light from her writing lamp. She rubbed at her burning eyes and saw with
aull surprise that her hands were shaking. The emptiness and dlence in the room began to oppress her.
Ghogt voices and laughter, child's laughter, fragments of memory, came muffled across the spongy rugs,
then the heavy bed’s grudging protest as two girls rolled and thrashed on it, driven in turn to spasms of
helpless giggles as they fought to tickle each other, then other sounds, the sounds lovers make, the 9ghs
and groans, the dide of flesh on flesh.

Lilit bit hard on her lower lip as she fought back the tears her grief squeezed from her. She would not
cry, would not let the rage chuming in her be lessened by that rdief. She needed it, thet rage, needed it to
feed her resolve, otherwise she feared the years of training in passvity and restraint would make her
fdter, evenfal in her intent.

Beads of sweat dung to her skin, trickled into her hair. She brushed at strands of hair gticking to her
damp forehead, whedled and went swiftly from the room, her feet slent and quick on the carpet, making
whispers of sound on the painted tiles of the floor outside, the journd forgotten on the writing table, the
need to move, to be away from her room canceling al other needs. She moved through dark slent hdls,
past doors behind which weary servants dept and dreamed whatever it was they dreamed; sometimes it
seemed to her those dreams rose from their groaning bodies and came to gibber & her in the night;
sometimes she saw laughter made tangible in children playing, teesing each other, and that was more
terrible than the needs clothed in mongter’s flesh that circled her bed, howling, whimpering;, sometimes
there was a sonorous panting that hung over her for hours, on and on until she thought the world itself
breathed over her, waiting with mongtrous patience to be relieved of the dien flesh oppressing it.

The watchdogs that drifted in ever-changing patterns through the hdls ignored her. She was family
and her father, ignorant of her habits, hadn’t bothered to redtrict her range,

For awhile she wandered without intent, the automatic easy movement of her body enough to drain
away some of her tenson. She'd never been able to St for long, not without something to concentrate on.
Her stepmother had tried to impose a polished repose on her but the only time she managed it was when
she was in company, an effort of will that never reached beyond the surface. Most times, her hands were
awaysin mation, twisting her hair, underlining words, flickering over any surface within resch—flickering
because her need to touch fought dways with an equal need to stay remote within herself. Whenever she
was tired or under stress, amuscle twitched by her |eft eye, aamdl thing, but she hated it, it betrayed her,
it dways betrayed her, she could never mask hersdf with anyone who knew her, not completely.

She walked through echoing public rooms, a barefoot, black-clad ghogt, the sounds of her passage
swalowed into the overwheming sllence; even in the twilight of the light-dirips the rooms had an austere
grandeur that intimidated her. For that reason she came here often at night, her presence a slent defiance
of dl they stood for.

She drifted into the large dining room her father ingsted on using for the family though their numbers
hed greatly diminished with the death of Stepmother and the marriages of her older sgters. Lilit walked
past the heavy wood table, the heavy wood chairs prodigioudy carved and marveloudy uncomfortable,
pressed her nose againg the glass of the fase visa. Roses and lilacs, ferns and miniature trees, minigture
houses, aminiature stream, al shadows now, one blending into the other. Lilit moved her face againg the
glass, feding it cool on one cheek then the other, feding suffocated, wanting to shatter the wadls that
confined her, the shidding meant to protect her that only succeeded in holding her prisoner. Locking her
away from the redity she longed to touch but dared not touch.

With a hiss and an impatient jerk of her head, she turned away from the fdse vista and went to St in



her father’s chair. She looked a her own, far awvay down the long long expanse of table, and smiled
bitterly. Her two hdf-brothers sat a her father’ s right and left hand. She was so far from them she could
be sy ignored.

Lilit wrote:

Father is a tall lean man with unruly black hair, so black It shines blue when the light hits it
right. Pale skin, almost translucent. A wide mouth, sometimes mobile, usually disciplined, its
sensuality kept under tight control. Dark blue eyes—most often cool, intelligent, assessing,
sometimes narrowed, sometimes blandly unrevealing. He laughs seldom, even less often than he
amiles, yet he is not humorless. He appreciates the ridiculous and has a satirical bent of mind
which he usually keeps to himsalf though I’ve seen him use it with devastating effect when he is
scolding the boys or dealing with the stupidity of an overseer. He also has a rigid idea of personal
honor. He never breaks a promise, he feels so strongly about it he gives his word seldom, but once
given he backs it with hislife—or mine. A game player, he is not interested in competition except
againgt himself. He has a strong sense of place and duty and little tolerance for men who fall short
of what he thinks they should be or do. He tolerates least well everything he considers
self-indulgence. In many ways an admirable man, oh yes, an admirable man in many ways.

From their first day out of the nursery he demanded as much from his sons as he did from
himself. He made some allowances for lack of knowledge, none at all for doppy thinking. After
enduring his dashing tongue the boys, especially Ekeser, would be white and shaking, hating him
passionately and just as passionately fearing him, in too much inner turmoil to acknowledge their
very real respect for him and their need for his approval. The first time | witnessed one of these
sessions, | felt a surge of compassion and tried to comfort my brother—Ekeser, it was—only to
have him turn on me with a venom greater than Father had ever shown, a cold controlled rancor
that terrified me. He laid on me all the hate, anger and bitter resentment he felt for Father but
could never, admit even to himself. Oddly enough, he did walk away comforted, leaving me white
and shaking.

He sat with his sons at the head of the table, catechizing, the eldest about security—how he planned
to mantain this in his absence. Ekeser answered cadmly enough though there was swest beading his
upper lip. Watching this, Lilit amiled to hersdlf. Leave him on his own, she thought, put enough pressure
onhimand hell crack wide. In her night-gpying she'd seen it happen before, seen Ekeser sick, shaking,
arying, cursing. He'd developed over the years a mask effective enough to pacify ther father, but he'd
pad a harsh price for it. Forgotten in her chair a the far end of the table, Lilit watched the interchange
between father and son and knew she was the son her father wanted and never would have in either of
the boys. She had his strength of will and darity of mind. She was his ultimate adversary, his nemesis, but
he would never know it. That was her worst frustration. He would never know it. She wore her mask
better than her haf-brothers, the mask her father had constructed for her and forced on her. In the end,
inthe last moments before that end, even if she told im what she’d done he'd discount it—a woman's
petty resentment, a child manipulated by his enemies. HE'd never acknowledge her as an intdligent,
resourceful adversary, never admit to himsdf that her brain had directed the mogt effective attacks of the
resstance. Even if he could somehow know everything the moment before he died, he would only die
baffled at theill-luck that had overtaken him.

Lilit wrote:

Father has a stern sense of justice and allows none of the overseers to abuse the contractees
or their dependents. He makes continual unscheduled inspections and if he finds evidence of such
mistreatment he acts. The guilty overseer might be fined, stripped of his authority and kicked
offworld, or be forced to labor beside the miners he had mistreated. He wouldn’t last long under
the last circumstances as you may imagine.

In winter when there are terrible storms in the mountains, the mines are closed and the



smelter shut down. Then Kalyen-tgf would take his sons from world to world in the Aghir round,
vigiting the other Lords of the tegjed. Father despised them and got little or no pleasure from the
more debased of their games. As a courtesy of his host, he would join in the cross-country hunts
for malcontents released from the pens to provide game for the chase, performing his part with
calm efficiency, leaving to the attendants the job of collecting the ears and scalps of his kill.
Ekeser enjoyed these hunts far too much; he tormented me with graphic descriptions of what he
and his companions had done to their prey, boasted how many he'd killed, how skillful a hunter he
was.

Herides in comfort on a float, armored, equipped with an infra-red sniffer and a darter whose
missiles have explosive tips and he boasts about killing some poor, half-starved creature, near
naked and unarmed except for whatever he can pick up in his flight. Now and then a particularly
desperate and ingenious quarry manages to take out one or two of the hunters. What they’d do to
him if they caught him alive ... gah! Ekeser forced me to sit and listen to him tell it. He fidgeted
about the sitting room while we were waiting for Father, sneaking looks at Sdlas and me,
especially me, but | knew better than to let him see how | fedl. | was as unresponsive as Sdas. S
he went on talking, starting to sweat as he got into the parts of his tale he specially liked. He got
S0 involved with his memories that in his sick excitement he forgot to watch the door. Father
stood there for at least a minute listening to him before he motioned the serving girl in to
announce the meal. Ekeser turned and saw him, went pale, shut his mouth. He didn’t try excusing
himself. There was no expression on Father’s face, but Ekeser knew well enough the verbal
flaying he’'d get later.

Funny, it was much the same kind of thing that got me involved with Gyall; it happened not
long after my seventh birthday. Metis and | were in the garden atop the woman-tower.

Lilit lay on her somach on the grass, her long legs bare to the gentler warmth of the winter sun. She
wore only her short lacy chemise her thigh-dit tunic and long skirt cast asde in a heap some distance
from her. She turned degpily to Metiswho sat beside her, dressed in cap, gpron, long gown. “What's a
warp?’

“Where d you ... wat.” Metis got quickly to her feet and rushed about the garden, poking behind
bushes and into arbors.

“There’'s no one up here but us” Lilit rolled onto her back, crooked her arm over her eyes.

“Bedt to be sure.” Metis dropped beside her again. “Where' d you hear that?’

“You had-your freeday yesterday.”

“Wl, | know that.”

“Wel, you know Ad-tg and hisher are here”

“Your sster’s wedding.”

“Uh-huhhhmmmm.” Lilit stretched, yawned, laced her hands behind her head. “Isamu the her, he
was bored. He wanted to hunt. He was complaining to Ael-tg, whining like a baby. | don’t think he's
vay smart. Just as wel, Tintu is a red mud-sucker. Anyway he kept at his sre to get Liros, Father he
meant, to round up some warps and turn them loose out in the Wild so he could chase them down and
cut off ther ears. Sounds sick to me, asaahhh.” She stuck her tongue out and mimed gagging. “And he
doesn't want to marry Tintu at dl, he whined some more about that.” She pulled her am back so she
could scratch at her nose. Little trickles of sweat were beginning to creep down into her hair. “So what's
awarp? You never told me about those”

“I have” Metis sad quietly.

Lilit pushed onto her side, lifted her torso, propping hersdf on her elbow to stare a her friend. Blood
flamed in Metis s face. Her blue eyes dlittered with a fury that frightened Lilit. Hesitantly she reached out
and touched her am. “Don't,” she said. “Don't, if it makes you fed like that.”

“No.” Metis scrubbed the back of her hand across her eyes, a quick angry gesture, dropped the
hand with the other in her lgp. She was pale now, too pae. “Warps,” she said. “People, Lili. People born
different. EIf. The others. The ones the death squad smothers. People.”



With a gasp and a flurry of arms and legs, Lilit came up to St crosslegged daing a Métis.
“People?’ Her voice cracked. They hunt people? Father wouldn't ... would he?’

“His tastes don’t run that way, but as a favor to his guests?” Metis shrugged. “Lili ...” She hesitated,
looked away from Lilit. Her figs were clenched in her Igp. She began to beat them dowly on her thighs.
“Mimi, don't...”

Metis looked down at her hands, forced them open. “Little Sigter, | want you to do something for
Lilit nodded. “Anything.”

“Thishas to be very secret.”

Lilit tried to grin. “Who | got to tak to anyway?’

“I mean redly secret. 1t would be alot worse then with the tiktik baby if anyone found out.”

Lilit laced her fingers together, clutched her hands tight together. “I hear.”

“Lili, I've got to go back home fast as | can. You know the passages. |Is there any way out, any way
| can get beyond the walls?”

“Uh-huh. There s abit of atunnd and a the bottom some water from the river. When the river’s low
likeit is now you can see a bit of light on the water a the far end. You'll get wet.”

“Thet doesn’'t matter.” Metis got quickly to her feet “Come on, show me”

Lilit picked up her skirt and tunic, but she didn’t try to put them on, just hed them againgt her chest.
“You can't now, Mimi. Someone d catch you sure. You got to wait till it's after dark. And what can your
father do anyway, he can't stop the hunt.”

Metis closed her eyes, took a deep breath, pressed her fig agang her mouth. After a moment, she
sghed. “He can warn the dwellersin the Wild,” she burst out clamped her mouth shut and watched Lilit
gep into her skirt. She sghed again and began doing up Lilit's laces. “You're right, Lili,” she said. “But
let's go in soon’s you have your clothes back on. | can't St dill when | think of what could happen.”

Lilit lifted her arms and let Metis pull the tunic down over them. She tugged her long hair free, lifted it
up while Metis did up the back, let it fdl. Hand in hand, they Ieft the garden. As they began winding
down the spird staircase, Lilit turned to Méetis. “He knows where the dwellers are living?’

“Don't talk about it now. Not till we'rein our room.”

“But ...

“Don't!”

me.

Lilit wrote:

When Father dies, it will go hard with the people since that will put Ekeser in power here. Yet,
it is for this very reason that Father has to die now, before Ekeser is old enough and competent
enough to hold on to the rule. Ekeser isjealous of me because I'm going with Father this time and
he isn't—isn’t that funny? He almost managed to get at my wedding robes the other day, had a
vibroknife in his hand. He was going to rip them to shreds and blame me for it, of course. |
thought for a minute he was going to use the knife on me but he didn't quite dare. He spat at me,
wheeled and ran out. I’'mright to do this thing, | know | am. By all the gods that never were, I'm
not going to be here when Ekeser takes the rule.

Three days. Three days plus two weeks on the ship. Plus whatever time we are given for
settling in. The rest of my life. | am terrified and filled with passion and exaltation and oh— don’t
know—there aren’t words—he will be dead, dead with me—he will die, like Metis, he will die—

Aleytys

The pilot was adim amiling girl who transferred their luggage and them to the shuttle with a minimum
of fuss and an aura of tidy efficency—impersondly courteous, impenetrably polite and under the mask a
bitter anger turned in on hersdf, a cell-deep wariness that shut her away from any red contact with the
other parts of life. Aleytys clamped her teeth together and hardened her shidds as she walked ahead of



Tamris into the luxurious body of the shuttle. If too many of the Cazarits are like this, she thought, I'd
better keep as digant from rank and fileas | can, for my sanity’s sake. | hate this, Madar, | hate it. She
turned to Tamris who was sHtling hersdf into one of the comfortable seats. The girl’s answering
amile—grin redly—was an excdlent antidote to the depressing effect the pilot had on her. Tamris
screwed up her face, started to say something, thought better of it, scratched at her eyebrow, tugged her
tunic down, then thumbed on the witness link.

Aleytys lifted a hand to her, settled in her own chair and swung it around so she could see the
changing images in the large screen st like awindow in the wall. She was annoyed with the necessity that
forced the link on them. She liked Tamris's often acerbic wit, and would have enjoyed taking the Hunt
over with her. She was glad too that Swardheld had refused her invitation. The overhaul should be
finished by now, he would be on hisway to Ibex, gone at least Sx months. There was a smdl cold knot
gtting on her scomach that wouldn’t go away, she knew, until he was back. It was hard to redize that the
obstacles she' d fought againgt so long were being swept away with o little fuss. It was quite possible that
in a few months she'd be sanding face to face with her mother. She shied away from the thought, not
ready for it, not yet. With atwitch of her shoulders she remembered the Hunt.

The pilot stood in the open arch between the shuttle body and the steerspace, her green-brown eyes
shifting from Aleytys to Tanris and back. She amiled, that professona smile that didn't come near
touching her eyes. “Thisis the Director’s private shuttle” She made a brief angular gesture that took in
the hand-tied carpet, the grey velour aamchairs, the polished wood fittings. “The Director sent it for your
convenience, Despin’ Aleytys. She wished to save you the bother of dearing through customs and
passing through GATE, our entrance satdllite. There has been an excess of traffic to Carniva in the past
months and the facilities are being strained to tolerance given the current tightening of security. We will
land on Center. That is the Idand that houses Adminigration. You will be quartered there but will be
provided with a chauffeured arflot when you need to vigt any of the other idands. The weather is clear
and cold over Center and it will be mid-afternoon there when we touch down. The Director will meet
you a the fidd. There is a andl informd reception planned a which you will be introduced to the
managers of the various divisons of Cazarit. The trip will take about forty-five minutes. Welcome to
Cazait.” She gave them another of her amiles, a amdl nod, then turned and seated hersdf at the control
console.

In the viewscreen Center expanded from a brown point at the end of afinger jutting out from a much
larger idand, to an irregular splotch of dull dlive againg the glittering blue of the sea, to ralling parkland,
green and lovely with groves of trees interrupting here and there the meticuloudy clipped grass and bright
flower beds punctuating the grass with rounds of color, every bud open and a the peak of its
beauty—nature overlaid with artifice. The landing fidd was set off a the far end of the idand’'s fa ovd, a
gark grey interruption of the green, a sweep of metacrete, a tower at one end that looked as if it
belonged on a prison wall and in fact did st on the south side of a fence; woven wire fencing ten meters
high surrounded the fidd, hed away from the close-set metd posts by insulators. The woven wire went
below the levd of the ground; into a narrow metad-lined trench of indeterminate depth. The viewscreen
caressed the fence with loving persistence, flowing dong it, focussing on details, a slent lecture on the
advisahility of minding one's business and not annoying those in charge.

The touchdown was smooth; the pressure of deceleration, intendfied briefly, was gone, dl thisin a
dlence so0 deep Aleytys could hear her heart beating. The harsh sounds of the landing were shut away
from them like something vulgar not alowed to intrude into the elegance of the interior. She shook her
head impatiently and began weatching the screen as the shuttle rolled toward the tower and came to a stop
about fifty meters from it.

“Despini.” The pilot was back in the arch, this time addressing both of them. “Y our luggage will be
transferred directly to your quarters here. Unless there is something you need immediatdy?” She waited a
moment, nodded when nather spoke. “Thenif you will remain seated a moment, I'll have the lock open
and the gairs ready for you.” She turned smoothly and bent over the console.

Asthe lock began to cycle open Aleytys stood, stretched, smoothed stray wigps of hair off her face,
tucking hairpins more firmly into the braided knot wound around the crown of her head. “It begins” she



sad to Tamris. Tamris nodded, her large blue eyes glowing with excitement, her teeth damping down on
her lower lip.

Aleytys moved briskly to the lock, raised her brows at the Sght of the carpeted degant Stair now
reaching from the lock to the ground. She went quickly down it, feding more at ease when her bootsoles
grated on the wind-strewn sand on the metacrete. She turned to face the tower, the sea breeze tugging a
her har, blowing into her face from the water, carying the tang of sdt, dead fish and desiccated
seaweed. Beyond the fence the tops of trees were swaying and rudling, the sound pleasant in her ears
after being shut in asmd| ship so long, as was the distant wash of the surf and the dance of grit across the
fidd.

A door in the blank face of the tower did open, atal lean door rather like a coin dot. Four people
came through, walking two by two, stopped just outside and stood waiting.

Tamris

“So it begins” Aleytys whispered. That's the second time, Tamris thought. She watched Aleytys
draighten her shoulders and smooth her long narrow hands down her sides. Nervous, Tamris thought.
Funny to think she's as nervous as me, as if this was her first time out. Aleytys winked & her,
amusement and understanding in her look. Tamris looked away, looked ahead at the four waiting for
them. A few steps more and Aleytys stopped waking. Tamris stood a pace behind her and enough to
one Sde 50 thelink on her belt would havefull play over the scene.

Two of the four a the coin-dot door hesitated then started toward them.

“Director,” Tamris murmured, “ti Ganryn Intaril.”

A tdl dender woman, long straight black hair loosely wound about a findy shaped head. Tamris had
been surprised when she firg saw the tapes to find the Director wasn't even pretty, then redized it was
the measure of her dbility that she'd never chosen or been forced to biosculpt away her individudity, to
change a crooked long nose, a mouth too wide, a jaw too pronounced, cheeks hollow until she looked
gaunt. Her eyes were long and dark, full of vitdity, curiosty, and a driving energy and intdligence she
didn’'t bother to concedl. She had a naturd eegance of bone and dressed to it, wearing a starkly smple
onepiece, black with a touch of white & neck and wrids. Her face in repose was ugly, though her
welcoming smile changed that dmost magicdly. When she came up to Aleytys, she extended a rather
bony hand and said, “Welcome to Cazarit, Hunter. Though | could wish this were only a holiday for you,
dill, it might work out that way, dama fortuna willing.” Her flexible voice was full of warmth, a welcome
that seemed genuine to Tanris, far more so than the polished plastic welcome of the pilot. It warmed her
in spite of her wariness, though she was watching criticdly both her own reactions and Intaril’s actions,
measuring her againgt Head, coming reluctantly to the condusion that the woman would be formidable
ather as dly or antagonist Tanis touched the black box at her bet as a fighter might touch a magic
taisman before going into battle, then was furious at hersdf for the betraying gesture as she saw the black
eyes regiger the movement and fileit.

Aleytys touched briefly, formaly, the hand extended to her. “My colleague and | thank you for the
courtesy of our reception. The trip here was long and boring, as you know al such trips must be in a
grdl ship.” Her voice held an impersond pleasantness that neither accepted nor rejected the Director’s
welcome. “We will dill have to examine GATE as soon as possible. | can't work from reports done, I'll
have to go over your security there mysdf. We will dso need to ingpect in some detail the dtes of the
three snatches, again as soon as possible. Y ou will arrange that?”

Tanris difled a giggle Nothing like starting how you mean to go on, she thought. It's like a dance,
she thought, the way they’ re drding round each other.

“Of course” Intaril looked amused. “But not today, | think. You'll be wanting to settle into your
quartersfird.” She made a graceful gesture that was intended to convey rueful apology. “I'm afrad | did
assume you' d want to meet the Idand Managers and | arranged a smdl reception. It won't take long, |
assure you.” She laid her hand on Aleytys s arm and drew her toward the tower. Tamris saw the Hunter
diffen dightly, very dightly, and move imperceptibly away until the Director was forced ather to dutch a



her or let her go, something she did with a cdm assurance, waving that hand at the man waiting for them.
“You'll recognize Y agro f’Voine from the tapes. Our chief of Security.”

Tamris nodded to hersdf as she followed slent behind the ddicately sparring women. Y agro f'VVoine,
A samdlish man, a head shorter than the Director. A round bland face and round blue eyes, long Straight
blond hair he wore tied at the nape of his neck with a narrow black ribbon knotted into a amdl iff bow.
He wore a black velvet jacket with broad loose cuffs, a white shirt with fdls of lace a throat and wridts,
pae blue velvet trousers tucked into knee-high, dose-fitting boots. A sapphire glowed among the froth of
lace, another hung from one ear, a long narrow teardrop that flashed blue fire whenever 'V oine moved
his head. A dim rapier hung from a wide blackleather bdlt, its hilt of filigreed dlver set with more
sgpphires. Tamris's eyes widened; she'd seen the earring on the tapes and the long har but the whole
ensamble was a bit overwheming. And a sword, she thought, a damn slly sword. Playing games. Then
she met his empty blue eyes and no longer fdt like grinning. She moved a step closer to Aleytys, glad
suddenly that Aleytys was the one who was going to have to confront and perhaps coerce this par. She
tugged absently at her tunic, redized what she was doing and closed her lips tight. | am not a baby, she
thought | made the trek into the wildlands and got to the third cairn and got back out again. She looked
a Intaril and f"Voine. Definitdy there are worse things than silvercoats and slence and cold.

A much taler man stood in the coin-dot doorway, waiting for them. When they came up to him, he
stepped aside and took his place at f'Voine's elbow, meking Tamris wonder if he'd been chosen more
for the contrast he made than for any abilities he might have—he was, if the elaborate costume was an
accurate indication of f'Voine s tastes. A stone-faced giant with a shaven head, an attractive head in spite
of the shaving or perhaps because of it, hot yelow eyes, skin like charcod spread with thick red-amber
syrup. No play sword for him or fancy dress. He wore a shabby shipsuit whose only concession to
sngularity was a multitude of pockets, a number of them bulging though what he carried in them, she
didn't care to speculate about. The pair of shenli darters strapped on his lean hips had the same worn but
cared for look as the rest of what he wore. He wasn't introduced, nor was the fourth person, a girl who
might have been the shuttle pilot's Sster; they shared an anonymous sort of beauty, the same tidy efficent
ar, the same impersond courtesy, though this verson of the standard modd seemed a year or two
younger. Tamris was suddenly glad of her short nose, round face and sprinkling of freckles, her face was
her own, she didn't have to share it with a thousand or ten thousand others. She gazed thoughtfully a the
elegant back of the Director, remembering the ugly face and the gartling charm of the woman. Loki’s
luck, she thought, if | don’t get ground between them, these wild women, Intaril, Aleytys and Head. Hah!
she thought. No. Aleytys, Intaril—and me.

Tamris opened the amdl spird notebook, smoothed the pages fla, her eyes narrowed, her forehead
pinched together in a frown. She ran her fingers through her short hair, then took up her stylo and sat
tapping the blunt end on the empty paper, briefly intimidated by the march of the pale blue lines down the
page. She wrinkled her nose, pursed her lips and started writing.

NOTEBOOK

Cazarit—Center—assigned quarters (two bedrooms, a bathroom, a miniature kitchen, all
small, a larger room for pacing, talking, drinking) local time: eighteenth hour (of a twenty-two
hour day) plus thirty-five minutes, about an hour after sundown—the first day down.

The ghosthunt—notes, impressions, events.

Aleytys has asked that | keep this notebook, not for official showing, but to help me organize
my thoughts and arrange my testimony for the escrow board. Better not leave it lying around
anywhere, she says. She wants me to put down whatever occurs to me without censoring any of it,
just let the ink flow. Hmmm. Never tried anything like this. Should be interesting—

IMPRESSIONS: the reception—underground—most everything is underground on this idand,
for security, | suppose— not a room, the place Intaril took us to—no—a space— couldn’'t see the
edges of it—don’t even know there are edges except by faith and common sense—hah!—space



filled with glimmers—deliberate?—light pulled down from the green-park above, passed down by
mirrors, or lensess—amplified and strangled—eerie, as if light and shadow are painted in
place—rather nice effect—pulling out all the tricks to impress us—water murmurs coming at us
from scattered fountains—from somewhere comes the susurration of a stream—air wafted past
us, heavy with flowerscents—racemes of passionflower and suneyes dripping in careful disarray
from hanging pots—note to me: | like our less calculated world a lot better, got the feeling that
everything here was not here for something as simple as somebody’ s pleasure in it, but intended to
undermine and impress the visitor, after a while | started to fedl irritated, couldn’t even get mad
without wondering if that’s what they wanted—served us drinks, | waited until Aleytys sipped at
hers and smiled at me—good, rather sweet red wine—with everything else there | was starting to
get a bit muzzy by the time reception was over—a warning, | think, this reception—opening shot
in what is obvioudly going to be a battle—they want her reputation, that’s all—no poking and

prying—

THE ISLAND MANAGERS—what a crew, f'Voine was bad enough, wonder if this is part of
the job or something they do to lessen the pressures of the job—or is it maybe the display
behavior of competing dominants?

CARNIVAL—PITAN JEE (manager)

Short and skeletal, stark, oddly hard to see in the patchy black and white of the space, a
slver-haired harlegquin, a long green drink clutched in one bony claw. A hard-edged smile carved
on a face sculpted from flesh like polished whitewood. Androgyne and advertising it.

CARNIVAL—KEMUR Y O (subchief of security)

Grey hair like smoke about a grey face, empty eyes, deep-set, in the uncertain light, smudges
without whites. A long straight robe of matte grey—it looked like leather but | never got close
enough to be sure. Long narrow feet in sandals. Hands kept hidden in the wide sleeves of the robe.
A cautious type, seems to me, giving away nothing. Should ask Aleytys if she picked up anything
interesting from him—not too important, no one was snatched from Carnival. Androgyne, |
think—’ ve never seen a body with such little expression. HE's got the most difficult of all security
roles on Cazarit—and maybe in a funny way, the easiest, Carnival clients are none of them
wealthy or important enough to warrant snatching. Holidaymakers come unscreened to Carnival,
having only to have the cost of a two-way passage and something left over to buy bed and
board—always rat holes in the walls—those who come and don't leave—those who sdl their
return tickets for one more turn of the whed and end in the dum north of the
Midway—pickpockets and street gamblers, con men and women, whores of every gender,
stranded artistes and assorted addicts, the thousands of small rats invading inevitably the walls of
any place like this no matter how strictly policed.

CHIMAEREE—MALA KOSA (manager and subchief of security)

Long blond hair, seems to be her own, but who can tell anything sure here, braided and coiled
atop an elegant head, its massive weight intended to emphasize the delicacy of an over-long neck.
Face biosculpted to an icy perfection. Eyes a most improbable violet—she stood under one of the
light plays to make sure this was noted—a translucent violet robe over a darker purple halter, low
dung tight purple pants— purple! yechh—it was ridiculous, and | never felt so dumpy and grubby
in my life and she knew it, damn her—female and flaunting it—first snatch was on Chimaeree—
thought of that and smiled sweetly at her—since hers is a limited operation with a very sdlect
clientele and brain-probed staff, she runs security herself—has to be competent or she wouldn't be
doing what she is—not at all happy to see us here—instant hate when she saw Aleytys.

BATTUE—DAUN CENZAI (manager and subchief of security)



Of particular interest to us—Battue is to house the Aghir Conference—Hunter’s idand—a pun,
son—hah—inhabited mostly by assorted popular predators not counting man-herds of prey
animals—rare species imported to feed the pleasure of those who like to kill things, the rarer and
harder to kill the better—Daun’s a big man, coarse red-brown hair, sunbleached at the tips, a
bristly moustache and short beard, deeply tanned, a reddish cast to the skin of face and arms,
deep wrinkles fanning from the corners of pale blue eyes, a small scar above and passing through
his left eyebrow, an indentation just above the bridge of his nose—he wore a tan shirt with
numerous snapped-down pockets, tan shorts, laced-up boots—in a way he seemed out of place in
this space and with the other exotics here—but when | looked at him again, | saw he was as much
a construct as this underground garden—just that his construct was a bit closer to the real
thing— have no doubt that he is competent at what he does—but he has shaped himself so
carefully to conform to an ancient stereotype that he is as unreal as the most exotic of those who
waited and hated us.

Tamris stretched, scratched her nose, and grinned a what she'd written. All the description wasn't
epecidly necessary but it was fun to write. No one said this had to be deadly serious, she thought. She
chuckled, turned the page and went on with her scribbling.

TRAUMEREE—TANU-ALOM (manager and subchief of security)

A sprite—tiny—glittering with malice—blue hair—blue eyes—even a faint blue tinge to its
skin—wore a lot of gauzy stuff that fluttered like a ribbon tree in a high wind whenever he or
she—whatever—moved—high musical voice—chattered continually, lots of digs at the others,
more digs at us, especially Aleytys—fedling superior, feeling annoyed at having to be here—no
snatches from Traumeree—pointed ears that twitched—hands that talked as much as its mouth.

LETHE—MOARTE MATI (manager and subchief of security)

Death Idand?—if the name means what | think. Traumeree for drugging yoursdf sily,
Chimaeree for fantasies, Hazardee, gambling—Moarte-Mati—weird—female in form
anyway—ush breasts, white heaps of flesh bulging out of a low-cut black velvet dress cinched
tight under those breasts with a silver ribbon whose ends fell straight to the floor over a skirt that
hung in classic folds—when she moved (her back was to us when we walked up), | had to swallow
hard not to giggle—a silver skull mask covered her face—she glided when she moved, only her
toes and the tips of dlver sandals showed beneath the black velvet—garish ruby and
slver-jewelry—oaded down with ugly jewelry—no telling what she was thinking—she didn’'t say
aword the whole time.

HAZARDEE—HINTOLLIN (manager)

A smooth bland-faced man—regular features—pleasant, unnoticeable face—brown
eyes—thinnish waving brown hair worn short—neat, ordinary tunic and trousers—short plump
fingers, broad palms, a plain gold ring on one finger—met us calmly, cordially—me, | think he
could be the most dangerous of all that bunch—best self-image, seems to me, doesn't fee any
need for the, extravagant costumes of the others— why do they do it—to impress us? No
way—Hintollin and Intaril, they' re the ones that impress me, they' re a pair to watch out for.

HAZARDEE—PROARLUARIM (subchief of security)

Big man—quiet—neat and unobtrusive, dressed like the manager—bald head—pale brown
skin, born that color | think—hands soft-skinned except for fingertips, outer edge of
palm—knuckles distorted—heaven forbid | ever go unarmed against this one—way he moves,
holds himself, better get the hell out if he'd let you—since he is Hintollin's sec-chief, can't be all
muscle between his ears—but it's hard to tell about him—besides the obvious, | mean—said
nothing the whole time, just stood like an outsize shadow behind Hintollin.



CONCLUSIONS (Have to be tentative, based on the smell of things and first impressions—a
reminder to me not to jump to indefensible or premature conclusions.)

We can't expect cordiality—except obvioudy from those so secure in their own positions
they're not afraid of us, or from those with the intention of trying to use us for their own ends.
Things being what they are, it's understandable. The nature of the beast, Mom said. They walk a
tightrope—two different governing bodies involved—Cazar Governors who've got a lot of other
divisons under their control (the ones who hired us)—the local execs who have to work with
us—if the locals are too free with aid and information about the inner workings of Cazarit, they'l|
suffer for it after the emergency is over (bad judgment and no leeway given for the difficulty of
the situation)—on the other hand, if they're too obstructive and we can prove it—good ol’ link,
got its monocular on them—that will cost Cazar Company some hefty penalties, especially if
Aleytys pulls off the long chance and snags the ghost—and she's already pulled off some damn
long chances—and Cazar would be sure to come down hard on anyone who cost them, they bleed
when they even think of losing money—Aleytys was right to have me bonded though | think I'm
going to get very tired of carrying the damn link with me everywhere—and, sigh, she sure isn't
going to be talking as free and open as she was on the ship; I’m going to miss that—

REMINDERS

We need detailed physical maps of the idands and the surrounding seabottoms—

Ask Aleytys if we should press for blueprints of the structures on the idands, of GATE, they're
going to buck like hell against giving those away—

How hard is it to sneak away from Carnival? seems to me, right now anyway, Carnival is
easiest to get into, might have been the base of the ghost, the biggest idand, pretty damn rugged
in spots, most of the food farms there and contract labor to supplement the automatic machinery,
also offenders against Company law working off sentences— said something about this, but
Aleytys is acting strange, | don’t know what to make of it—is she going to just go through the
motions after all?

THE VICTIMS
No patterns here, we already checked that out, three snatches, three different isands.

OLDREAD CANS—Hekteer of Kinnarsh, snatched from Chimaeree.

SAH-KALAH—y-motz-Yaln Company, a Yaln tie-pair, non-human oxygen breathers, Rank
both untranglatable and unpronounceable, snatched from Lethe.

SUNG YUL TWI—world administrator, Weh-Chu-Hsien Triad, snatched from Hazardee.

MORE NOTES

Our rooms were most thoroughly bugged, | don’t think there was a centimeter-cubed of space
not covered by at least three sensors—my implants were jumping like | had gnats under my
skin—no way | could fine-tune enough to locate them or even do anything about them but yell
loud and long to the Director—while this bugging may be standard practice on Cazarit, it is not
something | am accustomed to, not something | intend to become accustomed to—Aleytys was
just about as mad as I’ ve even seen her but that didn’t last long. She winced when we walked into
the room, but she said nothing at all, she grinned at me like a hungry silvercoat and went to a
couch on the far sde of the room, lay down and closed her eyes—watch her work, you
Snoops—weeeeo000— watch her work, hah!

Tamris grimaced, started to speak, changed her mind. She yawned, rubbed a hand across her chin,



sauntered to the well-equipped bar and began ingpecting the bottles racked there. She tugged her tunic
down, feding grubby, tired, irritated with the itch under her skin that was intensfying until it was like the
waking of a thousand fleas. She wanted a bath, clean clothes, a least eight hours deep, she wanted a
window open on distance with sky that didn’'t even have to be blue the only thing but roof over her head.

Equdly slent, equdly irritated, Aleytys crossed the room, scraiching a one padm as she walked,
rubbing a her nose, at the back of her neck. “Madar,” she muttered. “I’'d rather a tent in a high blow.”
She dretched out on a divan after kicking off it severa dozen pillows, wriggled around until she was
comfortable, tucked a pillow under her head and closed her eyes.

Tamris hefted along-necked bottle, raised eyebrows at the labe—she recognized it from one of the
wine parties she'd sneaked into the last year a Universty; the giver's father owned the vineyard it'd
come from and the giver made himsdf obnoxious by continudly boasting about how much any of the
others would have to pay for it if they could find it which they couldn’t because the whole output of the
winery was s0ld privaidy and contracted for years in advance. Chuckling a the memory of the end of
that party, she started rummeaging in drawers for something to draw the cork. A thought struck her and
she straightened. “Think this could be drugged?’

Aleytys made a quick face without opening her eyes. She shifted on the divan, her lips twitched. With
each movement in her face, Tanrisfdt a twinge in her implants. For a while she saw and heard nothing,
then she began seaing tiny puffs of blue smoke, began hearing tiny pops and skritches. Grinning, she set
two glasses on the bar in front of her and began pouring amber wine in them. A few more minutes
passed, Aleytys on the divan, Tamris leening againg the bar watching her.

The lights and the air flow fatered, came on ful strength again. More smoke, grey-lavender puffs
with an acrid bite to them, wafted from the dots of the airfeed.

And the itch under Tamris's skin vanished completely.

Aleytys sat up, rubbed at the nape of her neck, stretched her arms out in front of her, shook them.
Tamris carried the wine to her. “Nice quff,” she said. “Met the winemaker once, a better man than his
creepy son. If it's clean, the Director’s doing us good.”

Aleytystook a gp of the wine and sat cupping the glass between her pams, then she nodded. “No
additives” She took another sip, amiled at Tanis. “Fed better?’

“Some. | can tak?’

“If you want. The placeis clear for the moment.”

“Intaril might be a bit peeved.” Tamris settled hersdlf in a drifting armchair, put her feet up on the rest
“Any idea how many eyes you popped?’ She sniffed at the wine, Sipped at it, Sghed as warmth spread
through her tired body.

“Too damn many. Intaril won't bring the subject up.” She yawned. “Don’t forget to make a note of
thisin your journd.” She rubbed at her eyes. “I’'m not on locd time yet; if | want an early start tomorrow,
| better try getting some deep.”

Tamris yawned, catching the infection from Aleytys, yawned again. “Me too. Been along day. Who
getsfird crack a the bathroom?’

“Who do you think, lowly apprentice?’

Aleytys

She dreamed:

She saw fird the shock of white hair, the hair he never managed to keep in order more than a few
minutes. His back was what she saw next, he was waking away from her, weaving through a crowd of
anonymous backs and band faces—faces with the forced cheer of those determined to have a good time
even if they haf-killed themsalves, faces with the emptiness of wooden dolls. She hurried after him,
knocking the dolls aside, disregarding their reproaches and paincries, hearing them clatter down behind
her with haf amind; with no mind at dl, she ran &fter the narrow back and 4ill he kept effortlesdy ahead
though he never seemed to hurry. As the others cleared away, she saw a second head, red as her own,
a hiselbow. A child walked beside him, a boy. She cried out, “Sharl, baby, wait for me, wait for me.”



But the boy didn’t turn, wouldn't turn. She ran fagter. The street opened into a square, They were in the
middle of it, heading for another street on the far Sde. The square stretched, carying them away from
her, faster and faster as she ran faster after them. When she reached the middle of it, they turned, both of
them. Stavver looked at her with cool dismissing eyes, the boy looked a her out of changing eyes filled
with anger and resentment. The eyes were a wdl of green glass through which she couldn’t run. She
stood where she was, daring a the man and the boy. The part of her tha knew she was dreaming
struggled to turn the dream, to turn her away or bring them to her, but she could neither move nor force
them to move, though & least they no longer retreated from her. Groaning in her deep, in her dream she
cdled to them, despair in her voice, stretched her arms to them, in her degp she cried out angrily, in her
dream she cried out pleadingly. The man laughed and turned away, waking away from her, taking the
boy’s hand; they both waked away from her, hand in hand, laughing and talking; they turned into the
street and disappeared, leaving her with her feet sunk into the softening pavement, sinking farther, her
body rigid, an unvoiced and unvoiceable painfilling her ...

Her cry ringing in her ears, she broke from the dream, jerked upright with such violence the bed
rocked under her. There was afilm of sweat over her face and body, a brassy taste in her mouth; she
opened her fingers dowly, letting go of the blanket. She scrubbed a hand across her face, wiped it on the
blanket.

Harskari’s eyes and face bloomed in her mind. “Stop whipping yourself, daughter, | begin to think
you enjoy it.”

“What?’ At fird Aleytys was angry, then she chuckled. “Is good advice dways so agtringent?” She
lay back, stretched, let her eyes drop shut, her body limp with reaction, deeply cdm now. Enjoy it, she
thought, smiled into the darkness, after a while she wriggled around until she was comfortable, chuckled
aoud, then dipped effortlesdy into a deep, deep deep.

Lilit

She sat a the far end of the table, ligening to her father catechize his sons.

“Say the scum hit the smdlter train. What do you do?’

“As soon as the darm coniesin, | send Kaston and the search team out in floats. Wait haf an hour,
send a recovery squad from off-shift miners to collect any ingots left behind and load them on hand
trucks so they can take them to the warehouses, send repair bots and supplies to right the mono and
repair whatever damage has been done to the rail. Any bodies found, have them brought to the lab so
Dr. Akdin can look them over. Live ones, if any, turned over to Kaston for interrogation. Try to track
down family afiliation, if any, of such dead as we find. If a family is pinpointed, set sniffers on the
individuad members so we ll know where every one of them is a every minute” The boy’s voice was fla,
uninflected. He was reciting a lesson. It was impossible to say how much besides mere words he had
absorbed. Kayen-tg frowned, but after a moment accepted the answer.

“Petrol ?”

“Continue as before. Random overland masses—doubled near suspected settlements. Suspicious
activity spotted, no overt action taken, infiltration of snoopers and sniffers. If a smuggler is spotted, wait
till he grounds before aringing the trap.”

The catechism went on, the boy given little time to eat, forced to recite, his resentment growing, his
face increasaingly sullen.

Lilit wrote:

Ekeser will never make the man Father is. | can hate Father because he has killed, one way or
another, everything | held dear. But | have only contempt for Ekeser. He is a sneak and a sadist
and a coward, I've backed him down many times when he tried tormenting me or Metis. I've
clawed his face, suffered his fists and never surrendered though | was the one punished for these
outbursts. It isnot proper for a girl to fight.



She suffered the punishment stoicaly as she'd endured the pain when he hit her. She was older then
he was and could match his strength closely enough for enough years for him to learn to let her done, to
avoid her, ignore her, things she took & firg with an irritatingly smug smile though later she hid her
contempt behind her submissive mask, hid her horror and sick disgust when he switched tactics and
described things he' d done to others, knowing with dy surety that she'd carry no taes to their father. A
year ago he' d thought to try her again, but she smply lifted cold eyes and stared him down.

Lilit wrote:

When the smuggler beams word back that the tegjed are dead, then Acthon will lead the
dwellersinto the Hold. Ekeser is weak and arrogant. He has already alienated the guards, most of
them anyway, Kaston especially; the man despises him. Ekeser has learned his lessons by rote but
doesn’t understand the principles behind the actions he's been taught. Father is capable of sudden
unexpected strokes, also unexpected generosities, but my brother has none of this in him.
Sometimes it seems to me he's a changeling. How could two such strong and intelligent people as
Father and Stepmother produce HIM? If I'd been the boy. Father wanted—no— refuse to think
of that.

O Meis, | need you to steady me. | am so wild. Things fall apart, | am so lonely and so afraid.
| don’'t want to die. | want to leave this place, to get away somehow, my dearest one, | did not
know how terribly I could miss you.

We leave in three days. Three days. All this has been planned so long. | don’t know how | can
hold together for these interminable days. Help me, my Metis, help me not to be a fool and destroy
all of us for nothing. How am | going to endure those days of confinement on the ship with no one
to talk to?—not even this book. Acthon will be left behind, he wasn’t sure of that at first but is
now. Father simply does not trust Ekeser. Acthon wants to be with me, but won’t try arguing with
Father, there’'s too much at stake to start Father thinking. | suppose Gelana and lanina will be
my attendants. Their men are Father’s most ambitious and energetic overseers and he's too canny
a man to leave that kind of trouble behind. All the better, less trouble for us, but oh, they are
boring.

Canny and uncanny. No, we don’'t want to start Father’s gameplayer mind working. He's
eerie sometimes, the way he leaps ahead of other men’s thinking. Ahead of us, if we're not
careful.

At the same time he is relatively blind where his own blood is concerned. It is as if he puts us
al in dots and expects us to fit ourselves to that space. He doesn’'t understand Acthon at all,
though he's right to value him. Acthon’s mother, Aiela, was the first of Father’s mistresses. He
had her before he married my mother. Aiela was young then, fourteen at most. Father was young
too, a wild autocratic impatient youth suffering greatly under Grandfather’s excesses. He and
Grandfather fought over her, just one of the many times he fought with his father, the first time,
the first of many times, he backed his father down. | wish | could have talked to her. Metis and
Acthon loved her deeply; they and all her children conspired to protect her while she lived and
miss her dreadfully since she died. When she was pregnant with Acthon, Father was forced to
send her back to the village where he married her to the man he considered the best of the
recently arrived contractees, Gyoll of Suyak. Grandfather would have no bastards in the Hold to
fight with legitimate sons for the power it represented. Father had to acknowledge the truth of
this, that’s why he acquiesced in the end. | think, in spite of himself, he has never stopped loving
her, or if what he feels can’'t be called love, he’'s never been willing to let go of her. That's why
Acthon was brought into the Hold when he was fourteen in spite of the danger he represented.
Grandfather was dead by then. That’s why Metis was the girl chosen to tend me when my mother
died. Aidla’'s daughter. Gyoll’s daughter.

Gyoll the rebel, sold into thinly disguised davery, a man of cold and careful violence, a gentle
man, an affectionate man, the father of Metis and Elf and Kedarie and Little Worm who lives in
the Wild.



Little Sster. Kedarie. The older she got the more she looked like Aiela, Metis told me. Father
had Kedarie brought to him when she reached her fourteenth year. Sometimes | wonder if he was
entirely sane about Aidda—if he was trying to find her again in her daughter. He has had two
wives, both of whom got little warmth from him, yet | know we are much alike in many ways and
| know my own passions and my possessiveness, o | suspect he cared more for Aiela than he was
willing to let himsalf know.

Alike. | hate him with all the passion | can generate, but in all honesty we are much alike. And
I'm rather proud of that. Blind man, if only you could see. If only you would look behind my
woman'’s face and see me.

After Acthon told me about Father’s sdling me, after he came back and got my answer, he
brought Gyoll into the cave below the Hold. Gyoll wasn’'t about to take my commitment on faith.
| had to convince him; at least he listens to me, respects me. | think Acthon thought he was going
to try to dissuade me, but he just listened.

Around them the machines that purified the air and water hummed their deep rumbling two-note song
and the insulated ducts were a cat’s cradle woven in and out of the dark. Lilit sat with her back to the
wadl of dull grainy insulation brick, her legs drawn up, her ams clasped about her knees, her face
illuminated by the ticktight light on the floor by her * toes. Acthon sat Slent and scowling at her left, his
narrow high-cheeked face a masculine version of here.

Gyadll sat a her right. His head was totaly bald now, but his eyes glowed with the passion 4ill living in
his dying body. He was no longer lanky but a thing of hide and bone, shaky with pan and a growing
weakness of body. His skin was loose over his bones, draping in fold over fold and even his dark tan
couldn’'t disguise his chaky pdlor. Lilit was gppaled at his too-rapid deterioration; Acthon was more
familiar with it and perhaps sadder.

Gyadll fixed his eyes on Lilit. “Once this is started, you' re committed, girl; you think you can hold the
line? More lives than yourswill be riding on your will.”

“The last wife of Aretas killed hersdlf.” Lilit shrugged. “I’'m just anticipating an inevitability.”

“Stop playing with words, girl, you're talking about lives”

“I've hed your livesin my hands for years,” she said. “I won't drop them now.”

“Words.”

“All right, revered leader, look a me. How long would | last in the Wild? And while | did live, how
could | stand being an intolerable burden on your people? I'm as arrogant and bad-tempered as my
father.” She amiled suddenly, the outward sgn of the absurd laughter bubbling in her vens, laughter at
herdf, & Acthon's disgppointed glare, a Gydll's amused complicity. “Ask Acthon,” she sad. “He
knows wel enough about my temper.” She shook her head. “And I'm used to luxury, good food, hot
baths, idleness when | can read and dream. Y ou want honesty? I'd hate living hard. 1 don’t think | could
doit”

Gydl was dlent, his eye' s hard on her, demanding more from her. Acthon stared at his hands.

“Condgder my choices. The Wild? Even to save my life | won't take on a dow dragged-out dying.
Aretas? Acthon must have told you about him. Besides ... wdl, never mind that. Ask my father not to do
thisto me? That's ajoke. Laugh. He knows wel enough what Aretasislike, he didn't want to do this to
me bdieve me, | know that. He didn't like it but he sold me anyway to get his sacred conference. Run
away? Get off-world? I'm usdess, I'd starve. | want to mean something.” Eyes clamped shut, she beat
her figts on her thighs. Gyall bent forward, cupped his hands over hers, hed them ill. Lilit pressed her
lips together and fought to cam hersdf. After aminute she said, “I won't trickle my life away. | will not.”

Gyadll patted her hands, straightened with a grunt. “Wel then, let it be. You say you'll be the trigger.
Thought how?’

“l don’t know if you know how we dress our women for their weddings. A dozen robes, one on top
of the other until the bride is a puffbdl. At the wedding her attendants pedl her layer by layer to present
her to the groom, but in the beginning she's a puffbdl.” She reached up her deeve, pulled out a rall of
paper, handed it to Acthon. “That’s what the two of you will have to work with. I'll be making my robes



mysdf. | plan to embroider the vel and the outer robe with siver wire and beads, enough, | hope, to
mask whatever you want me to carry in” She looked a the rall of paper in Acthon's hand, scowled.
“My educetion is so damn limited, reading just doesn’'t give me ... never mind, you figure out how to do
it, that’s your part.” She got to her feet. “All | ask is be sure it will work. | want to go out grandly.” There
was passion in her whipering voice. “Not with awhimper.”

They watched her go, without speaking. She fdt ther eyes on her, watching her as they’d watch
some kind of strange beast. Metis had dways told her she was extravagant at times. She fdt extravagant,
lifted, her feet bounced from the concrete, the black robe’s hem-fur swished about her ankles. In the
gently humming, warm, aily darkness, she fdt Metis beside her, laughing, tdling her she was being
extravagant. She laughed, paused, startled by the sound, then went dlent into the wall.

Lilit wrote:

Acthon and | are too much alike to deal easily with each other. It's a good thing we couldn’t
meet often or our quarrels would explode the walls of the Hold. Metis, love, since you're gone, we
walk like strange cats about each other, sniffing at each other, warily polite and controlled.
Otherwise we could not continue to talk and plan. Without your balance, my Metis, we begin to fly
apart! When I’'m here with your ghost, | see this clean and strong, but when I’'m with him, the rage
in both of ustries to blank out our reason. | can see him hating me because of the blood in me and
| can see him hating himself because it is his blood too. We both reject our father, but we are his
children and we know it all too well, especially when we turn on each other. When you died
birthing father’s child, my Metis, Acthon wept in my arms and | wept into his dark hair and for
that short moment we were one. Three years. | see your ghost drifting in the corner of the room, |
see you but | can’t touch you.

Remember how | used to spy on the people who lived in the Hold, my Metis, how | used to
wander through the passages and peer out at people in their private rooms? You scolded me
enough times on invading the privacy of people without power to complain. After | started my
menses, | spent more time in the maze, watching most of all the guards with the women Father
had brought in for them. And | watched Father. You shamed me from the servants' quarters and |
plunged deeper into my involvement with Gyoll and your people and their cause; dinners become
horrors for me because Stepmother was by then teaching me the arts of the chatelaine which
seemed at the time my inevitable destiny. Within the next three or four years, if | followed custom,
I’d be married to someone, to the son of one of the Aghir lords, possibly to some outlander who
father needed to tie more firmly to him. Chatelaine. What an elegant word for chattel, a thing to
be bartered for gain. At those dinners with Stepmother | was expected to order the servants
about, | was supposed to order the meals in the kitchen, | was supposed to watch the servants and
read the wishes of Stepmother without her having to say anything. | was supposed to taste the
food and praise or reprove the cook, | was supposed to reprove those servants who. were dilatory
or made mistakes, | was supposed to order the punishment of lazy or thieving servants. Sometimes
the words locked in my throat and nearly shut off my breath. Sepmother didn’t know what to
make of this but she was firm with me—and patient—and got me through this stage. She was
pregnant again, eight years after the birth of Sdas. Why Father made her do that | don't know.
Maybe he wanted another chance at producing a legitimate heir the equal of Acthon. Though he
always treated Ekeser and Selas well enough—according to his own ideas of that; even his flaying
scolds were never without adequate provocation—he simply didn’t like either one. Not as he both
liked and respected Acthon. And he had reason, if love needs a reason. For all | rail at Acthon and
fight with him, he has many of Father’s gifts and has honed them with the help of Gyoall. Gyall
recognized and trained his innate capacities and made a leader of men out of him through the
power of love and example. Blind man, my Father, if only he could see, he corrupted and ruined
his legal sons because he neither loved them nor taught them to value anything beyond their
blood; he schooled them hard in duty, but the greatest part of that duty was preserving the Liros
system in the hands of the Kalyen line. When this was threatened, all other duties could be



disregarded. They were not the kind to stand up to him and demand his respect if not his love;
blind man, how could he expect them to give love never having received any. Duty to the
blood—and so he sold me to a toad. Duty to the blood!

Father called me to the library six months after | met with Gyoll and Acthon down below and
began to plan our course. He sent a servitor with speech functions, not a servant. Obvioudy he
wanted no gossip about the summons. This time | agreed with him. | wanted no eyes looking
dantwise at me each dinner, it was hard enough to eat with the excitement boiling in me. With
speculative eyes on me and the knowledge of how the serving maids would giggle, my throat
would close up completely.

| knew the library as well as | knew my tower room, but I’d never been in it when my father
was there. Sometimes | wondered if he ever missed the books I'd taken for Metis and myself. He'd
never said anything and | always returned them (except for this book I’'m writing in. Funny, |
wonder if someday this journal will return to Sit forgotten on those shelves?). | thought of all this
before | opened the door and stepped in to face him. It didn't help calm me, only another
burden—ook at that, taking myself so damn serioudly, poor baby, bowed down under all her
troubles, sorry, whoever reads this, sorry, my Metis, I'm being extravagant again.

My hand on the latch knob, eyes down, | thought, dull and submissive, what you've been all
these years, eyes on the floor, hands clasped before me, relax, relax. | regulated my breath until it
was dow and even, then | pushed open the door. Father was standing by the glass wall looking
out into the same false vista that the dining room windows looked out on.

“Lilit”

“Father.” Her voice was f0ft and even, she was pleased with that. She kept her eyes on the floor
after her firgt quick glance at him.

He didn't speak for a time She wanted to look a him, to see what was keeping back the
announcement she knew had to be made. But the Stuaion was too precarious for unconsidered action.
Meek and mild, humble and stupid, she reminded hersdf and kept her gaze fixed firmly on the polished
parquetry in front of her toes.

“How old are you?’

In spite of her resolution, her eyes flew up to meet his. She quickly lowered them. “Nineteen,
Father,” she said, fighting to keep both sharpness and fear out of her voice.

“Nineteen.” There was irritation in his voice. She heard the whisper of his house dippers on the
parquetry but forced hersdf to a measure of cam.

Agan there was alengthy slence. At last he spoke, his words clipped, quick, asif he forced himsdf
to say them and wanted the saying done with. “It's past time you were wed. | have arranged that you be
married on Cazaxit to Lanten-tg of Aretas. Y ou will have sx months to prepare yoursdf for the wedding.
Wha do you need? Sewing women, materids, jewes?’

It was Lilit's turn to stand slent. She stretched the slence as far as she dared, amiling insde as her
usudly imperturbable father fidgeted about the room. He knows too much about Lanten, she thought. He
doesn't like sdling me into that ménage. Stew, damn you, Kayen-tg, my father, stew in your ginking
necessities. She bit her lip and forced hersdf to bresthe more dowly. She could fed the twitching of the
tic beside her eye but there was nothing she could do about that. She lifted her head when she heard her
father awing about, his dippers dapping down hard as he walked toward her. “I will require Sx meters of
heavy white sk, slver couching thread, silver wire and beads, a least a liter of pearls and another of
moonstones for the outer robe.” She was rather surprised a how softly and smoothly the words dropped
from her lips, at the gathering quiet ingde her—as if dl the knots there had come untied. “No sewing
women. | will give you alig of suffs for the other robes. | have sx months, you said. I’ ve nothing else to
do.”

He stared at her, rather disconcerted. “Do you want to ask about your bridegroom?’

“Could | refuse imif | don't like what | hear?’

“No.”



“Then, what's the point? Isthat dl?’

“Yes” He moved away from her, went back to staring out the window. Over his shoulder he said,
“You may go now.”

She left, amiling openly now, knowing she'd startled her father, that he didn’t like what circumstances
and his own plotting had forced him to do. It gave her a deep satisfaction that she refused to question.

My Metis, sometimes writing this is almost like talking to you, it eases the pressures of the
passions building in me, eases my grief, my anger, my fear. Talking to you, confessing, asking
your pardon for the pain | caused you, the pain of your last months, when | hated you and reviled
you and missed you and agonized for you. When | understood nothing and felt everything. Coming
to terms with myself—ah, | can hear you, my ghost. | can hear you scolding me for all this
me-me-me. | need you to laugh me out of my excesses. Acthon can’'t do it, or won't.

Little Sster. When we were fourteen Father had her brought to his quarters and installed her
there as his mistress. She had even less say in this than | do in my wedding. You, Metis, you were
S0 angry, I’ve never seen you so angry, et you spared time to calm Acthon, to help him deal with
his fury so he wouldn’'t ruin himself, you found time to comfort me and help me handle my
jealousy and anguish and the rage | thought was going to burn me to ash.

| saw her in the garden outside father’s bedroom. She sat on the cool green grass, her delicate
head dark against the pale leaves of the willow, her white robe glowing against the red and yellow
tulips behind her. Father lay stretched out on the grass, propped on an elbow, smiling up at her,
his face relaxed, his hair a little mussed, his tunic falling open about his hard flat chest. He was
smiling tenderly at her. I’ve never seen such openness in his face, I've never seen his eyes alight
with contentment like that.

| stood at the peephole, looking through the dusty leaves of the wall plant. | stood there |
don't know how long until he moved suddenly, pressed his face against her thighs, his arms
circling her hips. | stood there with tears cutting the dust on my face until | knew I'd betray myself
if I didn’t leave.

You know, my Metis, how | ran unheeding through the secret ways, collecting bruises and cuts
| didn’t know about until later, not caring what noise | made until | tumbled out into the tower
room and ran to you and pulled you down. onto the rug, my face pressed against your thighs, my
arms tight around your hips. You know how | shuddered and sobbed as you tried to find out what
was troubling me. And | know your anger when | told you. Little Sster in my father’s arms.

Sepmother died birthing another son. The child was strong and healthy but his hands and feet
grew from his torso. He had no arms and legs. They let the mother die and saved the child before
they saw he was deformed. When they looked at him, they disposed of him with brisk efficiency.
Father went about looking grim, grieving not much for Stepmother, | think, but a great deal for
his deformed child. Looking grim, and if you knew him, worried, worried that the world had
gotten to him after all despite his constant and careful precautions. He went off-world for tests
and came back looking grimmer than before. He said nothing of why he'd gone or what he'd
learned, but | found the doctor’s report in his office and read it. | didn't understand all of it, ill,
the conclusion was clear enough—too many abnormal sperm. He had a good chance for normal
children if the mother didn’t contribute additional genetic weaknesses. It also recommended a
series of treatments at University, treatments that would have necessitated his absence from Liros
Il for several years. | didn't think he'd do that and | was right. He locked his office when he left it,
but he didn’t lock that panel that opened from the wall, he didn’t know about that.

I’ve thought about that ignorance some and come to believe that the secret of the passages
was passed from father to son and never written down. | never found any references to it in all my
poking and prying through the Hold records. From the little | heard of him, | know Grandfather
was a supremely spiteful man. It would be like him not to tell Father about the passages and go to
his grave hugging that secret gleefully to him. Ekeser has to be a lot like him.

Acthon Ekeser Sdas. The baby ghost. Sons of Kalyen-tg). Names. Mannen the Kalyen-tg.



Tintu Ammayl Claril Yannit Frens Jantig. And Lilit. Daughters of Kalyen-tg. Metis EIf Kedarie.
Daughters of Aiela and Gyoll. Little Worm. Son of Aidla and Gyoll. Naoil the Seer, son of Kalyen
and Kedarie. Olyarin, son of Kalyen and Metis. Names. Heartsounds and Heartwounds.

As he’' d done with Aiela, he sent Kedarie back to the village as soon as she was pregnant. As
he had done for Aiela, he found a husband for her, a younger miner still healthy and a man more
gentle than most. The child was born in Aiela’s house, Kedarie's now. Born without eyes, born not
needing eyes. Acthon hid the baby and brought a borndead from the Wild to take his place. Father
came to the village and demanded to see the child. Acthon told me later, Metis my friend, that our
father seemed almost afraid. A muscle at the corner of his mouth jumped and his hands shook a
little before he could till them. He took the tiny deformed corpse they brought him, looked at it
for a moment, then gave it back and walked to the Hold, his face stiff, his eyes with a blind look
to them.

| almost felt sorry for him, Acthon said. It's too bad this isn't another place and another time.

That was a bad time, those years while Father kept Kedarie in his rooms. | went back and
back to watch them. Father and Little Sster. | was obsessed by them. Metis made me eat when
she could, but sometimes | vomited everything up again and sat clutching myself about the
middle, wracked by pains that were easier to face than the agony in my spirit. When | tried to
deep, | sank too often into nightmare and woke you too, my Metis, and you comforted me again
and again, loved me, held me, scolded me, and didn’t say what I’'m sure you knew about me, what
| can look at now but only sideways and can’'t say, can never say even to myself. For those two
years | was near destruction but you held me together and you taught me the joy of loving as an
antidote to the agony of loving, you got me deeply involved in Gyoll’s activities, teased me out of
myself, took my eyes off my own wounds and focused them on the needs of the people. | plundered
my father’s desk, listened to his orders to guards and overseers, listened while he organized ore
shipments and flitter patrols, passed this to Acthon. (He avoided prying himself on Gyoll’s advice
because this would keep dangerous Ideas out of Father’s head, and, anyway, they got all they
needed from me.) Gyoll and Acthon were furiously busy, keeping the threads untangled, soothing
the fearful, calming the angry, holding together that precarious patchwork organization scattered
over five worlds. You'd think Acthon’s involvement with this would show up like black on white,
but the guard was long used to his coming in and out whenever he wanted and he was never gone
long. EIf and her cadre of wild ones were the messengers on this world, riding the ugly fliers even
across the oceans to keep the lines of communication unbroken. They didn't use the local
transmitters much, only in emergencies, it was too easy to tap and trace them.

Acthon. We've fought, sometimes we've wept together. We' ve schemed together, and he's
used me. | have Father’s gameplayer mind more strongly than Acthon, or maybe because | know
few of the people | claim so jealoudly for my own, | could see more clearly how to use them than
he could who loves too many of them. Like Metis, his heart could betray him. And | can think into
Father’s mind and find counters for his plans. | had a good share in planning those first raids on
the treasure trains. They had to change methods each time they attacked because Father guarded
against the ones they'd used before. The first time they mashed dirt lily pads and plastered the
muck on the rail and let it dry hard. The mono bucked and screeched and shuddered and nearly
leaped from the rail. The rebels forced the car open, divided the ingots among them and faded
into the bush, no two of them heading in the same direction. They rode purplecows, large horned
herdbeasts with mottled purple hide and mild red eyes. They were capable of a surprising turn of
speed for a healthy stretch, cantering smoothly on long thin legs. The beasts liked to be scratched
behind the warty growths that served as ears, and a mild hopeful attitude toward other life forms,
also something of Elf's talent, a way of binding by affection. How intelligent they were is
something Acthon tells me the dwellers of the Wild often speculate aboui.

I’ve often wondered what it's like out there in the Wild. Acthon has told me stories of what
he's seen. Their life is hard but they seem to be thriving, enjoying themselves in spite of my
father’s patrols. There are so many ways their lives will be made better if Father and my



half-brothers are removed. It's aswell | won't be here, though, I’ ve got no place in their lives, not
like Acthon, and I'd only remind them of the hateful tejed.

| make twenty years the day we leave Liros 1.

| think: we call the smuggler and organize the dwellersin the Wild and the miners.
Our attacks grow quickly more and more annoying.
Father sees rebellion ahead; he thinks he could handle it on Liros Il but could be overwhelmed
by successful rebels from the other worlds of the Aghir.
He persuades the tejed to hold a conference on Cazarit.
We plot to wipe out the tejed.

| think: Gyall is as canny a gameplayer as my father.
He planned this sequence of events.
He meant Acthon to take his place; he meant me to come to this point, he meant me to see the
necessity of my passing. He meant Father to gather the tgjed in one place, for the tejed must
die together or our rebellion is most likely doomed.

| think: Thisis true and not true.

| think: It doesn’t matter.

Metis, you hated Father, despised him, feared him a little, and Oh, My Dear One, you did love
him. | reached sixteen unwed and unasked, forgotten, content again, busy and loved in my little
world.

One day, | didn’'t know why then, | ill don’t, Father came up to my tower room instead of
summoning me. Maybe he remembered Metis, | don’'t know. He stood in the doorway that bright
afternoon without saying anything. You were on the windowseat, the lowering sun tinting your
hair to copper. | was sitting at your feet, my head resting against the padding of the seat. When |
saw him, | thought for a minute that he'd sold me at last, wondered what | would do if he had. |
got to my feet and stood with my eyes down, waiting—waiting— when he didn’t speak | looked up
and saw him staring at you, a dight smile on his ice-pale face. | wanted to scream at him, stick
knives in him. It wasn't quite like the pain and confusion in me when Little Sster was his mistress.
My Metis, when at last you were exasperated at what | was doing to myself, you told me that |
was not Little Sster and Little Sster was not me. | shuddered under the words, they were like
gusts of wind hammering at me though what could | know about gusts of wind when I've never
been out from under the dome? | wouldn't listen, | pressed my hands tight over my ears, | wept
until my head throbbed, until my throat was raw and | was so exhausted | felt like jelly.

Father watched you, Metis, when you swung round on the seat, turning your back to the light
flooding in the window. He watched as you walked to stand behind me, one hand on my shoulder.

Who are you? he said—but he knew, I’'m sure he knew.

Gyoll’s daughter, you said.

Aiela’s child, he said. He stood there a moment longer, then was gone, saying nothing about
the reason he’'d come, his feet silent on the silken rug, long strides carrying him quickly down the
hall and down the spiral staircase, three steps at a time. | heard his boothedls clicking for a long
time until they were only an echo in my ears.

| went to dinner already full of fear because Father demanded my presence. He didn’'t speak
to me once but he smiled when he saw me sitting in Stepmother’ s chair.

You were gone when | came back.

| knew where you were, | knew.

For two weeks | stayed in that room. | didn’t try going into the walls, | didn’t try finding you
or watching you. Not until Father went to inspect the mines—then I...

No. | don’'t want to remember that. Metis, my love, | won't—O God, how can | remember
what | said to you, how | screamed and begged you to let Acthon take you into the Wild. | begged



you to leave him. | couldn’t endure seeing you with him, 1 begged you and cursed you and ended
with my head in your lap, you comforting me and trying to help my anguish and trying to
understand my anguish, not the fact of it but the extent.

| watched you with Father when he came back. | think you knew that though you never spoke
of it to me, never asked. | sat for hours outside that bedroom watching my father make love to
you. Watching as you lay sated beside him, drowsily stroking fingertips across his shoulders and
back, dow lines that burned into my flesh.

And then you were pregnant.

And then you were sent home like the others.

And then you died, but the child lived, like Little Sster’s child, much like Little Sster’s child.

And Father was shown another borndead.

Did he grieve for you, my Metis, or for himself?

Did he rage against the chance that had warped his seed and yours into what he saw as
horror?

This | know, when you died, my Metis, when he saw that shapeless creature they told him he'd
fathered, that was when he began his shuttling around the Aghir, trying to persuade the tejed to
cooperate against the rebels and their pet smuggler. He wanted, | think, to buy time to visit
University and if not that, to secure the Liros system for his sons, he knew wel enough how
ill-equipped they were to handle the rebels. If he hadn’'t worshipped at the feet of Order and
Blood, he'd have legitimated Acthon, I'm sure of it, and exiled the others, but he wouldn’t do that,
couldn’t go againgt his deepest beliefs.

He took no more mistresses and he grew harder and colder than stones.

Three days. Acthon and |, we' ve made our plans. Among my many robes | will carry death.

She touched the dlken green fabric. It had a warm rubbery fed, a dull sheen. “I can cut this with
ordinary scissors?’ She teased open the other two fall packets and touched the maerid insde. “These
others too?”’

“Yes” He handed her a pair of shiny gloves. “Wear these when you' re working. Be best if you work
up in the roof garden where there's some movement in the air. And don’t put any of them directly next to
your skin.” He looked gravely at her. He was iff and uncomfortable with her now, when he touched her
it was with a careful delicacy as if she were some fral ancient creature. He spoke in hushed tones
sometimes, sometimes in a voice so determinedly, bright she wanted to kick him. Rather fervently, she
hoped he'd get used to the idea and relax into the casud give and take they developed the last three
years. “Don't leave any scraps lying about,” he said. “You can give them to me when you're ready.”

“What about when I’m finished?’

“Keep the robes wrapped in the fall and in a place where they will stay cool.” He touched the
crumpled metd fail, smiled suddenly, a wide flashing grin thet lit his face. “Y ou don’t need to worry about
them wrinkling.”

“What about the attendants Father will make me have? There€'s nothing | can do about them; it's
tradition, they dress me for the ceremony. Besides, | have to have them, | can’'t manage dl those damn
robes.”

Acthon moved restlesdy, scowled. “You know more about that than me. Figure out something.
Don't tdl me something as Smple as that will stop you.”

“Hah! Easy for you to say.”

Three days. Two weeks on the ship. And then ...

O God, I'm terrified of doing this.

My father will take my hand and lead me into the Hall, lead me to my toad bridegroom. The
doorswill shut behind us. | know his plans. My father will come to me and take my hand and lead
meinand I'll tear away my veil and—’ll tear away the triggering strip and—



Whatever gods there be, help me.

On the night before Embarkation, Lilit wrapped her journd in a square of sk, tied it in a neat bundle
and gave it to Acthon to hide away, getting a promise from him not to open it until the Sgnd came from
the smuggler.

The Boy And The Thief

The boy trotted behind the thief as he pushed through the milling crowd & the dome where the
incoming pleasure seekers sought the shuttles to take them to their find destinations. He fdt a little like a
chickling paddiefoot waddling behind its mother, though Stavver even in his present guise didn't make
too convinaing a mother. Grinning behind the hated vell, the boy kept as close to the tdl narrow figure as
he could though he took some pains to avoid treading on the traling robes of the Vijayne. The crowd
was noisy and chearful though here and there the veneer was wearing thin and frazzled tempers broke
noisly under the strain of body heat and strange odors, the long waits enforced by the shutting down of
dl but one bank of four turndiles. Crowd control bots zipped busly about with stubby metdlic cam,
restraining with velvet force any atercations that went on too long or threatened to go beyond the heated
exchange of insults. Children whined or sobbed or screamed according to their natures or the manner of
ther cultures if they were old enough. The boy watched them with disgust, feding infinitdy superior to
them. And he found time to note and admire the subtle aterations of stance and &titude as Stavver in the
robes of the Vijayne brushed past one species, circled carefully about another, stopped to let athird stalk
past him. It’s like afancy dance, the boy thought.

As they got nearer the diles, the crowd shifted and separated into four groups that gradudly got
organized into lines that the bots shepherded onto the dtile-rollways. Stavver stepped onto a raillway and
without warning reached down and pulled the boy up beside him, the firgt notice he'd taken of his
companion since they’ d stepped from the transfer bubbles into the lock tunnels.

The boy found time now to look around more carefully, not having to keep hdf an eye on Stavver
and another hdf eye on how he moved his feet.

There was a wizened old sprite in its find femade phase behind him, a querulous ancient who had
goparently bathed in a powerful, Sckly perfume and topped that bath with a libera duding of powder
whose scent was distinctly incompatible with that of the perfume. The boy edged away from her; a gust
of air blew a concentrated cloud of sink over him. He sneezed, sputtered, looked over his shoulder. The
old sprite clutched a round siver bdl, perforated profusdy and putting forth a third strong scent. Lifting
the pomander to her beaky nose, she glared at the boy until he twitched and swung back, spent the next
few minutes resattling and smoothing down his vell.

By the time they neared the stiles, he was fidgeting again, snesking looks &t the other rollways, putting
out tentative feders for snoops. A cold wave passed over him. He snapped up his shidds, edged around
until he could see back of him, saw a red head some distance behind him on the next over rallway. His
mother. He knew it, though he didn't remember her. The shock of seeing her so suddenly, so close,
jolted him. He pressed closer to Stavver, clutched at his arm, fought to clamp his shields even tighter. He
sneaked alook at her, glad for the firg time for the presence of the muffling vell. She was looking about
now, her eyes passing over him without changing; she'd sensed him but he'd snapped shut too quick for
her to place him. He relaxed, stared curioudy a her as she turned to speak to her companion. She
looked younger than he' d expected. And he was oddly pleased with the charm of her mobile expressive
face—he hated her for what she'd done to Stavver, done to his father, done to him, but just for a
moment he was dmost proud she was his mother.

Over the noise of the throng the boy heard a muscd note sounded once then severd times more,
The rollways stopped. He held his breath though he had no sense of danger. On the second railway over
agmdl red circle of light bloomed on the smooth tan cheek of a baby-faced mae who & firsd glance
seemed hardly old enough to be out done. Two burly guards came quickly dong the narrow wakway
between the two rollways, stepped up, touched the man on the shoulder. Spoke softly to him. Took him



off the rallway and walked quickly with him back toward the dome, his dight figure sandwiched between
them. The rollways started up again.

Computer spotted him, the boy thought. He looked up, starting to fed a bit nervous, wondering if the
inner robe was as good as Stavver thought It was supposed not only to fool the eye but the probes of the
diles He forced hmsdf to remember the other times they passed without incident, though they were not
pretending to be femde a those times. Preparation, he thought We did alot of work to get here. Stavver
knows, we'll pass easy, he knows.

On Messab where GATE was designed they'd got a the man who held the computer keys to that
section of memory that held the plans of GATE, they'd got Into the computer and plundered it of those
plans. Before the firg snatch they sneaked onto Cazarit in Stavver’s shidd ship, the one he'd killed
Maissato get. The boy didn’t remember the woman who' d stolen him so long ago, dl he knew about her
Stavver told him to explain a nightmare once. They’d crept about the world taking photos urtil they knew
the sea and the land as wdl as they could without actudly travding it. Then they camein through GATE as
innocent holiday makers, pulled the snatches off with an ease that made the boy amile and hop from foot
to foot in atiny dance of triumph every time he thought of them. And each time they |eft again through
GATE, cdling the dhip after them to the pre-set rendezvous—that was another thing Stavver
explained—Maissa's connection with a Vryhh engineer who'd made Butterball into something amost
dive There was nothing to connect them ever with the snatch victims, nothing the boy could think of that
might endanger them, dill he was nervous as they rolled past the scanners and the tile probes.

The rollway they stood on ended in a long narrow platform that led into a second domed hal
thronged with tired, restless people moving into the lines that led to the shuttles that would take them to
their various destinations. High overhead, sgns in interlingue and a dozen different scripts blazoned the
way to the various terminas. CARNIVAL. CHIMAEREE. HAZARDEE. LETHE. TRAUMEREE. The Battue board
was dark, no one around it. The boy amiled, feding a thrill as he saw this fird 9gn of ther prey. He
laughed slently behind his vell. Only one group would be going to Battue for the next severa months, the
Aghir tged. And us, he thought. The milling crowd surged and split unevenly, was pushed from behind by
newcomers, began oozing out the various exits, most of the beings heading for those under the Carniva
dgn.

As the pseudo-Vijayne began edging toward the Hazardee exit, the crowd began to thin before
“her.” Intent on their own gods, none of the vistors paid any attention to them beyond a few impatient
mutters as they crossed in front of some hurrying being.

At the entrance to the shuttle lock, a amiling young woman waited for them. She murmured apologies
for the discomfort they’d suffered, assured them there would be no more of this, the only problem was
that GATE’ sfadlities were a trifle strained at the moment. Directly ahead of the pseudo-Vijayne and her
companion was a pungent Cavdltis triad, ther red fur ruffled, their scent glands aggressvely active, ears
dternately laid back againgt round little heads stting dmaost neckless on narrow shoulder, or pricking
forward, tufted points quivering. Their short black boots—polite in company to confine the tearing claws,
necessary here where dl three looked ready to tear themsdlves bloodily from dl this irritation—were
gamping in arhythmic annoyance on the yidding floor surface while they hissed complaints—but let the
hostess soothe them with spitting compliments in their own language.

The boy fdt a series of touches across his back and buttocks, twisted his head around to glare at the
Lazone behind her. He (or she, Lazonen didn’'t go in for sexud dimorphiam) blinked dowly at the boy
from round golden eyes— rather his (or her) nictitating membranes flowed over them and retreated
repeatedly, keeping them moidt in spite of the dryness of the ar in-here. He (or she) stared with bland
innocence at the boy until, fuming, he turned his back on the creature and moved up until he was closer to
the thief.

Stavver looked down. Eyes now a washy brown twinkled at the boy. “She wasn't groping you,
levding.” His voice was lighter, higher, quavering. “Just practicing her trade to pass the time”

“Trade?’

“Dip.”

“Oh.” The boy thought a minute. “She?’



“Odor,” the thif murmured. “Going into heet, sheis”
1] Oh.”

They were herded into the shuttle two by two and settled in the comfortable seats. The triad objected
loudly to being separated and no one wanted to St beside an irritated and odorous Cavdtish, so one set
of chairs was turned about to face the ones behind and the purring triad settled in to enjoy the ride.

The ar was filled with a spicy méange of body odors and perfumes, with an oddly rhythmic mixture
of languages as the travelers chatted coolly or fervently in their home languages or practiced their
interlingue. A double dozen besides the Vijayne Gracia and her companion. The boy glanced swiftly
secretly about, his eyes ditted over the top of the vel, his head swinging in samdl dips, the despised
golden curls tumbling prodigdly from under his headcloth. He was not very interested in any of the other
passengers except perhaps for the Lazonen pair, but the Lazonen were near the back, too far away to
watch or ligen to without being too obvious about it. He danted a glance up at the thief, amiled as he saw
how the vels and robes dtered the apparent shape of the body beneath. He sighed. They'd passed the
next-to-worst part, the entry through GATE—ill, there was that persistent cold knot below hisribs.

He thought about seeing his mother, but this made his ingdes churn. He didn't want to think about
her but he couldn't stop thinking about her and that made him remember things he thought he'd put
behind him except for nightmares. His gloved hands clenched and the knot moved up into his throat.
Damn her for leaving me, damn her for somehow sending that men ...

He was lying on a fla rock staring down at the rushing water of the Kard when he heard his name
cdled. He jumped to hisfeet, stared at the man standing on the white sand of the road.

A tdl man, with har redder than the boy’s, a pae man with skin like alabaster, a amiling man who
looked at him from eyes brighter green than the horan leaves dipping low over his head. He held a shining
crydd eggin the pam of one hand. “A present from your mother,” he said.

He laughed, tossed the glowing crystd egg into the air, caught it, said something ese the boy didn't
understand, tossed the thing into the river beside the rock.

The boy followed the glittering arc with his eyes, started a the splash. Questions quivering on his lips,
he turned back to the road, but the man was gone.

The boy plunged into the water and searched among the water weeds and grave until he found the
crysd. He took it to the bench where his father liked to spend his mornings and evenings and sat with it,
turning it over and over until it warmed with the heat in his hands and a few sparks of shimmering color
licked through it. It soun glowing vells of color about him, showing him moving dreams in its heart. It
began whispering to him, tdling im to come into it, come, come, come, tdling him it was the gateway to
a thousand worlds and dl of them were his. Then the bl rang for the evening Madar chant. The
whispering grew more intense, he was fdling into it—but he shook himsdf free, hid the crystd in the roots
of the tree and went ingde.

The next day he quarreled hitterly with his brother and when he went to their room he set the crystd
beside his brother’ s bed, went to bed himsdf, pleased with himsdf, thinking his brother would overdeep
and be punished for it. But in the morning the crystal had sucked the soul out of his brother leaving him
hardly dive, a hallow thing. Unable to face what he'd done, the boy fled the vadi Kard, wandered about,
garving, begging, thieving until he ran into another stranger, a tal thin man with wild white hair, an angry
driven man drawn back to Jaydugar by memories he couldn't escape, seeking out the woman he'd run
from. He found the boy instead and took him away when he left, taught him the finer points of thieving,
used himin his own jobs when he discovered the boy’ s specid taents.

And the man who tossed the crysd into the river was somehow related to his mother, or so the thief
hed told him. And his mother was responsible for his father’s blinding.

And his mother was a witch who should have been drowned at birth, or so the thief told him, a user
of men, throwing them away when she was done with them. And his mother had run off and left him.

They landed, accepted the chains with the marker meddlions, and pleasant courteous young men and
women came to lead the guests to their quarters and show them the many pleasures waiting for them.



Tamris

Tamris wrote in her journd:

The day started smooth as cream. The shuttle took us up to the GATE. Out of the kindness of
their hearts, they let us wander through the place as we wanted, not encumbering us with guides.
We saw the scanners spot one professional, a thief with a tendency to turn violent—or so we were
informed when we inquired. There was one odd moment. Aleytys jumped and sgueaked like
something bit her, then turned to look around as if she'd spotted something, but when | asked, she
shrugged it off. Damn this link, 1 wish | could talk to her. Anyway, it was obvious that Security
would catch known thieves eadly enough, lesser ones who'd been careless enough to get
body-prints and faces in the files of Company worlds elsewhere. Troublemakers and criminals on
Company worlds have their records transferred to the files of Cazarit, nice little bit of this for
that, sensible too. Our ghost obviously isn’t one of these.

It took a bit of doing to pry even that small bit of information out of Security. Funny, though,
even then | got the feeling that she had a notion who's doing this, though | didn’t say that to her,
not with the link recording everything we say. Nice to know I'm not wholly stupid; tonight when
we got back to our quarters she admitted she had a suspicion that was wholly without evidence to
support it. More about that later.

The people taking the shuttles down to Carnival haven't been checked out before they arrive.
Security depends almost entirely on the computers and the scanners to weed out the bad ones. All
one has to do to get to Carnival is buy a ticket to Cazarit, some with hotel accommodations
included in the price. You can do that oh a hundred worlds through a hundred different passenger
lines. Cazarit. The longer I’'m here the more | see why Mom didn’'t want Aleytys anywhere near it.
| watched her today; if she were a cat her back would be arched, her fur on end, her tail high. She
fought it some, but most of the time she was pulled in on herself, listening, | think, to what f Voine
was saying, putting in a question or two in a cool remote sort of voice. Oh yes, we were honored,
the Security chief of the world, the top man, he took us round.

They didn’t give us maps.

They didn’t let us land—except on Chimaeree and Battue.

THE OVERFLIGHTS

CHIMAEREE. ..

Shaped rather like a bodylouse. A few deep inlets, a long sweeping curve around the hind end.
Mostly rolling grassy plain. Some low mountains marching across the eastern end, rather like a
cottar on the louse’'s neck’. Shuttle field is about where the eye would be. The guests are ferried to
the “ estates’ in arflots. Watchtowers around the coast in visual touch with each other. The
estates were rich green velvet patches against the paler green, brown and yelow of the
grasslands, small round patches of new cloth on an old jacket. On the north and west the water
was very deep close in to the coast. Along the southeast edge the shallows extend out over a
kilometer. There was a line of small idands in the distance, rugged, like the tops of mountains
poking out of the sea. In the clear shallow water large black shadows swam lazly along, working
their way dowly along the bottom past the south side of the idand.

Aleytys touched the screen, her fingernal dicking over the shadows. “What are those?’

“Merkrav.” f'Voine didn’t bother looking where she was pointing. His voice had a weary superiority
thet Tamris found more then irritating. “The watchtowers check out every school or individud passing the
idands”

“But they do swvim close to shore?’

“One man might get to shore that way, but he couldn’'t carry wegpons or tools with him. A naked
men it going to get through the estate defenses.”



“One did. So one could.” ‘ She looked at him, coolly amused. “I could.” f'VVoine said nothing.

HAZARDEE

Rugged idand shaped vaguely like a flying lizard with its two mountain ranges the spines of
the wings. There is an elaborate racetrack winding through them. As we flew over this, a half
dozen small bright wheeled vehicles were racing along the track at a speed that looked lethal even
from our height. They were fighting for the front with a ferocity that reminded me of half-starved
snagtooths fighting for places at a kill. Their vehicles seemed to be equipped with assorted attack
weapons, blades projecting from the axles, spouts in the rear that shot clouds of smoke or gushes
of some turgid dippery liquid. Our guide would not let the pilot dip lower, and after a moment
Aleytys acquiesced, not wanting to be a distraction to men or women who were battling for their
lives. At least, that's what | think. One car was knocked off the track as we watched and went
tumbling over and over in a hell of flame. The others kept up their high-speed battle. We didn’'t
see the outcome, f'Voine told the pilot to take us over the Casino.

“Why do the drivers struggle so vidoudy? That's no sport.” Tamris winced as she heard the frazzled
note in the contralto voice. She put her hand lightly on Aleytys's arm. Aleytys glanced a her, nodded, a
quick sharp jerk of her head.

“It's not meant to be. The winner has ten days off the track and anything that Cazarit can offer him or
her.”

“Then he races agan?’

“Then he races again.”

“The towers dong the track—eyes?’

“Yes. Clients are watching the race. A webbing of wagersisinvolved.”

“Whether or not someone dies, how soon, how it happens?’

“Whatever pleases them.”

“What happensif a driver loses his nerve?’

“He's encouraged to recover it.” A shrug. Empty blue eyes stared past them out the transparent
bubble over their heads. “If he doesn’t, he' s transferred to another divison until his contract runs out.”

“And?’

“He dther finds other work or is transported offworld.”

“Lovey. Use him up and throw him away.”

As Aleytys shifted restlesdy in her seat, Tamris once again touched her arm. Conscience on her
shoulder, she thought. The muscle under her fingers was knotted hard. Anger flowed like dectricity under
the pale golden skin. Alarmed, Tamris chewed on her lip wondering if she should say something or if that
would be dl Aleytys needed to set her off. “They choose to doit,” she said mildly and waited.

Some of the tightness went out of the arm benesth her hand. Aleytys sighed. “So they do.”

The slence that followed was uncomfortable and didn't get easier as the arflot approached the coast.
On the screen they could see a complex of domes, arcades, towers, cubes, a lacy intricate structure
beside a wide white-sand beach.

“Cadno,” f'Voine said. “No eyes and ears in the suites, dients won't have it. However, the casno
itdf and dl public places are fitted with viewers. Computer scan plus a bank of watchers behind
oneway glass Ps-dams st in the wdls. You'd be surprised what the dients get up to trying to
manipulae the games” He glanced a her but her sony face gave him nothing. “Guards patrol the
perimeter with pairs of hunting cats, they clock in a measured intervas, there’ s not much wild life and the
fence is dectrified to keep them off—sensor webbing's srung round the perimeter to back up the
patrols.”

Aleytys amiled tightly. “Sung Yul Twi,” she whispered.

f’'Voineignored that. “Battue,” he told the pilot.

BATTUE



A plump idand with a ridge of mountains cutting it almost in half. On the east side, plains and
desert, the marginland between them a shifting vagueness. Here are the greatest herds of grazers,
the packs of hunting tagreda, the night prowling tartals, their front paws like clawed hands, their
muzzes blunt. There's a move to outlaw hunting them since folk on University suspect that
they’re something more than animals. Well, that wouldn't make any difference here. | sort of got
the feeling there isn't much illegal here, not if someone can pay for it. In fact, such a ruling by
University would make the tartals even more valuable for Cazarit, forbidden fruit being sweeter.
It's not quite the same thing as hunting down people, but verges on that. And they are quite
deadly game; there's supposed to be an appreciable chance that the hunter will turn out to be the
victim according to the brochures. The clients of Battue must sign waivers before ther
reservations are confirmed and provide proof of their skill with weapons. | suspect all this is just
hype, part of the service to the clients, letting them boast of their toughness on the hunt. Other
rare beasts, in pairs or alone, here and there in the grass. f'Voine pointed them out as we went
over.

On the west side of the mountains there's a patch of swamp in the north near the equator.
This fades into rolling tree-clad hills that descend in great waves to the sea. The mountains have
snow on their peaks but most of it is gone from the dopes. Much of Battue is south of the equator
and enjoying the first warmth of spring.

We landed beside one of the lodges. Each of these has had to be specially built to the
specifications of the Aghir tejed. They are massive structures with a front like half a hexagon and
the back with twin towers whose walls must have been six feet thick. On the top of each tower,
there were guns capable of shooting down anything less than an armored destroyer. More guns
along the tops of the high wall that ringed the place. fVoine led us around the outside first,
showing us the wall with its metal mesh capable of carrying a current strong enough to fry a man
stupid enough to touch it. Insde the wall were generators for a force dome. The Aghir wouldn’t
feel at home without a bubble over them, f'Voine said. Insde the circle of the bubble, there were
elaborate formal gardens, the flowersin bud, timed to bloom at the arrival of the Aghir. He took
us insde. The water supply was completely self-contained, wells within the hold and a shielded
cistern in case the particular tg housed here wanted to bring his own water supply, a water
evaporator in case he wanted to purify water from the wells. Womantower, Man-tower. Dining
hall, servants' quarter, guards barracks, kitchen, closets for serviteurs. No eyes inside, no screens
except in the top room of the Mantower—had to be guaranteed—" Voine looked peeved—stupid,
he said—wouldn’t consider being tagged—won't allow a single Cazarit on the soil of Battue once
the Aghir have landed at the shuttle field—won't allow any checks on personnel or let them be
tagged— Aghir paranoia was making the job unnecessarily difficult —Aleytys was more tactful
this time, didn’t remind him again that all the security he wanted was in place when the Ghost
walked through it without wiggling a needle, dick and neat as if he reached through some warp in
gpace and sucked up the victims one by one, schlluppp—

LETHE

North of Battue, on its way into Fall. Mostly desert. Mountains in the north, rugged and
barren, white as old bones. Below the mountains, the desert stretches south to a narrow fringe of
salt marsh. Sand dunes dotted with scattered and very lush oases. We were not permitted to land,
even at the shuttle field and administrative offices. f'Voine argued with Moarte-Mati for several
minutes but she wouldn’'t budge. She said there were no empty dots and the clients of Lethe were
adamant about maintaining their privacy, that even she was not allowed insde one of the dots
when a client was there. f'Voine told us it didn’t really matter, other than the added deterrent of
the arid land surrounding the oases, the security arrangements were much the same as those on
Chimaeree. It's getting late, he said, ther€'ll be just time for a preiminary walkthrough of the
estate where Oldread Cans was snatched. It happened that it was empty at the moment.



CHIMAEREE (again)

We landed near an estate built close to the sea—as ' Voine said, it had gotten to be very late
afternoon. | was tired and hungry, getting to be irritable, my knees aching from all that sitting, my
back worse. We landed on an open bit of lawn next to the house—the house was a surprise, it
looked half dismantled, floors and roofs solid enough, walk like metal lace, wiring and lenses,
solid state lattices, the whole thing preserved in a force field like some bit of leftover wrapped in
clear plastic wrap. | was glad enough to be out of the arflot for a while but didn’'t expect to learn
much, going by the rest of the day. Mala Kosa came round the side of the house and stood waiting
as we climbed out—wasn't wearing her purple flash outfit today, was wearing a blue onepiece
that looked like a coat of paint, her eyes tinted blue to match. | could really develop a didike for
that woman. She was smiling pleasantly enough, but it hurt. Hah!

“I need to wak through the house. Asit is now and asit was when Cans was here.”

She's about had it with them, Tamris thought, dl this so-called cooperation which is grudged every
second of it. She watched Aleytys stop in front of the gap-mouth hole which served as a door, finger the
force shiddd and swing around.

“You want to turn this off or shdl 17" There was a snap in her voice, an acid reminder in the words of
the thorough deanang she' d given thair living quarters. Tamris didn't try to hide her grin. Rub their faces
init, she thought.

“That would involve subverting the entire energy system of the house” Mda Kosa watched her,
curiogty in the newly blue eyes, maybe a touch of gpprehension.

“If I need to make the point?” Aleytys brushed tendrils of hair off her forehead with a quick impatient
gesture. “I would prefer not to brangle any more and get this business over with. Push me and I'll do it
the hard way. Might | remind you thet time is getting a bit short?’

Mada Kosa amiled gracioudy. “All this heat about nothing.” She glanced a Tamris, frowned a the
witness link, pedled back the padded sdtin cuff of her glove, tapped a quick sequence on the wristcon.

The doorway cleared. Aleytys stood to one sde and waited. With another glance at Tamris and the
link, Maa Kosa walked briskly past her. Blank-faced but watching both of them, Aleytys and Mda
Kosa, f'Voine followed Mda Kosa into the house. Poor femme, Tamris thought, damned if she do,
damned if she don't. Sill grinning, she joined Aleytys and together they walked insde.

Aleytys

As Aleytys fallowed f'Voine and Maa Kosa deeper into the house, twising up and around the
hdf-formed wdls, Shadith’s purple eyes opened, her pointed dfin face materidized about them. The
Snger was frowning, her eyes flicking from side to Sde as she examined in a way that wasn't seeing
those walls that they were passng. Aleytys could fed the tickle of her activity, something like the ghost
feet of many moths. “ Something funny, Lee,” she murmured after severd minutes of this.

Aleytys dowed and turned inward. “Yes?’

“Got alot of holo projectors everywhere.”

Aleytys frowned, subvocdized, “Two-thirds of the completed structure would be holo. Plan your
own decorative touches, that’sin the brochures, they'll be programmed by the computer. You read that
with me”

“As advertised, uh-huh, that's dl right, but the Cazarits are pulling a sneak on the dients. At leadt, |
think so. Needs a hit more checking before I'm sure. Be a help to get the house turned on so | could
check them when they’ re working, wouldn't take long for that. The point—it seems to me some of the
indrumentation in the walls isn't there for making pretty pictures but for taking them. Privacy in a gnat's
fat eye. The Cazarits want their security and they mean to have it. Bet you there're tapes of dl three
snatches. If so, the ghost’s damn good.”

“Spy eyes” Aleytys pinched her lips together, beginning to fed a rigng excitement. All day she'd
been left with guesses, dreams, alot of derile fact and observations that were more irritating than hdpful,



but this was something that promised to provide materid that she could chew on and digest. “Maybe I'm
adetective after dl,” she subvocdized, dmaost anging the soundiess words.

Shadith chuckled, went back to her probing of the wdls.

In the same slence the four of them moved through the skeletal structure, seeing the nothing much
there was to see. Tamris looked tired and irritated, Aleytys knew she saw no purpose in dl this trapsing
about and wanted to get back to a bath and a hot med, but she wasn't about to explain what she was
doing, not with the two Cazarits kegping carefully in hearing. All through the “house,” up the graceful
curving stair, through the many leveled, many shaped rooms, looking blankly at the webbing of wire and
crystd, of chip and bubble, aflittery glittery parody of walls Licein the wadls, little spy eyes everywhere,
not functioning now, dill itching under her skin.

“That'sthe house” Maa Kosa sad.

“Not quite.” Aleytysflicked ahand at the walls. “Where' s the computer that turns this on?’

Maa Kosa stroked a long thin finger wrapped in blue slk dong her jaw. “Computer’s below, you
need to see that?”

“Since the ghogt obvioudy got to it, don’t you think I’d better?’

Mada Kosa shrugged a blue shoulder. “ Come then.”

The computer was behind a metd door with a code lock that Maa Kosa tapped open with a few
quick touches of ungloved fingertips that her body hid from them. The door did open. Rulling the glove
back on, she stepped into a short brightly lit hall. Over her shoulder she said, “Anyone coming in without
the code would trip a gastrap here” She waved a hand at the door, the far end of the hdl. “Plates dam
down there as the gasisreleased.” She stamped a dainty hed on the floor. “The floor tilt's as soon as the
plates come down, dumps the intruder into a holding pen.” She walked on.

The computer room was cool, white and dill. “The set-key is voice-cued. My voice.” She stripped
off her glove again and danced her fingers across the sensor plate, talking as she worked. “No one came
down here. We' ve been over this until we broke it down to bubble fractions. No one got in here, no
time no way. Yet computer went down, locked the house in the shield, that's automatic, stayed down
for about twenty minutes, came on again with everything perfectly the same except that dl breathing
personnd are gassed, out. And Oldread Cansis gone. There. Except for the personnel we provided, the
house iswhat it was then. Satisfied?’

“For now. We have time to walk the perimeter?’

“If you want.” She looked down, grimaced a her degant spike-hedled boots.

“No need for you to come.” Aleytys nodded at the screens judt vishle in an acove off the main
room, dive now, showing sections of the surrounding estate. “You can watch from here” She swung
around, took a step toward the hdlway. “Any problems about going out?’

“Go.” She waved a gloved hand & the doorway. “The gate will be open by the time you reach it.
You'll find a double barrier, the outer part a woven wire fence with a pulsng charge in it, enough to fry a
man.” She amiled and smoothed one glove over the other. “Not on right now. | saw to that.”

The house was on. The walls were tranducent aabaster draped with dlk, a ddicate flord scent
played through the hdls, from somewhere in the distance came bursts of joyous laughter, an infant favn
toddled on his soft new hooves about a fountain playing muscdly in the center of the largest room.
Beyond the windows in the suddenly solid walls, severd tdl, scantily clad blond girls were playing a
complicated and noisy game with a bright blue bubble that kept popping as they touched it and
regppearing in another place. Somewhere unseen, flute song was joined after a few bars by a lute and
findly aliquidly rippling woman's voice. The gaping hole was now a great bronze door that svung open
asthey neared it. They walked out to a fanfare of trumpets.

Tamrislaughed. “Do you believe that?’

“Some of usgot it.” Aleytys stretched, rubbed at the back of her neck. “All that Stting. I'm best.”

“Nothing like a nice long roll to rest the weary body.”

“You want to wait here?’

“No. Wouldn't miss this for worlds. Of course, | could work up a bit more enthusasm if | knew



what the hel 1 was looking for.”

“Judt look.” Aleytys grinned a the face she made; together they strolled down the white sand path
that curved around behind a house now sporting vines heavy with bunches of grapes, or trumpet-shaped
purple flowers that dropped down a delicate sweet scent, Snging birds nested in the vines giat
butterflies, flecks of brilliant color, floating about overhead, weaving through complex patternsin an aerid
bdlet. “Rather nice, this” Aleytys sniffed at the perfumes on the gentle breeze. “A dream but not such, a
bad one”

Tamris moved a shoulder. “Makes meitch.”

Aleytys chuckled. “Gate ahead, should be better outside the wadls” She looked up. “Gilt onion
domes. Not chegp in his dreams, Oldread Cans.”

Aleytys kndlt beside the woven wire fence, looking at the two-meter stretch of bare beaten earth
between it and the even higher wal of fiddstone crowned with elaborate and razor-edged sted spikes.
At some timein the recent past it had rained in this area, leaving behind a mud puddle, softening the hard
earth into a doppy goo. It had hardened rapidly as the puddle dried but while it was 4ill plastic, severd
beasts had splashed through the shrinking puddle and left behind some deep clear paw prints,

“Found something?” Tamris had been looking idly about, but now she came and leaned againg the
wire, touching it rather warily snce she hed little trust in f'VVoine, lessin Maa Kosa. She raised her brows
a the prints. “Big suckers.”

Aleytys asked, “Recognize them?’

Tamris frowned. “Should I? Isit important?’

“Not redly. More of the same. Thought you might have picked up something about them at
Universty.”

“Jumping again. Hop, hop.” She drew her brows together and examined the prints more closdly.
“Four lobes, non-retractable claws, pads a long ovd, running stride, mmmm, looks like dmost two
meters and what ese would these lovely people have prowling the perimeter? Hidunga hounds” She
shivered. “I'd rather face a Slvercoat pack any day. I'm working up a red respect for our ghos.
Hidungas. Brrr.”

“Huh. Mda Kosa didn't mention them.”

“Didn't, did she”

Aleytys straightened, strolled on, glancing about with interest, looking for what she expected to find,
adump of largish trees outside the wals, asmilar dump insde. She could hear the muted roaring of the
seq, the diff edge was curving in toward the fence. “Coming up on something, | think,” she said. Tamris
glanced a her, wrinkled her nose and looked away, muttered, “Hop, hop.” Aleytys laughed, ran her
hands through her hair. “We're close to the water here”” She scraped her har off her face, knotted it on
top her head and held the knot there with one hand to |et the freshening breeze cool the nape of her neck.
“He came by sea. | can think of a dozen ways to beat those detectors without even trying hard.” She left
the fence and dtrolled to the diffedge. Hands on her hips she looked down at the seething swirling water
rigng about the formidable rocks. “Cliffs not that steep. Weathered. Easy dimbing.”

Tamris|leaned over and looked down, her hands clasped behind her. “Fifteen minutes a most, even
loaded.”

“Oldread Cans is a wisp. About this big.” Aleytys patted the ar a handspan below her breasts.
“Hang him over the-shoulder and go bounding from rock to rock, tuck him in-your pseudo-merkrav and
there you are.”

“How come you're so sure?’

“Smple and quick; our ghost won't unnecessarily complicate his life” She looked dong the diff. A
watchtower was digantly visble on each side of her. “Even with those on the watch. Pick the right
section of diff where afold of the earth hides you, wear neutrd colors nicdy mottled, or drag around a
crawl sheet.” She stopped taking, narrowed her eyes a adump of brush and a few sturdy trees hdfway
between her and the northern tower, close to a section of diff that dipped precipitoudy inward,
precipitoudy out again. She laughed, flicked a finger at the trees. “Almogt like they planned to make it



easy for the ghost.” She started waking fast, dmost running, for the trees.

Tamris ran ater her. When she caught up, she said, “Those trees are over three meters from the
fence. You think he dimbed a tree and flew over?’

Aleytys laughed. “Not flew, walked.” She dowed as she drew near the outer cirdle of brush. “Leave
memy mystery, humble apprentice, respect for your eders, please, didn’'t your mateach you?’

“Ma taught me to ask questions when | don't know something.” She danted a glance at Aleytys.
“You'redl of asudden riding high.”

“Riding an idea, hoping it won't throw me before | get a chance to tame it.” Aleytys pushed through
the prickly brush into the more open spaces under the trees. The risng wind sent the siff-edged leaves
scraping againgt each other and the long whippy branches they grew on, made the main limbs groan just a
little as they shifted under its pressure. The twilight under the trees was filled with this rustling, whispery
creaking, with shifting shadows flicking about, a pungent spicy odor; ghodts of the same odor rose from
under then-feet as they kicked through desiccated leaves and bits of bark. Aleytys moved from tree to
tree, examining the trunks with care, running her hands dong them, siffing a them. Tamris watched a
moment, shook her head and joined the hunt.

“This what you're looking for?” Tamris rubbed her thumb across a smdlish abrasion in the papery
grey-green skin on the trunk of the largest tree, did her hand up the trunk, locating severd other scrapes.
“Heavy-footed for aghost.”

Aleytys grinned. “Usgful apprentice.” She patted Tamris's shoulder, then walked about the tree,
sepping carefully over the coiled and knotted roots lying tike tangled sring above the ground. “He
adways did like the biggest and best of everything.” She jumped, caught a large limb and svung hersdlf
into the crotch where the trunk split in haf and continued upward a short distance in the two parts. The
inland hdf split again at a point just above her head when she stood upright in the crotch. She pulled
hersdf into the second crotch and straddled it, looking at the bruised ring she'd expected to find. The
skin was stripped away from the ydlow-white wood and the wood itsdf though hard and tight-grained
was crushed inward with afringe of broken fibers. She rubbed a finger dong the scoring. “You shouldn't
boast about your skills when you' re drunk, my friend,” she whispered, but said no more because she was
aure f'Voine and Maa Kosa were hunched over the screens in the basement watching avidly. No need
to gift them with her guesses. She Sghted past the limb, saw where severd of the branches had been cut
away to leave along narrow opening in the foliage. Through it as she looked across the wal, she could
see another dump of trees, something ese she'd expected, one of the trees appreciably taler than the
others and partidly denuded of foliage as if it had some kind of vegetative mange. Her cheek pressed
agang the pungent tree-skin, she stared at that tree, a along bare section of thick limb with a smdl dark
blotch marring the pae grey-green of its skin. Eyebolt with a ceramic point, she thought. Line should
sream a manheight above the stone Wall. | can see you, my ghogt, or rather | can't, running aong that
ling apuff of ar inyour fancy suit, haf aminute, that's dl and there you are. How do you get my son in,
thief? No web for him. | wonder where you got yours, you never told me that. What is he? Your
watchdog? Or does he handle computers for you?

Bdow her, Tamris kicked a old leaves, cleared her throat loudly. “Found his nes?’ she called.

“Found something.” Aleytys swung down, landed ligntly beside Tamris, “Let’s head back, no use
going farther, thisiswhere he got in.”

“Hunh, | suppose | keep guessing.”

Aleytys chuckled. “Mindsets, they wreck usdl. All this, it's set to catch an intruder who attacks it on
itsown terms. Y ou have to remember, humble apprentice, | grew up in a place where mogt things were
powered by human or animd muscle except for some mills that used water power, a low-tech culture
with a different sort of mindset.” Aleytys siretched, kicked a a dump of grass, grinned at the flash in the
blue eyes watching her. “Thishas a point. I'll get there sometime.” She looked toward the house. It was
dark again, dismantled. “They’ve turned the house off. Ever seen awirewaker?’

“What's that?”’

“Where | grew up ... hah! | see from your face there she goes again. Patience, apprentice, cultivate
humility, even these maunderings do have a point. Wirewaker's a sort of acrobat. Stretches wire or rope



between two points and does tricks on it, you didn't see one even on Universty? I'm surprised. Now |
know you mugt’ ve come across a Crossbow.”

“Med.”

“Doexn't have to be, there's a kind of horn that's dmog as strong and reslient as stedl, organic
materid, wouldn't register. He gets here, leave how for the moment, cimbs that tree, shoots a bolt with
line attached across to the tree ingde the wall, ties it taut, gets himsdf on it, runs across and lo, there he
is nedtly and undetectably inside, not a dl bothered by current, spikes or even hungry Hidungas” She
laughed. “Simple, uncomplicated, effective.”

“What about the roving eyes, why didn’'t they see him?’

“Because they couldn’'t. Any practicing ghosts need to disappear now and there. Serioudy, ever
heard of a chameeon web?’

“They’re myth.”

“Not quite. I've seen one”

“They redly as good as the stories say?”’

“Close enough. The web's a sort of parasite, powered by the wearer’s body, can't wear the thing
too long, but there are no heet radiations to register on a seeker. You look hard where you know he is
and there’s nothing, it's eerie, | tdl you; there's a dight blur when he's moving but you have to know
where to look to seeit”

They walked in dlence for severd minutes, Tamris mulling over what she'd heard. As they came
around the last bend and headed for the gate, she said, “It dl seems so—well—obvious when you
explan it. How come Security, didn’t find those traces and figure out what happened?’

“Who says they didn’t? f"Voine has't been very forthcoming about what he does or doesn’'t know.
Vague gengrdities that’ s dl and bragging about the security systems.”

“There sthat.” Tamristugged at her tunic. “Mmm. You went for those trees like you expected what
you found.”

“Laer.”

They went through the gate and followed the path around the house. It was back in its skeletd State
and the garden was diminished to late autumnd barrenness, mdancholy in the developing darkness.

f'Voine was waiting done by the arflot, stroking gently the back of one gloved hand with the fingers
of the other. Behind his apparent cdm, however, his mind and body were in turmoil. Aleytys fdt it
suddenly, sumbled, caught hersdf and moved past him without a word, settled hersdf in the arflat,
bemused by the possibilities the turmail suggested—that f'Voine and Maa Kosa both had missed the
marks on the trees—or their search squad had, which was the same thing—had circled the fence looking
for dgns the wire had been tampered with, had searched the tree dumps cursorily if a dl. Mindset, she
thought. She leaned back and closed her eyes. | wonder if he got Butterball avay from Maissa Must
have, that has to be how he sneaks the victims offworld. How old is the boy now—nine, ten? Hard to
keep track of time, so many different worlds, so many different time systems. Nine or ten. If it's him,
nothing yet but guesses. Maybe tomorrow we can get us some proof.

Aleytys sipped a the wine. “Ahh,” she said. The chair adjusting smoothly to the new angle of her
body, she leaned back, lifted her feet onto a floating footrest. After a moment she opened one eye and
amiled a Tamris. “Ranright at that bunch of trees. So | did. | was looking for them. Thing is, looks like
anold ... um ... acquaintance has dropped back into my life No direct evidence yet, but it gets o easy
when | plug him and what | know about him into the Stuation. Without him, | don’t see how the snatches
could be worked. And look what happened. | think what he would do and go there, and lo, | find his
traces. To me, that's a good indication that my hunch has har on it.” She sipped a the wine, sighed,
Tamris made an impdtient gesture, leaned forward, started to speak, pressed her ful lips into a tight line.
Aleytys smiled. “Here's something to stir your blood. For dl their boasts of perfect privacy, that house
was swarming with eyes. All nicdly camouflaged from detection by the projectors and receptors of the
holo equipment.”

Tamris jerked upright, grinned, grabbed one of the pillows and spun it across the room. “Whoops,”



she said. Then she sobered. “You sure? Not just dong the fence?’

“Remember the eyes here? How do you think | spotted them? Which reminds me. | think | know
how the computer was taken out. Visudizing telekineticist. Mouthful isn't it. Describes me, describes the
person with the thief, ah, your eyeslight up, | see. | don’t want to talk about that person, not yet. Not till
| see the tapes on Oldread Cans, if | can pry them out of Intaril.”

“Ah” Tamris punched up a pillow and shoved it behind her back. “Then you think there are tapes
around somewhere of dl the snatches.”

“That | do. They probably wipe the tapes after each vigtor leaves, there' s that much truth in them,
sf-interest redly, don't want that kind of thing lying around as a temptation to blackmail. But when the
vigtor is snatched? Not a chance they wiped those.” She chuckled, sipped a the wine again, held up the
glass and looked through the drop of amber winein the bottom. “Can’t you see the poor souls bent over
their screens, hour after hour, day after day, daving away, looking for some clue to what happened? You
know, Mari, for dl ther boasts, Security here hasn't been redly tested for a long time. They’re good
enough caiching the little fleas and dapping difficult employees back in line, but a red predator?” She
lowered the wine glass until the base was stting on her somach. “f’Voine was eating worms on the way
back. I'm sure now his men didn’t think of looking at the trees, they weren't looking for something as
gmple as a wirewaker with a crossbow, not when the ghost managed to take the computer down.
Enough. Tomorrow | want you to vigt Security offices and pry the entry records out of them, those from
the dile scanners at GATE, the five days before each snatch, two days after. | want to seeif | can spot a
familiar face or two. Me, I'll be facing the Director in her nest. Thisis onetimewhen | think I'll do better
keeping the argument off record. If she doesn't have to face reporting on just what is said, she can be
more flexible—if she wants to be.”

“Rather watch her than chew on Security.” Tamris scowled, looked up. “Eh—Lee, you going to
keep me from seaing the tapes because of the link?’

Aleytysthrust out her glass. “Hil this, you. What are apprentices for if not to humbly and assduoudy
cater to thewhims of their teachers?’

Tamris bounced up and took the glass. “If you didn't scare me dmogt as much as Intaril does, I'd
empty this bottle over your head.”

“Wadte of atruly finewine”

“Hah.” She filled both glasses and brought them back, settled hersdf on the footrest by Aleytys's
feet. “You didn’t answer my question.” She looked down into the clear topaz liquid, tilted the glass,
watched the wine dhift about, catching the light in gleams from bright lemon to deep ocher. “You think the
ghost’s your friend?’

“Not friend.” Her voice was too sharp. She grimaced. “He' s got good reason to be annoyed at me”

“Some day, if we're both drunk enough I’ d redlly like to hear the story of your life My question?’

“Do my best if you're sure you want in on that boredom. | need your hdp.” Aleytys sipped at the
wine, amiled, feding a gentle fondness for the girl, feding dso dightly drunk and very tired, so tired she
was dready hdf adeep. “He used to boast he was the greatest thief in the universe. You'll have to meet
his ship one day. | traveled in it a long time ago, seems like a long time, before he acquired it actudly.
Whidle and she'll follow like a pet puppy.” Lazly she lifted a brow a Tamris's skepticd snort. “I'll
expect an abject apology for that once thisis over.”

“You're getting fuddled.”

“More exhaugtion than wine” She yawned, watched the rise and fal of the wine glass Stting again on
her digphragm. “If,” she said drowsly.

“If?

“Tomorrow telsthe tde.” She yawned again. “Maybe.”

Tamris

The young man was a bland and impersondly beautiful as the two girl pilots, with the same
characterless beauty bio-sculptured out of hisflesh. He amiled a her, at least his lips curled upward in a



parody of asmile “Yes?' he said.

He knew who she was, she was sure of that, but he was't going to volunteer anything. Young, she
thought, but he aready knows how to cover ass. “I want copies of dile data from the GATE,” she said.

“You have authorization?” He made no attempt to move a hand to start the process of getting the
tapes.

“We were promised cooperation.”

“l can’'t do anything for you without authorization.”

“Thenwho do | see to get it?

“There's no one here who can authorize non-sec personnd to have access to restricted informetion.”
Smiling, pleasant, gving away nothing, gving no offense—but she had a drong feding that he was
enjoying himsdf. Not only did the secs resent the Hunters being called in—a constant reminder of their
own fallures—but Aleytys had piled nettles on their heads by pointing out their shortcomings as security.
Something had leaked down into the organization about Aleytys's discoveries on Chimaeree, not the
details perhaps, but f"VVoine's rage on returning was there; everyone in this upside-down building would
be feding the effects of it and like any other highly mativated group would be adopting the attitudes of
ther leeder.

She narrowed her eyes at him, nodded. “1 want to tak to f'VVoine”

“Do you have an appointment?’

“No, my swest thing, however if you continue being obstructive you might find your precious little sdif
shovding shit on afarm ingtead of where you are now.” She stepped back along pace so he could see
the witness link, tapped the top of it very gently in case he didn’t take her point. “I want to see f'Voinein
the next ten minutes” She amiled. “Hunter Aleytys asked me to get those tapes and | intend to do s0.”

Aleytys

Aleytys settled hersdf comfortably in the floating armchair, smiled as she sensed the tiny prickle of
sensors probing into her. Working with some care so she wouldn’t disrupt the fidd that kept the char
afloat, she popped the tickles as she' d have popped smdl intrusve bloodsuckers.

Intaril Sghed as the concealed readouts on the desk went dead. Y ou' re getting expensive.”

“It would be easier on both of usif you just shut them off when I'm around.” Aleytys tilted back in
the chair, amiled at the calling. “ That too.”

“I'd prefer to have arecord of this conversation.”

“No, you wouldn't.”

Intaril eyed her thoughtfully. “That's interesting.” Hand poised over a sensor plate, she sad,
“Where' s your young friend?” She played her fingers over the plate, looked up agan, frowning a
Aleytys.

“Picking up some tapes for me from Security. Finish what you' re doing.”

“Or you will.” Intaril laughed, giving no outward 9gn of what the laugh cost her. After working a
minute more, she sat back and said lightly, “ Setisfied?’

Aleytys closed her eyes. “Satidfied?’ she subvocaized. Shadith’s face formed around twinkling eyes
and a broad grin. “She's not stupid, Lee. Y ou made your point. Better stop enjoying this so much or you
might start missng things” Aleytys swallowed alaugh. “Yes, little mama” she subvocadized. She opened
her eyes. “Satiffied,” she said.

“Why the vist?" Intaril looked cam enough, but there was arigidity in the line of her long neck, in the
way she was gtting. “If you don’'t mind getting to the point, I’ve got alot of work on hold while we talk.”

Aleytys tapped gently on the arms of the chair, imitating Head though she wasn't aware of what she
was doing. “I want the pretty pictures. The unreleased tapes.”

“You didn’'t need dl this fuss, why not just ask f"Voine? He has generd charge of the invegtigation.”

“I'm not talking about the exterior scenes or after-the-fact scans. | want the tapes recording the
activities of your dients before and during the snatches, the record of every moment of their occupation
of that particular fadility, whatever it happens to be.”



“There are no such tapes. We guarantee privacy.” Intaril’s voice was icy, she was no longer relaxed,
she was leaning forward, poised on the edge of her chair. “If that’s dl you have to say, I'm very busy.”

“You have ds0 guaranteed security.” Aleytys didn't move. She sat relaxed, her eyes closed,
falowing the flurry in Intaril as she considered what to do—a quick spurt of excitement and anger, a
surge of cooler caution, the brisk snap of a decison. Aleytys opened her eyes. “I accept there are no
auite tapes from Hazardee. Since you don't use holos in the suites there's nothing to camouflage such
spies from your clients own eectronic sweeps. However, you will have tapes of the activities indde the
cagno. I'd like to see these from about five days before the snatch till one day after. Chimaeree, the
same time span. | saw the eyes in the walls so don’'t bother protesting that. Lethe—from your own
brochures | know there' s holo equipment in the wals and that means you' ve sneaked in some eyes and
that means tapes. Eyes. In every room, swarming like fleas over a carcass. End of speech. Your turn.”

Intaril tapped her forefinger againg her lips, dropped her hand flat on the desk. “Good of you to
dege thisin private.”

“Was, wasn't it.” Aleytys laughed. “Make up your own account later. Not to labor the point—even
without your authorization, | do intend to go looking and without reglly meaning to | could probably make
hesh of your records.”

“Threat?’

“Certainly not, merdy awarning of intent.”

“Accepted.” Intaril tapped lightly on the desk. “Continue your courtesy. | don't want the contents of
those tapes recorded in the witness link.”

“And | need my associate with me, Director. That poses adight problem, doesn't it.”

“Y our associate could remove the link and leave it outside the viewing room.”

“Could, but that would serioudy compromise the integrity of the link, unless ...”

“Unless?’

“Unless you authorized under your own sedl, registered in the link, your approvad of the remova of
the link and testify that we both went nowhere other than the viewing room during the interva. One of
your employees who is dso bonded will take over the bearing of the link and spend whatever time
necessary outside the room. And when we come out, you will again swear into the link that you have
witnessed the resuming of thelink by my associate. All this repeated each time the link is removed since
we're probably going to be a number of days at the viewing. With that set in the link there should be no
difficulty, eh?’

“You don't ask much.” Intaril settled back in her chair, amiling absently, rubbing a long forefinger
beside along nose. “I would prefer the girl be left outside.”

“l have dready said | need her with me”

“And | heard you. Still, that’s not urgent, isit?”

“Yes. Time—remember?’

“The tapes are that important?’

“Could be, could be not. Depends.”

“Very forthcoming.”

“More than your pretty shadow, wouldn't you say?’

“Here—now—yes.” Intaril stretched, smiled. “Fedls good for a change” Her amile widened to a
grin, her dark eyes twinkled. “Only for a change. f'VVoine gave me some interesting information last night.
Was your young friend right? Did you expect what you found?’

“Oh, | don't think I’'m ready to talk about thet yet.”

“Mmm. You know, | didn’t believe hdf the things | heard about you.”

“Don’'t.” Aleytys grimaced. “Big mouths, bigger boasts. Look what we owned once sort of thing.”

“Useful though. For you, anyway.”

“Not redly.” She amiled gently at Intaril. “We look a things from the opposite sdes of an
insurmountable fence. | don’t like being constrained by you or by anyone even those | consider my own.
| don't likethisjob or thisworld. If | could, I'd blow you dl to hdl this next minute. When | was a little
younger, | might have tried it, but not now. Too many debts | owe to people | respect and have a



fondness for. | will do the job I've been hired to do, dl of it, I'll catch the ghost for you if that's at dl
possible, do my best to keep him from zipping off with your Aghir clients, I'll explan how he does his
dance with you so you can counter it. You needn’'t worry about the secret tapes, | keep my word and |
keep my mouth shut about the business of Hunters clients. | recognize the pressures you are working
under, | have my own pushing me. You're intdligent enough to recognize my need to get the hdl away
from this world before my gorge rises to the point | do damage both to my people and to you.” Aleytys
shivered. “All right, end of speech. Y ou wanted this over with. Do | get the tapes?’

“Ves”

“Good. In one hour then. I'll be in my quarters, send someone to fetch my associate and me” She
rose, laughed. “1 know, | wrecked hdl out of the phones.”

“I could fix them for you while you work.”

“No, | think not. WE Il have to put up with alittle inconvenience. | might not be able to locate passve
ears.” She chuckled, “Then again, maybe | could. Irritating, isV't it?”

Tamris stretched, laughed, said, “Oh, | do fed free”

“Good.” Aleytys was in no mood to echo her lightness She settled in a chair she suspected was
deliberately chosen to be uncomfortable, touched on the screen in front of her, drew a deep breath as
shefed in the record of eventsin Oldread Can’s fantasy,

“Want me to sart the GATE tapes?’

“No point yet. Side that chair over here and watch thiswith me. Look for anything even a hair out of
place. Don't say anything until the tape is finished, then we' ll compare notes.”

“Right. Want me to pick off the fleas, oh revered eder?’

“What?’

“The ones hiting you.”

“What!” Aleytys swung around, saw Tamris's broad grin, shook her head, sghing. “No respect any
more.” She tapped Tamris s arm lightly. “Thanks, Conscience.”

CHIMAEREE

OLDREAD CANS

Thelittle man's fantasy began playing on the screen. According to the notes provided there were hdf
adozen days of it before the record went black then came on again with Cans gone.

Oldread Cans was a god king of infinite power, indant anger at times, but not too often, just enough
to impress hismight on his subjects. As subjects he seemed to prefer statuesgue blondes a good foot and
a hdf tdler than him, and dight boys as the mde figures, none of these tdler or more robust than him.
From the beginning he was thoroughly enjoying himsdlf, bathing dmogt in the fulsome speeches about his
power and his sexud prowess (which rather amazed the two watchers snce the women didn't need to
exaggerate much when they praised him; he was a condderate lover with a remarkable capacity for
recovery). He flew about the house, created jewd-like beasts out of thin air, played in the water with his
blondes, watched the boys wrestle or race or play endless games with bdls and cesta-gloves. The firg
hour was rdaxing and rather touching, but the watchers found themsdves growing rapidly bored
watching Cans being noble and generous and exdtedly romantic for what seemed the thousandth time,
ligening to the chants of praise to him for the thousandth time.

“Wonder how many times Security went through these?” Tamris kept her voice even but her
impetience was evident.

“Doesn't matter.” Aleytys rubbed at her neck, wriggled in the chair. “ So. Look for atdl fair man and
anine or ten year old red-haired boy.”

“Boy? What ...7"

“Not here, not now.”

“Damn.”

“Watch.”

The day passed with agonizing downess. The tapes were redtime, one hour of tape representing one



hour of Oldread Cans's experience. Aleytys would not skip anything, or skip ahead to the snatch, afraid
she would miss something important. Yet by the end of that fird day, her eyes were burning, her head
aching, and she had nothing at dl to show for it.

On the second day:

Aleytys sttled rather grimly into her chair, Tamris slent and grumpy beside her. She started the flow
of images and began watching the second day of Oldread Cans gamboling through his dreamworld. The
third time she sat through a fervid and dl too lengthy song of praise to the godking, she sat back in the
chair with some violence and shoved a the hair fdling onto her sweaty forehead. “Enough,” she said.

“More” Tamriswrinkled her nose. “One more speech and I'll be sick dl over me”

Aleytys stopped the flow, caled up the last day. “It' shdf a day only,” she said. “But it'll be more of
the same, I'm &fraid.”

“You'd think he'd get bored.”

“Wdl, we're not there enjoying it, only waiching.”

The images began to flow again, the same as before, favns gamboling in the shrubbery, tal blondes
dancing in vels of gauze, wretched prisoners dragged in so Cans could pardon them and ligen to their
paeans to his generosity. The day dragged dowly on, whally predictable. Cans had little redl imagination,
enough for a day’s elaboration perhaps, but after that he only repeated himsdf, not that he knew it, of
course, he was 4ill blissully involved in his dream.

Aleytys was garting to drowse when a flash of red caught her eye. Cans was watching the boys and
the fawns play with a bdl of blue light. Suddenly in among the boys was one who had not been there
before, the red boys paid no atention to him, perhaps thinking he was an invention of Cans like the
fawns or the winged girls arding overhead.

Cans tired of the game and went insde, the boys trouping after him. The red-haired boy was dways
in motion, drding behind another when passing the eyes as if he read them as eesly as she had. There
was only the occasiond flash of red to mark him as his head shifted before or behind that of another boy.
She leaned forward, watching intently for that moment when he findly moved just a bit wrong and
exposed himsdf more than usua, enough to get an image of hisface or a piece of it.

It happened. She stopped the flow with a soft satisfied sound, ran it back. Fingers flying over the
sensor plate, she enlarged the bit of face, enhanced it, took a print, fiddled with it milking the machine of
dl it was capable of giving her until she had to be satisfied she could get it no clearer, then she returned to
the flow of action, looking for another chance. She didn’t get it. The boy guarded himsdf with askill even
she' d have problems matching; except for his hair he seemed to be remarkably unnoticeable. He glided
like a ghost haf-seen, face hidden, gracefully quick, sure of himsdf, through the playing boys and out of
the room. A moment later the scene went dark.

Aleytys sat back, her head bowed, the heds of her hands pressed hard agang her eyes. She
dropped her hands into her lap. “I got my proof. Wish | hadn’t.”

“Why?

“Later.” Aleytys picked up the best of the prints, handed it to Tamris. “Look for this face on the firg
st of GATE tapes.” She sat with her hands limp in her lgp, suddenly so weary and dispirited she didn't
want to move, couldn't move. She dretched out across her chair, the nape of her neck on the hard
plagtic back, her legs pushed out diff and straight before her, her buttocks barely on the edge of the seat.
After along moment of this she exploded out a breeth, collgpsed and sat up. “Cdl me when you see
him”

“Mmm.”

She sivung around. Tamris was hunched over the screen, working busly, usng a light stylus, entering
points on the print into the computer. She looked up as Aleytys came to stand beside her. “Thought I'd
try thisfirs.” She touched on the flow and leaned back watching the shifting blotched blurs dip across the
screen. “If it doesn’t work, we can go back to the eye work. Could save some time through.”

“If the boy has't come in disguised some way.”

“If. You sad there were alot of ifs Hah, look.” The snvimming blurs halted abruptly. “After what we



saw at GATE | thought the computers would have this capacity.” The boy’s face swelled until it filled the
screen, unmistakably the same boy, then did off as the flow continued a normd speed. Hadtily Tamris
backed up the flow, shrunk the image until they could see the man with the boy, a tal far man with a
worn clever face and a shock of white hair. “That’'s him?’

“Uh-huh.”

“You were right, look at them, wakingininnocent as ... as ... wdl.”

“Pick up the day after the snatch. Look for them leaving.”

“You think ... but ... what about Cans? What did they do with hm? You can't tdl me they're
smuggling him out in a trunk.”

Aleytys whistled a few notes, said, “Here pup, here pup.”

“You're joking.”

“Nope. Look.”

A flow of blurs, a short interva of dark, another flow, stopped to focus on the boy’s face agan,
reduced, showed him and his older companion leaving again, as empty-handed and innocent as they’'d
come. Tamris scratched at her nose. “1 begin to think I"d better work on that apology.”

“Clear those tapes. That's enough for now.” Aleytys yawned, stretched. “I'm hungry.” She watched
as Tamris shut down the systems and gathered up the scattered prints of the boy and the thief. She stood,
sretched again, moved to the door and waited.

“How did you know how to look for the boy?” Tamris rubbed at her back. “Is he the thief s son?’

“Mine” Aleytys pushed the door open.

“What?’

“Later.” She stepped through the door and waited, her mouth twisted in a hdf amile, as Tamris took
the link from the slent boy who'd spent a dull day watching a shut door. As they waited a bit more for
Intaril to arrive and confirm the transfer, Aleytys said, “Part of that life history you want to hear, matter
for the trip back to Walff, not here.”

Intaril arrived frowning, obvioudy in a high hurry. “Anything?’ she snapped. Without waiting for an
answer, she took the link from Tamris, gabbled her certification and handed it back.

“Ak f'Voing” Aleytys sad.

Intaril scowled. “What?’

“He s tapped into our lines, you know that. Let him tdl you.” She drolled off down the hdl toward
the lift tube that would carry them up to the transport chutes. In slence they drifted up the congderable
distance to the amdl floats that they could ride to the other buried building where they had their quarters.

In the float, Tamris shifted uneaslly. “I don't like this being underground dl the time, make's me
itchy.”

“Over and above the probes?’

“Oh, I'm getting used to those. No, I'd judt like to see a bit of sky now and then, breathe some
unprocessed ar.”

“With today’ s break, we could possibly finish this tomorrow or possibly the day after that. Depends.
| want to check the other tapes, seeif | can find that pair again. | want to know as much about his
operations as | can. Enough so | canfill in the blanks mysdf.”

“You think he' s redly coming back.” Tamris groaned and sat up as the float came to a stop at ther
building. She stepped out, extended her hand to Aleytys. “Respect to the old folks, ma am.”

“Imp. | think ...” She ignored the hand and stepped out beside the girl. “I think Cazar made sure he'd
come when they brought me here. HE's a gambler, Man, he couldn’t resst this chdlenge if he was dying;
he' d love making afool out of me”

“And the boy?’

“Don’'t ask me about him.”

“l can't help being curious”

“Forget it, | shouldn’'t have said what | did.”

Tamris pushed the door open, stepped ingde, held it open urtil Aleytys was in, then dammed it shut



with asgh of rdief. “Ah, | hate the eyes on me” She flattened her back againg the thin veneer of wood
covering the metd of the door. “Think f"Voine got that?’

Aleytys threw hersdf down on the couch, laced her fingers behind her head. “No, not then, not after
you shut down the viewers. Intaril and I, we made a bargain. She shuts off the eyes around me and |
don't pop them.”

“You trust her to keep it?

“Of course not, she knows that, so she shuts them off. | check, just to keep her honest.” She pulled a
hend loose and patted a yawn. “I'm hungry enough to gnaw on raw slvercoat and too tired to est.
Disgudting.”

Tamris pushed away from the door and crossed to the bar. 1 could get used to the wine they keep
here”

“Be anicelittle Hunter and one day maybe you can afford it. Spesking of Hunter, you tdl me. What
are we going to do tomorrow?’

Tamris poured the golden wine into two glasses. “I suspect another miserable day looking a tapes.
Seaing in what guise the boy and the thief appear, |ocate where they spent the time they weren't working
the snaich. See if there's any pattern in this, how many days they spent here before acting, how many
after the fact, more like that. And Intaril knows exactly what we discover.”

“Right”

“And f'Voine will have haf a hundred secs checking out the tapes, probably got them started
dready.”

“No doubt.”

“What chance they’ll spot the boy? Or the man?’

“Some, depends how flexible the watchers are, or how desperate.”

“If I had f'Voine slanding over me mad, I'd be pretty damn desperate.”

“Mmm. Well see inthe morning. If Intaril shows to authorize the hift of the link and is't bouncing,
then the thief dill has them fooled.” Aleytys sat up, took the glass, Spped a the wine and sghed. “She
might decide to get tricky, but | think | can read her.” She threaded fingers through sweaty hair. “Bath. |
need a bath. Damn them for having only showers. | want to soak and soak until I'm wrinkled as a raisn.
You did supper or me?’

On the third day:

HAZARDEE

SUNG YUL TWI (the second victim)

Theflow of the casino, a flickering of faces around and around the machines, the games, the tables,
the pits, the screens where fighters fought and the racers raced on redtime transmisson, dlent intense
faces, digtorted faces, slently shouting, blank faces refusng entry, but most of dl the eyes traversed
hands and bodies, this wasn't for the security of the dients but the security of the casino, they were
watching for gimmicks and deight of hand tricks. As with the firs tape, the fourth day proved the key,
thistime the stab came early in the evening rather than in the afternoon. Only a flash, a second’s image,
immediately gone, but her hand stabbed the flow frozen, backed it up and there he was, again atered,
expertly turned into a young-adult sprite, drifting with grace and dy impishness through the crowd of
larger persons. Tamris was skeptica until Aleytys brought the face up and matched it to the fird.

LETHE

SAH-KALAH thetie (the third victim)

Lethe was difficult to watch, dedicated to deeth in dl its forms, no holos these, the dying screamed
red screams, bled red blood, suffered red desth and pain. The dients sometimes watched, sometimes
entered into action, up to ther elbows in blood and entrails, delicately touched rheostats that increased in
dow stages the pain of the victims, drinking in the pain they saw before them.

“That’snot red, it can’'t be red,” Tamris whispered. She pressed her hand againgt her mouth and her
throat worked.



“It's redl enough. Phah! no wonder they’re hardheaded about ther privacy, this would sicken a ...”
She stopped tdking and brought up the last day. This was no better. Tamris gasped with rdief when
Aleytys picked out the boy now fitted with wings like asmdl demon.

Grim and slent, Aleytys took the print, switched to the viewer with the GATE tapes.

In the float on the way back to their quarters, Tamris clutched the folder with the pictures and data in
it, held it on her Igp and tried to relax. Aleytys watched her, knowing she was il a bit sick with what
she'd seen in the last tapes. “Tomorrow we'll start looking for the latest incarnation of our ghost,” she
sad.

“The Aghir are due in tomorrow,” Tamris said. She leaned back agang the cushions, a little more
relaxed.

“I know.”

“How long you think it'll take to run im down?”’

“If the computer can pick them out, thirty minutes. If not, depending on our luck, one day or five
Thisone won't be easy. Saving his best for last.” She settled back, sighed. “It's going to be a tight race,
Man, but we're getting close”

The Boy And The Thief

The Casino.

Late in the afternoon, a beautiful sunset going unnoticed.

The boy, swathed in layered robes of multicolored gauze and the long vall, stood at the elbow of an
adult in the same dress, wearing in addition shimmering film gloves. The boy watched the thief, worried
and uncertain. For the past few days he had spent more and more time in the casino, gambling with a
growing intengty. The boy was near sck with worry thet for once he would forget what he was here for,
lose himsdf in the gambling fever that was the worst part of the times between jobs. Wetching the faded
brown eyes above the vell, the boy fought for control. He was tempted to intervene, one way or another,
but the thief had told him over and over and he knew from his own observations that anyone who tried
mentd manipulaionsin this place rung darmsdl over.

To hisrelief, the thief kept to the plan, though he had to fight with himsdaf to pull out of the game. He
stood, swayed alittle for effect and tottered from the room, leaning heavily on his companion’s shoulder.
Or raher the Vijayne Gracia did, muttering incoherently to hersdf as she walked out. She'd been
exhibiting a progressive weskness, something that was planned to peak with the arivd of the Aghir, a
weakness that would keep her secluded but not sick enough to require the services of a doctor.

A sorm was ghodiing in from the west, its edges obscuring the thin spray of stars overhead, the spray
of surf a ther feet. In dick black bodysuits the thief and the boy did into the water and started across the
narrow channd between Hazardee and the little unnamed jag of rock that held the Butterball, one of
meany other jagsin a sweep of amdl rocky idands traling south into the open sea. The current was fierce,
the waves were whipped up by the risng wind, but they were both expert svimmers and made the idand
with aminimum of difficulty.

Butterball sa invisble tucked under its peculiar shidd, on the far dde of the idand on a
crescent-shaped bit of beach facing Battue distantly visble to the east.

Shidd clamped tight, flying dmost blind by gyro and by nanosecond licks at the air around them,
dlent, shut in the claustrophobic egg-shaped shidd, they crept across the tumultuous channd, fet thar
way over the land to the mountains that bisected Battue, landed a comfortable distance from the Aghir
conference hdll.

The boy crouched on frogty grass as the thief got the dirigible ready. Protected by the shidd from the
buffeting of the winds, he couldn’'t see the storm gathering overhead, but he could hear alittle of it and
accepted this promise of shdlter with adight lessening of theicein his belly.



Tucked up close benegth the samdl black gasbag, two black figures dangled sde by sde, passng in
and out of the clouds, bumped about by erratic winds, tossed up, forced down, the twin airscrews
whup-whupping with surdy determination, the chemica motors driving them againg the wind with dight
but sufficent force, cregping north aong the mountain range, weaving in and out of the peaks, in and out
of the clouds.

With nothing to do but dangle beneath that black diver, the boy began to tense again in spite of the
exhilaration engendered by the sorm—ordinarily he gloried in sorms—began to let hismind ramble over
the things that bothered him, to contemplate the image his continua anxiety had suggested to him, a black
mouth opening before them, waiting for them, a terrible sucking mouth. He stared down, saw only soft
ralls of nothing beneath him.

The medting hdl on the mountaintop was findly before them, copioudy floodlit, a squat heavy
dructure, five-sded, with five tal bronze double doors, five landing stages, one by each door, a pointed
five-sded pyramid for aroof. One of Cazarit’s ubiquitous dectric fences circled it, random ralling robots
crossed the open space between the hdl and the fence, rolled in and out of the structure, the bronze
doors opening and dosing before and behind them with a quiet degant precison. Hovering outsde the
fence, the boy and the thief watched the activity for some minutes then began to circle the mountain top,
high above the fence, watching the changing patterns of the robot patrol.

As one of the robots entered the structure, the thief smiled. “Asif they want to make it easy for us”
The clouds moved around them, flicking cold tails at them, the ar was chill and fresh, clean except when
wigps of lubrication stink and exhaust gas from the robots swirled up past them. The thief, turned alittlein
the harness so he could look at the boy, pointed a one of the doors. “That’s the next one to open.”

The boy nodded.

“Think you can make it?’

The boy was taut with a shivery excitement, part fear, part anticipation. “We should circle up a hit
more, I'd like the angle steeper.”

Thethief dipped some balast and the dirigible swept around and up until the air was thin and sharp
and they were on the verge of needing breething equipment. The boy eased himsdf free of the harness,
hdd himsdf in a hover for a moment as he checked to make sure the four bladders of compressed
deepgas were strapped firmly to his legs, then he reached within, steadied himsdf and began angling
downward, fdling fagt, lifting only enough to keep the angle of fdl he wanted. Once he reached the hdl,
he hovered in the shadow of an overhanging lintd until the door did open to emit a robot. He popped
ingde before it could shut again.

It was dark and quiet indde, with the amdl of newness dill dinging though the building had been
finished for severa weeks. Straining, growing more tired than he liked, tired enough to frighten him, the
fear weakening him further, he fdt his way to the angle where roof and wal met. To his intense
satisfaction, there was a narrow ledge there, suffident to hold a smalish boy. His control dipping rapidly
from him, the boy unsnapped the bladders, shoved them onto the ledge, pulled himsdf up beside them
and stretched out dong the ledge between two of the broad beams that supported the roof. His legs
were trembling, he could hear the soft scrape of his darksuit agangt the stone, he was week in the
middle, muscles twitched in his back. He'd never tried so long a drop or so long a hovering before and
he was frightened now, wondering if he could possbly manage to get out of here.

He had hardly managed to steady his bregthing a little and stop the betraying trembling when the dark
was suddenly gone as doors across the hdl did open and a robot rolled ingde. As soon as the doors
closed a searchlight on the robot’s head flashed on. The finger of light probed about the huge room and
the boy heard the soft pings of a sonar system. He squeezed himsdf into the smdl opening as far as he
could, stopped breathing as the robot came swooping around the wals toward him, kept holding his
breath asit rolled past, its soft rollers near noiseless on the polished stone floor. He closed his eyes to get
his dark adaptation back and waited for the robot to finish its ingpection and leave.

When it was dark again, he stayed where he was for some minutes, resting and gathering himsdf for
the job he had to do. Very carefully he freed one of the bladders, tucked it as far back in the angle as he



could, its matte neutral skin making it close to invisble When he was sttisfied with that one's placement,
he started crawling very carefully dong the ledge, scattering the other three bladders at farly equd
intervals about the hdl. After he wedged the last one in place, he stretched out flat again dong the ledge,
its sharp edge cutting into his sSde a little but not enough to bother him. He closed his eyes, laughter
bubbling up in him, the ice in his belly mdting for the moment, this moment of aching weary triumph. He
lay on the ledge and giggled, softly, a whuffling inteke and outgo of air, then he did his breathing
exercises, dow the breath, in-out, in-irkin until his body ached, out-out-out until he was empty, again and
agan, until he was whally relaxed, limp, dmost asleep, breathing the cool odorous smell of the stone, the
sedlants that made the room potentidly airtight, fugitive traces of robot sink and other traces it was not
possible to idertify.

He was nearly adeep when the next robot came in. He crouched on the ledge, waited urtil it moved
past him, then he floated off, easing closer and closer to it until that moment just before the robot reached
the door and the light on its head blinked out. In the sudden darkness, the boy surged forward, buoyed
as much by excitement as by his talent—or o it seemed to him—ypulled himsdf through the door, angled
his body and began to dimb. He shut his eyes, tensed and rose, fatered, tensed, rose, edged outward,
afrad to look down, afraid to see how far he had to go. Ice again. Fear. He fought to ignore it because it
drained his concentration, could kill him. Rise and hdt, fater, dip toward the ground, rise, hdt, gather
himsdf, rise again, desperately tired, suddenly sure he would never finish, never reach the fence, it was
too far ... too far ...

Strong ams caught hold of him, a wiry nervous body was hard agang him. He gasped and
collapsed, too weary to think or worry any more. Digantly he heard the whup-whup of the airscrews,
dmly he fdt the flow of damp cold air around him. The thief shifted his hold and began fitting the harness
about him, he could fed the wide straps dipped over his arms and shoulders, around his chest and waig,
could hear the harsh bregthing of the man, fed the nervous intengty in him. The boy sucked in a breath,
suddenly stronger asif he sucked some of the energy out of the man.

When the snaps were shut, the thief let go of him. “You dl right?’

The boy nodded, decided that wasn't enough. “Tired,” he said.

“Where d you put them?’

The boy explained, cold now, once again aching with the need to deep.

“Good,” thethief said.

The boy looked at him, saw his gleaming grin, grinned back.

“Sd,” thethief said. “We're set to go.”

They floated back toward Butterball, the return to Hazardee before them, some need to hurry so
they could dip back into their suite before the riang of the sun.

The Aghir were due into Battue late the next day.
Thefirst meeting was set for the day after that.
Two days to wait, two days.

Lilit

The Embarkation FromLiros |1

They dl marched across the stained and gritty metacrete to the squat powerful ship—

Mercenary guardsin utilitarian grey shipsuits, guns and lesther gleaming.

lanina and Gelana, bustling across, bundled in bulky robes they clutched a whenever the strong wind
tugged them up and away. (I hope they are annoyed, Lilit thought, look at them pick up their feet, ther
dippers are getting muddy, dirty, scuffed, look at the wind blowing them about; envy me my prison, you
dupid old bores, envy me)

A cadre of Slent nervous servants.

A collection of stolid serviteurs and watchdogs.



Lilit smothered in avell, angry, seded into a sedan chair, shut away from the wind and the smdls and
the possible taint riding the wind. She looked out through a round window in the front of the chair, its
glass obscured by elaborate scralls etched into it. She sat with her hands clenched, her arms aching with
the gtrain, furious a being shut into the suffy prison, a being denied even now a free breath of free air,
not even now, not even when she was leaving forever.

Kayen-tg. (She knew he was there though she couldn’t see him, as she knew Acthon was wetching
a the edge of the fidd; they’'d said ther private farewdls lagt night knowing they could not speak
together & the fidd. Ekeser and Selas were there aso; briefly she wondered what Ekeser was thinking,
then let the thought go. It didn’'t matter, nothing mattered but finishing what she'd started.)

Amearan and Heyddl, the two overseers, husbands of lanina and Gelana,

Another squad of mercenaries.

When the loading was complete the ship was filled near to its capacity, with little room for privacy
and dmogt no place for exercise.

The Passage To Cazarit

Boredom and irritation, endless games of cards, petty quarrels between sarving maids, petty sniping
between lanina and Gelana, her women, here in name only—they were carefully polite to her and
otherwise ignored her. She didn't protest, she was back to being meek and mild. For the sake of her
adopted people, she swalowed the fury that threatened to choke her a times, the exasperation at actions
of truly formidable supidity. She had asmdl cubicle that was hers and hers done; on that she made her
sand—they were never to enter there unless she invited them.

She spent long hours in that room that was more like a coffin than a place to live in; that thought
pleased her—a ooffin for the not-quite-dead, sometimes she laughed at the thought until the shrillness of
her laughter frightened her. She needed some one she could tak to, but there was no one. More and
more she retreated to her bed, lying there in a state between waking and deeping, rdiving her joys and
the reasons for her rage. She fdt pressure building and building in her, tried to run from this into the padt,
the only freedom open to her though even that was not enough, never enough, she wanted to scream and
pound the walls, but she couldn’t do thet and didn’t do that, and it cost her. The pressure built and built
until she dreamed of and yearned for an end, for the explosion that would crash the walls of her prison,
freedom at last.

The Hold On Battue, Cazarit

“It saniceroom.” laninalooked around with a trace of envy a the luxurious fittings of the room, the
jewd-bright, hand-tied rug, the glowing wood pandling, the heavy slken drapes, the rich furnishings, the
drift-art on one wal, its pigments shifting in dow dreamy flows dong randomly determined free forms. “A
nice room.”

Lilit ignored her, ordered the serviteurs to set her dress box on the floor near the window.

Gdana bustled over, stopped with her hand on the lid of the box. “You want us to help you unpack,
dear child?’ Curiosity and atouch of mdice gleamed in her black eyes.

“No,” Lilit said, a sharpness in her voice she couldn’t help. “No,” she repeated more quietly. I'll do
thet.”

Gedand s thin face sank into familiar sour lines. “If you say s0.” She'd never seen the wedding robes
and didn't like having her curiogity thwarted.

“The wedding will be tomorrow afternoon. Would you like us to stay with you this night? It's
customary, you know, the bride should have her women with her the night before the wedding.” lanina
was merdy foolish, she had no mdice in her, she'd be a little hurt when her offer was refused, but Lilit
hed no choice, there was no way she’'d spend the last night of her lifein the company of these two.

“No,” she said. “I'd like to be done. If you don't mind ...” She walked quickly to the door and held
it open, her mouth curved in the semblance of a polite smile though she could fed the diffness of her face
and knew it was not convincing. She wouldn’'t look at them, kept her eyes meekly on the floor and



waited for them to leave.

Even Gdana didn't quite dare chdlenge her. She was very much in awe of Kayen-tg and some of
this awe was involuntarily transferred to the daughter of Kalyen-tg) however much she might despise her.
She swept past Lilit muttering something about seeing the tej, but Lilit knew she'd do nathing of the sort,
anyway it wasn't important. Let her complain. lanina wavered past, fussng and uncertain whether this
was right. But she went. They both went and Lilit was left alone except for the serviteur.

The slence closed in around her, frightening her a little a first, then comforting her, it was so filled
with memory and ghosts that there was scarce room to breathe. Metis laughing at her. Old Gyadll, a red
skeleton now with no flesh left on his bones, his dead eyes shimmers in his fleshless skull, glowing at her,
filling her with his energy, his purpose. The dead babies. Even her mother was there, watching her with
bewilderment, wondering what she was doing in this gdlery. She waked to the window, plucked a the
green slk drapes, put her back againg them. “Come,” she said to the serviteur, smiled as it rolled
amoathly to her. She took the key from around her neck, unlocked the clothes box and turned back the
lid. “Hang the robesin herein the closet across there.”

She went quickly across the room, did back the door to the large wak-in closet “Here” she said.
She spoke dowly and carefully even though she knew its capacity to understand speech was
considerable. “Each robe hangs done on one of the wooden hangers you'll find in the lid of the box.
Leave a bandwidth’s space between each robe. Do you comprehend? When she had the affirmation,
she went back to the window.

This time she pulled the drape aside and looked out. Beyond the wall the green hills rolled away to
blue mountains with pure white caps. Pae blue mountains againg a pae blue sky, cool, soothing, restful.
She pressed her face againg the glass and began to cry, a quiet gentle crying like the gentle welcoming
world beyond the wall.

Sill wesping, unable to stop, she turned from the window, stretched out on the bed, her forehead
pressed on crossed arms, weeping until she cried hersdf into a sodden deep.

She woke with a throbbing head, burning eyes, afoul taste in her mouth, a knot in her somach—and
the serviteur sanding with metal patience againg the wal; she'd forgotten to dismiss it once its task was
finished. She dragged hersdf up; the thought of food revolted her but the shake in her back, aams and
legs meant she needed to eat. She sent the serviteur to fetch some food and tottered into the bathroom
feding a thousand years old. After bathing her facein cold water, she went back to the window.

It was dark out now, the sky curioudy empty of stars. The mountains were dark, dmog invishle, the
show pae and eerie againg the velvet sky. Ghostly snow, she thought. You're ghosts, dl of you. You
don't mean anything, Acthon, Gyall, my people. “My people,” she whispered but the words had an
empty hollow sound. Tomorrow, she thought, and fdt nothing, no exdtation, no fear, just nothing.

The door chimed. She I&ft the window and went to admit the serviteur with the food.

“Mid-morning,” the serviteur said when she asked the time. “The fourth hour snce dawn locd time”
It waited a moment to seeif she had more questions, settled the tray neetly on the table and |eft.

Lilit lifted a cover, saw the row of fingeling fish and fdt a revulson in her somach. She touched a
warm crugty little fish but couldn’t make hersdf eat it. She went back to the window and stood gazing out
a the green hills

Lilit smoothed the shift down over her body, her hands trembling as they passed over the corset with
the triggering mechanism wired into it, the detonating charge pressed between the inner and outer layers
of glk. She took the shimmery green robe from the closet, handling it with a dhrinking eagerness, pulled it
over her head. “One,” she breathed. She fished the teardtrip attached to the corset from under the robe,
pulled it with great care over her shoulder and up under her long loose hair, pinned it in place. The
second robe was a paer shade of green, had a hint of blue in it. She thought of Acthon and fdt a hot
ache behind her eyes but didn't weep, there were no tears left in her. She thrust her arms through the
deeve holes and smoothed the front closure shut. The third robe was the key. She took it from the closet.
It was the heaviest and palest of the three. She held her breath as she lifted its heavy dippery folds over



her head and let them fdl around her, dide with a deadly inevitability down her body. She didn’'t smooth
this one into place but shook hersdf ingtead until it was settled. She walked to the mirror and looked at
hersdf, trying to see if anything suspicious showed about the robes, but they hung 4ill, fdl in smooth
folds, bulking out her dim body. She sighed, went back to the closet and took out the gauzy fourth robe.
She dipped her amsinto the deeves, tugged the insawn waist cincher together in front and threaded the
lace through the grommets. She pulled the cord tight, tied it into a knot, tied a smal neat bow over the
knot. She hedtated a moment, but she knew only too wdl wha she had to do; she squared her
shoulders, closed her eyes tight, didn't breathe for several heartbests, then she marched to the door,
pulled it open and sent the serviteur waiting outside to bring lanina and Gelana to hep her with the last
two robes, her head covering and vall.

She rode in the second flitter, rode aone because of the bulk of her robes. There was no room for
her attendants and she was glad of that; the pilot was there but he ignored her and she found it easy
enough to forget about him. Ahead of her Kalyen-tg rode afloat, other floats swarmed around and over
hers, guards, her atendants, guards, the serviteur musicians, the overseers, guards.

The land rolled away under them, below he—to the sde where she could see them—herds of
hooved beasts exploded into Sght as the flegt of flyers whined over them. Not too far away she could
see severd birds about the sze of her fig with bright red feathers. She watched them with a touch of
wigfulness then jerked her eyes away and fixed them on the mountains ahead.

The flitter began to dant upward, pressing her lightly toward the back of the seat. In another few
minutes she could see the squat brutal bulk of the conference hdl. Her heart beat erdicdly, there was a
grange amost pleasurable shiver running through her body.

At the landing stage outside the door marked Liros her father waited and watched, stone faced, as
Gdana and lanina helped her from the flitter, Straightened her skirts carefully, fluffing out the outer robe
with its thick crugting of slver wire until it stood wide from her body, spreading out and smoathing the
val and headcloth. The outer robe was lovdy, she was proud of that, she'd put her heart into it, heavy
white satin, couched slver wires in elaborate curls and spirds, in leef shapes and vine shapes repeated
over and over, pearls caching the light and glowing, moonstones catching the light and glowing. The
headcloth and vel were a fine white gaize embroidered in arabesques of Slver thread with tiny pearls
nesing among the curves. Her father examined her and let a touch of surprise show in his face. “The
dressis beautiful,” he said. “You have a gift.”

She bowed her head. She wanted to speak and she didn’t, she couldn’t explain the confusion even to
hersdf. She extended her hand. Her father took it, accepting for the firg time she could remember his
respongbility for her. For a moment he continued to stare down a her, then he draightened, led her
through the gresat door, the musdan serviteurs following, teking her in on a swell of sound. He led her
across the glowing stone floor toward the inlaid multipointed slver star set in the center of the empty
space, his boot heds ringing on the stone, her feet whigpering slken beside him, the dight sound logt in
the march played behind them. Walking. Waking. Toward the doppy, bloated figure oozing over the
edges of the chair. The doors clicked shut, that sound logt dso in the music.

She swdlowed, her mouth was dry, there was an odd sweetness suddenly in the air, she could amdl
it, dmogt tagte it. She thought about Acthon. She thought of Metis and Little Sister and EIf. She thought
of the facdess people of the villages, she thought of the dwellersin the Wild that she knew better than the
villagersfrom Acthon's tales. She looked at the man her father had sold her to, looked up at her father.
She raised her free hand, worked it up under her veil until she could touch the tearstrip pinned to her hair.
She fdt as if she were floaing, it was hard somehow to concentrate, that didn't redly matter, except
things were garting to be fuzzy in her head and it was hard to control the movements of her fingers. She
swdlowed. The sweetness was thicker. She began to wonder about it, began to fed darmed. She tried
to close her fingers about the tearstrip, nerved hersdlf to rip it loose—



Tamris

Tamriswrote:

We viewed one day’s arrivals today. The computer search didn’t work, came up with several
almosts, but Aleytys says she doesn't think any of them is the boy. There were no matches at all
for the man. Twenty-four hours. We could squeeze it a little. There was congestion when the liners
arrived and some long dull stretches between we could skip. All | can say is after the first few
minutes it was boring as hell. And Aleytys paid almost no attention to the screen. She was looking
at it all right, but | don’'t think she saw a thing, sort of sat there turned inside, her lips moving
now and then as if she were talking to hersalf. She does that sometimes and it's driving me crazy
trying to figure out what’s happening. | suspect Mom could tell me, but trying to pry information
out of her about her Hunters is about as easy as taking a ved haunch from a hungry silvercoat. Ah
well, all thisis off the point.

When we came out of the viewing room, Intaril was waiting as usual. She was looking a bit
grim but whether that was real or put on would be hard to say. | was a bit surprised to see her
gnce | hadn’t transferred the link today, it wasn't necessary because we were finished with the
sensitive tapes.

“The Aghir are settled in,” she said. “ The conference starts tomorrow afternoon.”

W, we didn't need reminding—maybe | should qualify that— didn’t need reminding but
Aleytys was in a funny mood, she doesn’t really want to catch this ghost, track down her own son,
what a thing to have to do.

Aleytys laughed, a soft little sound that seemed to scratch at Intaril like nettles. “1 know that
well enough,” she said. “ And you know equally well how much progress we' ve made in there.”
She waved a hand at the door, started strolling toward the lift shaft. * You've had f'Voine
watching us since we started playing with the tapes.” She smiled then, not much of a smile. “I've
got no doubt at all,” she said, “ that you’'ve got a herd of sec-serfs working on the tapes, dipping
that boy's face over every child or midget passng through. | imagine—" she laughed again,
enjoying the look on Intaril’s face—" you’ ve had about the same luck we had today. That's why
you're o antsy.”

Intaril didn't say anything. She couldn’t. She wasn't about to admit the truth of what Aleytys
said and wasn’t about to get an outright lie into the link, not one it would be easy enough to prove
alie by putting ' Voine or one of his secs under the verifier.

In the float Aleytys did her trick again with the eyes and the lips. She was looking worried and
a bit cranky. | think maybe she was just a bit afraid that the secs would stumble over something
and get to the ghost first. After all the trouble she put Mom to to get that agreement— think
maybe she was stalling today, trying to make up her mind what to do, maybe that explains all the
talking to hersdlf. God forbid that | ever have to make a choice like this.

When we reached our quarters, she dumped herself in the chair and plonked her feet on the
rest. Me, | went straight to the bar. I'd been thinking about a glass of wine, food and a hot bath
for what seemed centuries. | may come out of this a confirmed misanthrope. Go spend a year
looking at trees and rocks and no faces. Anyway, | poured the wine, took Aleytys her glass and
headed for the couch with mine.

Tamris settled on the couch, tucked a pillow behind her back, the glass tilting precarioudy as she
wriggled about getting comfortable. As she started to lift the glass, Aleytys said sharply, “Don't!”

“Huh?” Tamris stared a Aleytys, then at the gently doshing liquid.

“Hunch,” Aleytys said. “Don't drink till 1 test this” She spped at the wine, frowned, emptied the
dassin three gulps. Great beads of sweat popped out dl over her face, she shivered, shivered again,
flushed bright red. She reached over the am of the chair, making it rock a little, set the glass down with
exaggerated care that told more doquently than her clipped words how angry she was. “I'm tired,” she



sad. “I'm hungry. | hate this”

Tamris stared at the wine, set the glass gently down beside the couch. “Drugged?’

“Yes” The word was snapped out Aleytys leaned back in the char unil she was stretched out
amod fla. She closed her eyes and her face went blank. Tamrisfdt her skin gart to itch but couldn’t tell
if it was just nervousness or a bug activaing her implants. Before she could say anything, Aleytys opened
her eyes. “Despin’ Intaril,” she said. For amoment Tamris thought Aleytys was taking to her. “I want to
see you here in fifteen minutes or you might have to redefine the word expensive. My companion and |
are srioudy annoyed.” She did her fingertips dowly up and down the chair am. “Whoever you are
monitoring this, | suggest you get that message to the Director two minutes ago or sooner. If you take it
into your pointy little head to ignore me, your ass will be kicked from here to the dave pens of Lethe”
She closed her eyes again. Briefly her face and body went taut. Tamris rubbed at her shoulder as the itch
intengfied suddenly then went away.

“Thet too?’

“Thet too.” Aleytys flexed her knees, shifted about a bit, sat up. She amiled drowslly a Tanvis, dl
her anger gpparently dissipated.

“Clean?” Tamris got to her feet and took the glass to the bar, st it there beside the bottle.

“Now.”

“Why today?’ She lifted the bottle, put it down again, swvung around to lean againgt the bar, her ams
crossed over her ssomach, hands cupped over her elbows.

“They want to get ajump on us. Time s getting tight.”

“Thefee”

“In part. Honor-pointsiif they can get it cut in half.”

“Our data.”

“Prove they didn't sumble on him by accident.”

“Accumulated data. Too many coincidences. Y our tesimony and mine”

“Might do it. Chancy. And there' s dways the daim of tacit agreement.”

“But ...

“You knew what was happening.”

“Suspicion, not knowing, not me”

“Say anything?”

“What good would that do?’ Tamris pulled hersdf up on one of the two stoals, sat with her legs
dangling. “They'd just deny it.”

“Tadit agreement.”

“No far.” Aleytys chuckled. “Tha's funny?

“Not thet Intaril’s going to be mad enough to spit. | wouldn’'t want to be the genius who overstepped
hisor her ingructions and drugged the wine”

“Sy?

“Today was a bugt as far as information is concerned.”

“Hop-hop, you' re skipping connections again.”

“Petience, flea The tape we ll see tomorrow covers our vidt to GATE.”

“gy7

“Remember the twinge | got?’

“I remember you jumping and squesking like something bit you.”

“Squeeking? Felt more like a sneeze that won't fruit. Faded to nothing as soon as | fdt it. The boy, |
think—with his heritage he has to be talented one way or another.”

“What are you going to do about him—the boy?’

“l don’'t know.” She drew her hand across her face. “Don’'t ask.”

“Why has't f'Voine or one of his serfs spotted them? And if you do better, how can we trace them
without derting f'Voine?’

Aleytys grinned. “Go down on our knees and pay homage to the greet little jerk who decided to bug
and drug us. One. The ghost isa damn good ghost. Looks like he's putting on a specid effort just for me.



Two. Joke's on Intaril. | was mad enough to start ripping the place apart till 1 stopped reacting and
started thinking. Y ou look confused. Think. Want to try getting that bottle away from me?’

Tamris shook her head. “Not me. I'm not stupid.”

“What would happen if | took that bottle to Helvetia where the escrow board could test it?”

“Hah! Not stupid but sadly dow. We got oursdves a hostage.”

“Caught up?’

“For now.”

A quick rat-tat on the door.

“What timing. Be a nice little gpprentice and open it for me, | don’t fed like moving. And ditch that
grin, we don’t want to terrify the woman.”

Aleytys sivung the chair around to face Intaril who sat a apparent ease on the couch.

“You chose an odd way to summon me” Intaril murmured.

“Should | offer you a glass of wine?’

Intaril’s mouth thinned momentarily. “Not at the moment, thank you.”

“Jugt as well. One of your lesser rats has been into it. It's drugged.”

“You have proof of this?”

“Sufficent to convince me. Sufficient to be quite sure a competent andyss would prove the presence
and disclose the nature of the adulterant.” She laced her fingers together over her sscomach. “Our rat
didn’t do its homework. I'm a hedler. You can kill me, but you can’'t drug me” Her amile broadened to a
orin. “When | say you, | speak genericaly not persondly.” .

“Thanks for thet & least.” Intaril gazed down at her knees, her face gravely thoughtful, giving nathing
away. “I can't accept your guesses, Hunter. You have no evidence” She lifted one hand in a quick
graceful gesture of negation, dropped it into her lap. “Even if you happen to be correct, you might have
some difficulty proving that you had no opportunity to drug the wine yoursdlf.”

“And | might not.” Aleytys amiled at Intaril then sat watching her thumbs circle each other, a look of
intense interest on her face. Tanris sat very dill on her stool, afraid even the dightest movement or sound
would disrupt the tenson Aleytys was building into the silence. Her nose started to burn, she thought she
was going to sneeze, she gritted her teeth and hoped fervently that Intaril was hdf as uncomfortable but
doubted it, the Director was relaxed and cool, perhaps a little wary but only a litile. Aleytys lifted her
hand up and let it fdl in a parody of Intaril’s gesture. “A nuisance, whatever the circumstances,” she said.

After anearly imperceptible hegtation, Intaril said, “Thet is possible.”

“Trade,” Aleytys said. “Nuisance for nuisance”

“You'll have to be more specific.”

“Redly?’

“Redly.”

“Then let me lay it out. I've got a fee to earn. | want your Security force to dimb off my back.
You've had afull year to catch the ghost and he's laughed a you. Me, I've worked hard the past few
days and got alot farther than any of you. Your little rat must be pretty damn sure I'm getting close. I'm
willing to accept the rat’s evaluation. Hattering in a way.” She .amiled. “I presume your persond access
to the computers is shielded.”

“Yes Of course”

She didn’'t hegtate this time, Tamris thought, she saw this coming.

“Have the rest of the GATE tapes transferred to your office and expect us early tomorrow.”

“My office? Certainly not.”

“As an dternative to that, certify that any discovery your Security force makes from now on is due to
leads | developed and provided to them—uwithout my permission, of course, this provison.”

“Do you serioudy expect me to certify that nonsense?’

“What | serioudy expect is the use of your shielded access.”

“For how long?’

“How long is a piece of sring?’



“Your idea of brilliant repartee?’

“Your ansver?’

“Your origind description was accurate. Nuisance” Intaril stood. “The tapes will be transferred.
Anything es?’

“Wdl ...” Aleytys smung her feet off the rest and sat up. “A smdl thing. I’'m hungry enough to eet the
rug and | suspect my associate isfading to a thread too, though she's too palite to mention it. We'd like a
fresh supply of untainted food and wine. You can collect your embarrassment—" she flicked a finger at
the wine bottle and glass beside it—"when the food arrives”

Intaril’s smile was amdl and pained. “Thoughtful of you. Good night.” She nodded to Tamris and
walked out with unhurried dignity and gpparently undisturbed imperturbability.

Tamris pushed the bottle a few inches farther from her. “Y ou just going to give her this?’

“The threat’s more apparent than red. | don't want to have to spend the rest of our time here
hovering over that blasted bottle. Besides, sooner or later we' re going to have to move fast and hard. No
time to be cuddling that thing.”

“You trust her.”

“Her, yes. In this. The weight is on our sde. She'll be waiting to see if she can find an opening that
gives her a bigger edge. The other rats—well, watch your back.” She groaned and turned hersdf Hiffly
out of the chair. “Madar, | wish this was over.” She sretched and yawned. “Time, | think, for a shower
before the food arrives”

Tamriswrote:

So Aleytys pulled it off. | think, really, she worked that hard so she can keep her promise to
herself not to turn the ghost over to the Cazarits. | got a twinge myself tonight, wondering if she
really needed to check the records of the snatches. She could have started with that day we were
up at GATE, but if she did, the sec-serfs would have scooped him up before she could get near him.
Sill, maybe she did need to be sure it was him before she started looking. Damn this link. We' ve
needed it and will again, but | don’t like this floundering. Guess and guess and not even able to
ask because the answer might say too much in front of the link.

Tanris looked at what she'd written, flicked the page over, pressed it down and began to write
agan.

When Aleytys told me to keep this notebook, | thought I'd just note down a few facts and
dates—didn’'t stick with that not even the first day, these damn empty pages, they're
seductive—like having a discreet friend to talk to—helps me get my head in order—but definitely
not for outside consumption—is a good idea—think I'll keep it up other Hunts—

The end’s close— know it— can fed it—almost smell it—God, don’t let me mess up—

Aleytys

She dreamed:

She was running toward the boy who stood looking at her out of a face filled with hate. At his feet lay
the bloody body of the thief, stretched in boneless death. She ran toward the boy but before she could
reach him, Intaril and f"Voine were there, dutching his arms and gibbering at her. Oldread Cans giggled
and pranced on crooked legs about them, pricking pointed hary ears; the tie-Sah-Kaah whirled about
them, screaming, swinging bloody entrails, throwing gobbets of twitching flesh at her. She dipped in the
blood and screamed

and woke shaking. “Harskari.” Her throat hurt, her voice was a husky whisper.
“Daughter?’
“l dreamed.”



Shadith was suddenly there. “Anxiety dream,” she said.

“I don’'t know. We're both getting close, Intaril and me. I'll tear this place apart before | leave hm in
thar hands.”

“Your son?’

“Them both. Sharl or Stavver.”

“Y ou've bought your leadtime” Harskari shook her white head and laughed. When she sobered, she
sad, “Watch it, Aleytys, don’t trample too glibly over others smply because you can.”

“That’s one cool femme” Shadith said. “Anything we can do to hep?’

“Don’'t know. Keep an eye on things” She amiled into the darkness. “Laugh a me now and then.
Good for my sense of proportion.”

“Even if you've acquired another conscience? | think I'm jealous.” Harskari was in a playful mood,
something rare enough to dartle the others and tease their spirits high.

“Oh, never like you, my mother, she only pinches me on the outside.” She yawned. “Damn, I'm tired.
Sing me to deep, Shedithi, mmmh?’

Shadith’'s laughter tickled through her head. “Yes, little Sster, alullaby for a sad lady, but you'll have
to tuck yoursdf in.”*

In The Alcove Where Intaril Housed Her Access And Other Instruments

aghth hour plus twenty minutes CENTER

eeventh hour plus twenty minutes BATTUE

The flow drifted past, faces and faces urtil they blurred into a visud rhythm, widening, narrowing
longer, shorter, round eyes, ditted eyes, bulges and pits, faceted and smple, hats and no hats, head
cloths and hedmets, fur and hair, robes and armor, harness and naked skin. Aleytys caught a glimpse of
red, checked the flickering time in the upper right corner and knew she saw the top of her own head. She
leaned closer, eyes devouring the four images on the screen, one for each of the four turndtiles, reached
out, touched Tamrissarm. “Sow it.”

She watched the faces crawl past, saw hersdlf look around then turn to spesk to Tamris. “Stop it
there. Good. Back it up, about three minutes Good. Now—very dow forward.”

Her hands closed tight about the chair arm as if by squeezing the plagtic she could squeeze the face
she wanted out of the screen. The faces crawled past. Nothing. She watched hersdf pass through the
dile, watched the railways, dl of them, watched most intently the severd families that came into view.
She flattened her hand across her mouth, drew it across her face, pinched her nose. There were a few
children the right age and generd conformation. She stopped the flow at each, stared without blinking at
them, ignoring the apparent sex of the youngster—but she fdt nothing for any of them, not even for a
amdl brown-pelted youngling perfect in 9ze and dmost matching in certain points, the differences nothing
beyond what could be taken care of with inserts and fills Three tunes she had Tamris send the flow back
past him. She watched him move, had Tamris play over and over the other bits of tape with the boy on
them, watched him move. Findly she shook her head, leaned back, closed her eyes.

“That' s the best maich,” Tamris said after a moment’s taut Sllence.

“l know. It's not him.”

“Maybe the twinge wasn't what you thought it was.”

“Could be.” She sighed, clasped her hands behind her head, eyes 4ill closed. “I was being so dy and
sharp,” she murmured. “Maybe we started too late. Cycle it back a couple of minutes before | show up
on the tape. The boy was looking a me, I'm amost sure that's whet | fdt. But whether he wasin front of
me or behind ...” She opened her eyes, sat up. “It was just a flicker, | couldn’t catch the direction.” She
dgghed. “Try again. | said a couple minutes, better make it more like five If | don't get a touch this
run-through, we go back to the tedium.”

“Then | hope thisis the one that makes it.” Tamris bused hersdf at the sensor plate.

Theflow went dizzly backward, stopped on afour-fold blur. One part cleared into the form of a tdl
men with blue-black skin and a bramble of dark red har. She didn’'t remember seeing him at GATE, but
there' d been so many faces, so many different types there. His body was too thick and he was a least a



foot taler than Stavver, so she wouldn't have noticed him because he was so obvioudy not what she was
looking for. The second gdled into a smdl sum femae who wore a few bits of metd and leather. The
third was a Cavdltis triad. The fourth was a very young couple dinging to each other, interested in nothing
dse

Faces again, bodies. Change the fourfold image. Freeze. Change and freeze, a dozen new faces and
forms—among these the gauze-wrapped Vijayne and her companion. Four at a time the faces flicked on
and off the screen, on and off, her own face appeared and vanished. She hed up her hand. Tamris
stopped the flow. “Nothing?’

“l don’'t know.”

“You want me to take it back to the beginning?’

“Yesss ... no! Run it through once more from the point you started last time. There was something
about the way one of them moved hishead ... her head ... oh hdll ... Sart it again, I'll stop you.”

She stopped the flow at the Vijayne. “The tdler one. Enlarge the area about the eyes.”

“The shape of the face isdl wrong, besides, the dile probes say that's afemde”

“l know. Do it anyway.”

Washed-out brown eyes filled the screen. “Wrong color,” Aleytys muttered. She scowled a white
brows plucked to a thin line arching high over the eyes, making them look rounder than they actudly
were. If the flesh was puffed and pinned to enhance tha roundness, it was a clever job, difficult to see
even under magnification. She was sure it was him, not that she recognized those eyes, there was no red
basis for her sudden conviction, but something intangible, the very perfection of the disguise, if it was a
disguise, whispered to her of the thif who'd once boasted he was the best in the universe, the thief
who'd solen the diadem out of the RMoahl treasurehouse and was indirectly responsible for setting that
soultrap on her head. Old woman. The val shadows shaped his face into that of an old woman. She
laughed. Clever thief, clever, clever man, but | know you, yes | do. “The companion,” she sad, “enlarge
her eyes.”

There was a shifting blur then large round violet eyes looked at her from under a froth of blond curls.
She stared into those eyes. The shadow of the lower face was different, radicdly different from that of
the other images she knew so wdl, so she ignored it, stared into the imaged eyes as if she could force
them to answer her. “The other images, match them. Upper face only.”

Slently Tamris complied, haf-believing because of what had gone before, skeptical when she looked
a the frozen faces. She brought the faces up, restructured them to fit the tilt and angle of the companion’s
face. At firg she had congderable trouble matching any points at dl.

Watching her, asmdl amile on her face, Aleytys read the growing skepticism behind the bland outer
expresson. She thinks I've blown it thistime, let my impatience push me off baance.

Tamris reangled the image dightly and tried again. The line of the nose above the val fdl into place.
The indde corners of the eyes matched microscopicdly, the points of the bony structures fit over one
another exactly though the curve of the skull was wrong, the line of jaw and the shadow of the mouth
through the veil matched nowhere.

Aleytys let out the breath she' d been holding. “Let me see the companion move, give me dl you can
of her.” She watched intently as Tamris cdled up every scrap of image she could from the computer’s
records and sent them moving across the screen. “Enough. Try matching the man's face now.” She
watched in dlence for severd minutes more, then she leaned back and closed her eyes. “Trace them.
Identity and destination.”

“The mushti boy was a closer match.”

“Moved wrong. Felt wrong. The companion’s eyes, | know them. The eyes of his father before they
were burnt out. Because of me” Eyes dill closed, she said, “The companion has a trick of moving his
head—I can't say her—one eye narrows a little when he's artled or amused, there's the way he jerks
his chin up, alot of other tiny things. Enough.” She lay back dlent as Tamris worked, opened her eyes
findly. “Wdl, who's the ghost being this time?’

“Mmm, right, got it. The mog honorable the Vijayne Gracia Bdagar of Clovd, registered in the
Southhive a Casino on Hazardee.”



“Get a print and shut down. One minute” She blinked at the celing. “Give me the time. Here and
Battue.” She closed her eyes agan.

“Mmm. Here, tenth hour plus thirty-five. Want more accuracy?’

“Not running a race.”

“Oh? Looks like it to me” Tamris grinned. “I'm grinning,” she said. “It's a joke, revered eder.
Thirteenth hour and thirty-five at Battue.”

“The conference is started then.”

“Uh-huh. Y ou think the ghogt is moving on them?’

“Don’'t know. Got the print?’

“If you opened your eyes you could see it. Want me to waveit so you can fed the ar?’

“Don't be snippy, apprentice. Be quiet, | have to think.”

“But ...” Tamris stopped talking, she shifted pogtion.

Aleytys amiled. Tamris had redized only alittle late what a dilemma she was in. No need to prejudice
the record before they had to. The amile went away. What am | going to do? she thought | haven’'t much
time, five minutes a most. The Lethe tape flashed through her mind as she sat frozen in her chair, eyes
clamped shut, struggling to weigh her loydties. Harskari and Shadith bloomed out of the darkness in her
mind, but they said nothing, were there to comfort and strengthen her whatever she decided. She asked
them nothing, this was a decison she had to make for hersdf, one she'd have to live with whatever the
outcome. Tears burned in her eyes, trickled from under her closed lids. Both sdes caled to her with
equd force and in the end, it was the hope that the ghost was aready gone that dropped the weight on
Head s side.

Aleytys dabbed at her face with the backs of her hands, asked thetime.

“Tenth hour, forty-four.” Tamris dug out some crumpled squares of tissue and handed them to
Aleytys.

She wiped her face with quick nervous swipes, blew her nose. “Cal the Director,” she said. “I came
hereto do ajob.”

tenth hour fifty minutes CENTER
thirteenth hour fifty minutes BATTUE

Aleytys handed the printout to Intaril. “1 can’'t guarantee the Vijayne is the ghost but I'm convinced of
it”

Intaril read the few lines of printing, dropped the sheet on the desktop, began tapping a code into the
comweb. “How’d you pick thisone?’ she said absently as she worked. Hintallin's face bloomed on the
screen. Intaril didn't waste time with greetings. “The Vijayne Gracia Belagar and companion,” she said.
“Suite 17GB, South hive. Get them. Report when you have them.” The screen went dull and Intaril
settled back in her chair, her eyes fixed on Aleytys “How?’

“When your hordes couldn’'t after working on the tapes for days?’ Aleytys smiled wryly, a knot in
her somach, an ache behind her eyes. “As you know quite wel, I've met your ghost before, lived with
hm awhile, got familiar with amdl habits of the body, the way he moves his head, the way he holds his
hands, the kind of thing thet lets you recognize at a distance someone you know before you can possibly
make out any specific features. |s that sufficent?’

Before Intaril could answer the comweb chimed. Aleytys sucked in a bregth, leaned forward, hands
clasped to stop their shaking.

Hintallin again, tight-lipped and scowling. He held up a sgquare hand. Two chans with guest
meddlions dangled from it “Computer located them in ther suite. No answer when the house manager
cdled. Had to break in, the locks were jammed. The place was cleaned out except for these”

Intaril didn’t wait for more. She tapped in another code. Daun Cenzal of Baitue answered. “Get a
men to that Hal soonest,” Intaril snapped. “If the Aghir are there and get nasty, refer them to me” She
didn’'t wait for an answer. Curdang under her breath, she danced her fingers across the plate in a complex
sequence, lifted them, thought, coded the comweb again. f"Voine. “No one going in or out of GATE. Stop



dl shuttles. I've got the guard nexus activated and the patrol on battle status, the arflots grounded except
those on the Security feed. | want you and a squad of your best on the way to Battue in a minute or less.
The ghodt is loose somewhere on Cazarit. If he's on Battue at dl, get him. Was the Vijayne Gracia of
Clovd, God knows what now. Y ou’ ve got the prints, get more from Hintdllin as you go. Questions?’

“Onmy way.” The screen went dull.

Intaril svung around to face Aleytys. “You heard. Any suggestions?”

Aleytys shook hersdf out of her rlieved collapse. Now that Stavver was moving hed be much
harder to catch, though there was Hill some danger that they’d get him on the ground on Battue. She
couldn’'t do anything about that. The problem now was to catch him before he left the system. Obvioudy
he wasn't going to leave by liner this time and whidtle the ship after him. She rubbed her hands on her
thighs “Yes. This Get my associate and me up to my ship as quickly as possble. If you don't catch him
on the ground, he'll dide through your defenses asif they didn’t exist.”

eeventh hour plus ten minutes CENTER
fourteenth hour plus ten minutes BATTUE

A man’'s voice on the speaker, reayed up from the ground.

“The force dome is down. Doors dl open.” A pause. The sound of feet, a few distant curses.
“Bodies dl over the place” Pause. A shouted question. “Not dead. Gassed. Medic haan't placed the
gas, but says it looks like they’ll be out another hour at least.” Another pause. More shouts—questions
and answers. “The Aghir are gone. We got one of the outsde guards simmed enough he could answver
questions. Said something he couldn’t see or hear came out of nowhere and zapped him. Said that
waan't so long ago, far as he could tdl about thirteenth hour plus twenty, no sooner than that. Said the
flitter his tg came in was gone. Ghost probably used it, had five men to carry. Cenza got his perimeter
guards here ten minutes ago; they’ ve started a gridded search pattern centered on the hdl. Hope to find
the flitter. Nothing yet. It's rugged country. Lots of trees, enough medlic ores about to screw the
magnetics. That's about it for now.” The speaker went dead except for a oft hiss.

Intaril frowned. “Missed him by a hdf hour. Maybe less”

Aleytys shrugged. “1 gave the data to you within five minutes after we had the printout. What's Ieft is
hope. Hope | can locate and catch him before he hits Teegah' s limit and skips into the intersplit. Hope he
doesn't get excited and try to blow me away so | have to retdiate. If he gets into the intersplit,
good-bye.” She shrugged again. “You pay and get the Aghir back, Walff loses the greater part of the
fea”

“Y ou wouldn't know where to look for him, you seem to know him wel enough?’

“No, | wouldn't know where to look for him.”

“You'd swear to that under verification?

Aleytys shook her head, laughed. She fdt more like laughing now with the greater part of her anxiety
gone. It was working out—she could be loyd, to a degree a least, to both her ties—if she worked it
right if she could catch him in space. Intaril began to tap irritably at her knee. Aleytys quieted. “Despin’
Intaril, you're alot more persuasive than | if you can get the board on Helvetia to let me anywhere near
their verifier. The one time they tried it, it had fits and no, | was't fodling with it, | was redly trying to
cooperate.” She rubbed her thumb across her chin. “Point is to catch him here. My ship’s no maich for
his, but he's handicapped by having to move under full shidding, dows him, and he knows whet | can do
if 1 getinrange”

“The tikh’ asfour.”

“Asyou say.”

“May | remind you there are five of our dients aboard?’

“I'm aware of that. Given a chance to talk, I'll probably have to offer safe conduct out of the system
in exchange for the return of the Aghir.” She eyed the slent Director. “You agree to that?’

Intaril was slent along moment, then she nodded. “We must get the Aghir back.”



The pilot appeared in the archway. “The transfer tube is locked in place. If the Hunter will cycle open
her lock, we can complete the transfer.”

Intaril stood. “I’'m coming with you.”

Aleytys stood. “Up to you. Don't interfere, that's dl.”

“I'm not afool, Hunter.”

“Well see” Aleytys started for the lock, Tamris behind her, Intaril following them.

The Boy And The Thief

third hour plus five minutes HAZARDEE
fourth hour plus five minutes BATTUE
fird hour plus five minutes CENTER

Black and cold. Overcast. Late. Water heaving up and down with a heavy sullen rhythm as if
oppressed by the duggish ar. An unpleasant night, sultry but not threstening rain, not yet. With buoyant
swimpacks the thief and the boy dipped into the water, they wouldn’t be coming back this time, so the
Vijaynésmoney and jewds and anything ese of vaue were coming with them. They swam the channd
between Hazardee and the nameless idand with rather more ease than before, dimbed the ridge and did
under Butter-ball’s shidd.

Agan they crept across the water toward the tight-drawn ring of waning stations now surrounding
Battue. Thanks to Maissa's Vryhh and the work he'd done on the ship in payment of his debt, they
dipped past the. guard ring without wiggling a needle and fdt their way over the land to the mountains.

eighth hour plus thirty BATTUE
fifth hour plusthirty CENTER

The dew had burned off the rock. The snow caps and glaciers were dripping in the warm brilliant
aunlight even this early in the morning. The day promised hot and bright. No clouds now, not a Sgn of
any to come. The thief eased back on the shidd, opened a window in it so he could see where he was
going, flew dow and low among the mountain peaks, winding in and out of them in leisurely curves, in no
hurry now.

He put the ship down on asmdl flat not far from the peak that held the hall, clamped the shidd down
tight again and sat back, agrin on hisface. “Almost home,” he sad to the boy.

The boy wrinkled his nose and rubbed at his somach, the cold knot back again. He didn't say
anything but started collecting the gear they’ d need, the thief s tools and the chameeon web.

It took them alittle more than two hours to dimb close to the truncated peak that held the hdl. They
stopped in the shelter of some prickly soindly brush and a few stunted trees not far from the chewed-up
ring of naked earth outsde the fence. The boy narrowed his eyes at the stretch of red earth. “I1t's mined,”
he said.

“Nagty minds they got.” The thief snapped a blanket open and spread it on the grass and leaves
benegth the trees. He dropped onto it and sat with his back againgt the trunk so he could see the hall
through a thin screen of brush. He reached into the pack and pulled out a thermos, unscrewed the mugs,
handed one to the boy, filled them both with hot sweet cha from the thermos. The two of them settled
down to wait.

Slence. The song of birds. The crackle of amdl beasts in the grass and brush. A series of barks
suddenly cut off. A shattering bray of some larger animd, annoyed, a good distance off. The robot
guards were gone. The hdl was squat, powerful, and serene, deserted. The sun was very warm on them,
coming strong through the spotty new spring foliage. After awhile the boy went to deep.

twefth hour plus three minutes BATTUE
ninth hour plus three minutes CENTER



The pulsng whine of severd floats woke the boy. The thief was on his knees, watching, as five floats
came from five directions converging on the hal, timing their arrivas so they set down on the five landing
stages separately but smultaneoudy. The boy and the thief watched as five men came waking around
ingde the fence. Sounds carried wdl in the cdm crisp ar. Voices came, words indidinct, as they
attached smdl generators to every tenth fencepost. Still working they disappeared around behind the hdll.
A moment later a force dome dlicked into being, clicked off again. Shortly after that two men came
waking around the hdl and dimbed up onto the two landing stages visble to the boy and the thief; each
stood guard with his back to the great bronze double doors marked with his master’s Sgil, waiting the
arivd of the tged. It would take five keys gpplied together to open the hal—the Aghir trusted each
other even less then they trusted the Cazarits.

Out in the brush, time passed dowly now. The boy was beginning to grow tense with excitement and
agenerdized foreboding. The excitement was familiar and welcome, the foreboding was not.

thirteenth hour plus two minutes BATTUE
tenth hour plus two minutes CENTER

Smdl flatillas of flitters and floats came from five points and converged on the hdl. The tejed applied
the keys and stepped back. The boy watched the doors clash open then dide closed once the tgf and his
entourage had marched insde leaving a Sngle guard sanding on the stage. The dome went up as soon as
the doors were shut. Behind the boy the thief was dimbing into the chameeon web. Leaving the cowl
henging and his hands free, he came, up beside the boy. “Force dome bother you?’

“No, you know that.”

The thief ruffled the boy’s hair, gill a bright blond since they hadn’t taken time to gtrip off the dye.
“Huffy, aren’t you. They’'ve had time to settle. Pop ‘em.”

The boy reached into the building, fdt about for the gas bladders. One by one, he twitched away the
patches and let the gas out. Near odorless, colorless, dightly heavier then air, it wouldn't take long to fill
the room. They waited, boy and thief, for what seemed an endless interva but was only a few minutes,
then the thief stood. “My turn,” he said. He pulled his hands into the web, smoothed the wrigt dits shut,
pulled up the cowl and clamped the mask in place.

The boy could sense him and hear the soft brush of his feet but he saw nothing—as the two guards
fadng thisway saw nothing. On the edge of the bare strip the boy saw acircle of light bloom on the grass
then begin rigng, dmogt invisblein the brilliant sunlight. It tilted a trifle and drifted inward over the strip of
ground, over the fence. It hovered for some minutes before the forcedome. The boy heard a fant whine
and afew snappings, then the light merged easlly with the dome, oozed through it; once ingde, the cirdle
sank quickly, vanished as it touched the ground.

The boy watched, grinned as the guard jerked then collapsed. A moment later the same thing
happened to the second guard he could see. He sat on his heds and waited, the birds snging in the
distance, the wind rustling through the soft new leaves overhead. Then he laughed and got to his feet. The
forcedome was down.

He ran quickly up the hill, stopped at the edge of the cleared ground, strained, lifted himsdf in a
danting rise over the fence, curled into a bdl and let himsdf fdl insde. He came up onto his feet with a
bounce and ancther laugh, ran to the tal bronze doors. A head appeared, resting on nothing. The thief
pedled out of the web, ralled it into asmal compact bundle, tucked it into its pouch. “Ready?’ he said.

The boy nodded. He flattened his hands on the door about the lock; he studied it a minute, then
tripped it. All around the hdl the doors dipped open. A sudden whoosh of gastainted ar blasted past
him dong with strains of music, swirling, skirling, incongruoudy livdy music. The boy snorted out the gas
thet crept into his nose, tucked filtersinto his nogirils, and followed the thief inSde, swaggering to the beat
of the musc.

“The Aghir tgjed.” The thief spoke with intense satisfaction, the gambling fever gligening in his eyes
agan. “We beat her, little brother.”



The boy nodded again, stopped beside a gifl lying among a puff of crumpled robes. She'd been
wearing a vel, but her hand had caught in it and dragged one sde loose when she went down. She
wasn't exactly pretty but if she had somelifein her face, she might come close to being beautiful. As she
lay unconscious on the stone floor she was scowling and her face was haggard as if she hadn’t been
degping much lady. “What about the girl? She looks important.”

“Leave her. We have enough work with the five. Get this on€'s heds. He's Liros, the only one from
what | hear worth what we' re going to ask for him. | got the flitter open back there. WE Il use it to take
the men to the ship.”

The boy caught hold of the gleaming black boots, lifted them as the thief lifted the man's shoulders.
They carried him out, suffed himin the back of the flitter, went back insde for the next one.

The Butterball’ s shidd was on flicker when the firs Cazarits arrived. The boy was on watch in the
control room, getting a series of quick looks a the surrounding countryside while the thief was in the hold
adjusting the deep machines on ther captives heads. The arflot whipped in from the east, circled the hdll,
hovered a moment, then landed on the stage where the flitter now outside their ship had been. In one of
the flicks the boy saw a vague undetailed figure jump out and run into the hall.

Thethief came in, saw what was happening, swore. “Your mother’s doing, little brother. This place
will be swvarming.” He settled himsdf at the console. “ Strap in, we' re moving.”

Shiddflicker & a minimum, the ship crept across the ralling hills, enough eyes out to protect agangt
running into aflitter or float rushing inland to the search. Twice the boy caught a glimpse of a large flier of
some sort, but these were too digtant to be aworry. What did worry him was the drain on the fud cdls,
dl this hovering was expengive in fud. The thief watched the quiver of the needles, shook his head. “The
firg jump will have to be a short one. WE Il have to stop a Hadelvor to refud.”

The boy looked at him thoughtfully, watched him smile with a flutter behind his digphragm, but he
sad nothing. Hadelvor was a wide-open world, a crossroads tavern of sorts for amdl traders, smugglers,
mercenaries, ns, thieves on the run, most anyone not efiliated with a Company. There were games
there of dl sorts for those who liked to gamble. The only hope he could dig out of the Stuation lay in the
five degping bodies in the hold. The thief usualy managed to disregard his weakness when they had a bit
of business going, but after that ... The boy bit back a protest that would be worse than usdless, would
probably goad the thief into doing exactly what he wanted to stop him doing. Ladly it seemed to him the
fever in the man was burning hotter, maybe the time would come when it burned out of control. He
looked down at figed hands, danted a glance at the thief s intent face. Keep him busy, he thought.
Working. He thought, if my mother catches up with us and takes the Aghir back, then helll have to fix up
another job that much sooner—and fdt like a traitor for thinking it.

“Water ahead,” the thief said. “A few more minutes and up we go.”

They edged away from Cazarit, the shidd hardened to near complete impermeghility. The ship's
nose poked ddicady at the web of detector fidds between the guard satellites, teased open a hole large
enough for the ship to squirt through. Without troubling a angle darm it passed the guard ring and began
spirding outward. The heat ingde grew near unbearable since the shidd would not dlow it to radiate
away and the thief couldn’t spare the power to operate the coolers.

At the end of the first hour the thief dropped the ship a solar radius below the plane of the ediptic
and dtarted the flicker going. Sowly, very dowly, the heet began to disspate. While that made them
more comfortable, it was dso dangerous since it made them vulnerable to heatseekers should a ship pass
close enough—something not too likdy where they were traveing now.

Ancther hour passed. Nothing much seemed to be happening. The thief didn't talk, just watched the
screen with a amdl tight smile The boy grew tired of gtting and seeing nothing, left his char and
wandered away. He went down to the hold to look at the snoring bodies. He moved from one to the
other, gazing gravdy at the dack faces. He didn't know them or what they, were like, though most
seemed people to avoid. The man who'd sprawled beside the girl had a cold look the boy didn't cafe



for. Cold look, cold belly. His somach was turning to a sngle block of ice. He stared at the five men,
heting them for tempting the thief with their fabulous wedlth, hating them because the man who was now
father and elder brother was destroying himsdf and there was nothing the boy could do about it. One
day—not now, not a good while yet, the boy hoped—the thief in his need would take an extra risk and
loseit, lose everything. He scowled at the men, hating his mother. It's her brought us here, he thought, we
don’'t need this snatch, we got plenty money, she's why he went after this game. We beat her, the boy
told himsdlf, but he couldn’'t make himsdf believe it. He wouldn't believe it until they were safe in the
intersplit.

The boy wandered about the smdl ship a bit more, made some cha, went back to the bridge with a
cup for the man.

The thief was hunched over the console, tense, shoulders Hiff, hands dutching the chair arms. Stiffly
the boy crossed the room, the seaming mug cradled between his two hands. He stopped by the thief s
am, saw the smdl dim blip in the screen. It moved off the screen, the ship it marked forging ahead of
them. Ahead and above, the boy thought. He started to speak, stopped. The blip came back, began to
grow larger as the ship came toward them.

Lilit

She dirred. A sweet andl lingered in her nodrils a moment, then was swept away by gudts of very
cold, greenly pungent air. She moved her hands. One hand was caught in her vel. She was lying down,
her robes bunched uncomfortably beneath and around her. Head throbbing, mind sodden, she fumbled
her hands to the stone and pushed at it. Her hands dipped, the bulky robes bound her, making movement
awkward, the satin and wire and beads did noisly across the polished stone. She struggled upright after
minutes of floundering. Around her she heard groans, other noises, voices. She blinked repeatedly, trying
to clear the persstent migt from her eyes, the fog from her brain. Absently she snapped the vell back in
place. Her face and hands were cold, but her body was very hot. She blurred, fdt hersdf fdling over,
came out of it dill gtting in the pouf of her robes. She took a deep breath, looked around.

Severd drange men stood in the center of the hdl, not far from her; near them was a pile of
something, she couldn’t see, her eyes were blurring again, yes, Sdearms, yes, a careless hegp of darters,
sunners, an energy pistol or two, knives and other deadly looking things, chains and gticks. When she
found hersdlf beginning to count them, she wrenched her eyes away. She wiped at her forehead, stared at
the film of dust and sweat on her hand. She swallowed, turned her head dowly, ingpected the hdl,
redizing suddenly that there was no music. They stopped playing, she thought, and wondered why that
fdt odd to her. Gas, she thought suddenly, we were gassed. How long ago? She looked about for her
father, expecting to see him budling about, taking charge—and noticed for the firg time that the thrones
were empty. The tejed were gone.

Gore.

No.

Hest flashed through her. Her heed fdt asif it were about to explode. No, she thought. No. No.

Around the conference hdl guards and overseers were getting to their feet and staring about, dazed,
feding at thar heads. Confuson. An overseer shouted close behind her, a roar of anger that bit into her
head. She gasped, started to raise her hands to her temples but her arms were too heavy. The overseer
came lumbering past her. She saw it was Ameeran, lanina's husband. She forced her ams up, pressed
the heds of her hands againgt her temples. What's wrong with me? So dow. So heavy. Can't think ...

A samdlish blond man in blue velvet pants and a ruffled shirt stopped Ameersin; ther voices burred in
her earslike insect noises, were logt in the growing clamor as other overseers and guard captains found
their tg vanished. Someone behind her flung an accusation a another unseen someone, got an angry
obscene reply. There was the sound of scuffling, the meaty smack of flesh on flesh, the hdl filled with
echoing noise. She couldn’t think, could scarcely remember to breathe ...

A szzle-crack, a flash of intense, blue-white light, the smdl of hot metd, meted plastic, charred
stone. The man in the blue velvet pants tossed the energy gun atop the pile of smoking ruined weapons.



In the sudden sllence hisrather high voice was like the cracking of ice. “Return to your places” he sad.
He didn't have to say that the next target could be one of them. He waited.

The guards shuffled sullenly back to the empty thrones. The overseers followed more reuctantly.
Ameersn stayed where he was.

“l am Yastro f'Voine, chigf of security on Cazarit,” the blond man sad. “Your tgjed has been
snatched—shut your mouthd” he roared. * Snatched because they were fools. We have a Wolff Hunter
on the snatcher’ s tail. Within the next hour we should have the tejed back here. You can wait or return to
the lodges. Y ou'd be more comfortable there”

How long were we out? Lilit thought urgently. She moistened her lips but couldn’t make hersdf
speak. Her voice would shake, she knew, and she didn’'t want to draw attention to hersdlf. She trembled
with rdief when Ameerain said, “How long were we out? What timeisit now?’

“Four hours” f'Voine said. He was smooth again, spreading soothing ail on the outburst that
followed. Lilit closed her eyes and shut out adso the indignant questions, the dlky answers. No, she
thought, it can’'t dl be a waste. Four hours. She thought about the three robes rubbing againgt each other,
reecting on each other. We can’t just go home and come back tomorrow, we can't, it can’t be dribbled

away.

“Wdl gay here,” Ameeran said findly; he moved his massve head around, saw the nods of the other
overseers. “About an hour, you said.” He scowled a f'Voine,

f"Voine bowed, adight indination of his deek blond head.

After aquick look at Lilit, Ameersan snapped a “ series of commands at lanina and Gelana.

Pay the game, Lilit thought and was glad of the vel that hid her face. Play the game for me, you
greedy muddog. You hope Father is killed because you think if he is, Liros is yours. Keep them here,
dust me off, don't take chances, play the game.

Flustered, the two women bustled to the center of the hall, lifted Lilit to her feet, fussed about her,
draghtening the crumpled outer robe, fluffing it out. Lilit stood docildy enough, swalowing her unease
and annoyance. It seemed to her she could amdl an acrid tang coining from her under-robes, but they
made no mention of it, tributing it, she thought, if they noticed anything, to fear’ s effect on her. Each one
holding an arm, they led her across the room to the Liros Throne. As she moved, she fdt more strongly
the heat in her body, a burning sensation on her skin whenever the thin shift brushed againg her legs.
lanina and Gelana lowered her on the steps leading up to the throne. They seemed to find her lack of
response rather daunting, even the more acerbic Gelana. Leaving her to her slence, they retreated to the
wal and stood whispering together, wetching the othersin the hall.

Lilit sat and waited.

Tamris

She watched them face each other on the bridge, two dominants waking carefully around each other,
aiffing a each other. Intaril looked about with casud curiogty that was hardly as casud as it seemed,
moved with the wariness of someone penetrating for the firg time into dien territory. And Aleytys had
insengbly relaxed as soon as she stepped from the transfer tube. Homespace, Tamris thought with a
surreptitious smile.

Aleytys flicked fingers at the control console. “You can make yoursdf useful,” she told Intaril. “Get
this ship cleared for free access to dl space within Teegah's limit. | don’t want to have to argue and |
don’'t want to be blown out of space before | have time to defend mysdlf.”

Intaril eyed her a minute then smiled. She settled hersdf at the console and began working, no need
for argument or explanation, never was with her, if she pushed, she did it for wha advantage it would
gve her. Once again Tamris smiled, looked around, saw Aleytys watching her.

“You, my grinning young friend, you'll be doing the driving. I'll be in the pilgrim seat searching my
own way. Be careful you don't run usinto anything.”

Tamris snorted.

Aleytys frowned. “Dip in close to the sun, spird out, push the heatseekers to ther limit, switch axes



now and then. He probably went up or down to avoid difficulties with incoming ships or the patrol ships
of the Cazarits. Stick to the plane of the edliptic the firs time out. Maybe he's close enough to give us a
hint.”

Tamristugged at her tunic, sniffed irritably.

Aleytys laughed. “All right, lowly apprentice. All right, so I'm tdling you things you know perfectly
wdl. It's the role of the dutiful gpprentice to put up politdy with the maunderings of her magter.” She
shook her hands vigoroudy, moved her shoulders. “Right, let’s get started.”

Aleytys

The ship began the turns of the spird, those turns quickly widening, the three women slent, weatching,
esch in her own way, what was pasing outside, Tamris and Intaril watching screen and readouts with
quiet intendty, Aleytys stretched out in the pilgrim seat where privileged passengers rode, her eyes
closed, reaching out and out—

Digurbing the sllence of the bridge—

Three bresthings—

Aleytys soft, dow, long long breaths.

Intaril:  light, shdlow, rapid, the panting of a hound on trace, not forced, a little excited, steady and

confident.

Tamris  steady rhythmic bresthing, deep and dow, an artisan lost in her craft.

Sub-audible vibration of the sub-light drive steady tik-tak of heatseekers chdlenge—now and
then—from patrolships quickly silenced by code squirted at them by the computer. Side of cloth across
leether—Intaril or Tamris shifting position.

She was only tenuoudy in her body. Buoyed up by Harskari and Shadith, she expanded out and out,
reached for the remembered fed of the man, the flicker of fire and bright pain that was the boy.

The ship turned in the bends of the spird neither dow nor fast, a smooth swing, Tamris doing her job
with quiet efficiency, a good girl she was, a splendid young apprentice, a good hunter one day, Aleytys
thought, smiled with affection.

An hour passed. Another.

Aleytysfdt aticklein the ghost body that was turning and eongaing with the movement outward of
the ship, feet in the sun, head—somewhere—she fdt the teasng touch—she turned and flowed, seeing
hersdf as a huge amoeba flowing to engulf its prey, was gently amused by this—briefly—then was
flowing around the little ship, the panfully familiar litle ship, her amoeboid sdf quivering with the
memories it woke, knowing it by touch, nearly every inch of it.

She flowed into it, feding her way dong. She hovered about two sparks, separated, one Stting lill,
the other moving about, knowing both of them, cailing about them. Her son was in the hold with much
dimmer sparks, five of them, the Aghir, she winced away from them, not liking the way they tasted, like
touching her tongue to nettles. She swirled about her son, wondering if he would sense her presence, but
she was too tenuoudy there. He didn't fed her, but he was uneasy and growing more so. His foreboding
shivered through her. She turned to the other spark. He was humming with contentment, perhaps not
audibly, she couldn’t tdl about that, but she could fed histriumph and it made her sad.

She focused on her son again and was sad again, wanting to take his troubles on her shoulders and
gve him ease, knowing there was no way she could.

She brooded. It would be easy enough to let them dip away with their prey, she could lie and say she
couldn’t find him, go through the motions of searching while making sure they got nowhere near him. The
link would *show she’ d done her best, done it only a few minutes too late. No one, not even Head would
quedtion this. She fdt a kind of curdling in her ghostbody. No. She couldn’'t do it. Pride, self-respect or
something as smple as not wanting to look like a loser—good or bad reasons, she amply couldn’t do it.
She argued more with hersdlf as she fdt the boyfire huddle againg the manfire, fdt the shock as her ship
mugt have appeared on their screens. | want my son, she thought and that woke in her an anger and a
longing so intense it shook her from her outreach, sngpping her painfully back within her body. She fdt a



tightnessin her skin, a gickiness ralling across her face into her har and knew she was weeping, slently
Seadily weeping.

She opened her eyes. They burned and blurred. She pressed the backs of her hands againgt her eyes
until the burning went away. When she took her hands down she saw Intaril wetching her; beside her
Tamris was dill intent on the console. Thisiswhy she came, Aleytys thought, to watch me.

With a sense that she was losng something inexpressible but intimeately, necessarily a part of her,
feding old, weary, grimy, she said, “Down. Back toward the sun. You should get a reading in the heat
seekers within the next few minutes”

She dropped her head back, closed her eyes. It wasn't over yet, Stavver had to be convinced, Intaril
persuaded, the Aghir carted back to the hdl. | wish this was over, she thought. Let it be over soon.

The Boy And The Thief

The communicator chimed. Stavver listened to the repetition of the musicd sounds, fingers tapping on
the chair arm. “I could wish that ssomach of yours was a poorer prophet, little brother.”

“We got to be fagter,” the boy said. “Dump the shidd and run.”

“Not enough faster, little brother, not with your mother that close.” He tapped on the communicator
but left the imager shut down. “Wel, wel,” he said. “Bad luck hersdf.”

“Cautious, aren’'t you, my ghodly friend.”

“I’'m choosy about who gets pictures of me”

“Too bad, there're quite alat of them in Cazarit computers.”

“Thanks to you.”

“You provided the source, not 1.”

“Name, higory?’

“Not yet.”

“Ah. Incentive?’

“I want the tgjed, my friend.”

“Ready to do aded?’

“Depends. If | haveto.”

“If I have to, | can blow the ship. That you can’'t stop. No company davepens for me”

“You know me, my friend. What | promise, | perform.”

“If you can.”

“Ves”

“No ransom, | suppose.”

“No.”

“Escort to Teegah's Limit?”

“In exchange for what?’

“Hve peacefully desping bodies.”

“Dédivered here and now.”

“Ddivered a the Limit.”

“No. Here and now. I'll escort you to the Limit, turn you loose.”

“And Cazarit will let you do that?’

“Let me?” She chuckled.

“Stop bragging and answer me”

“Cazar Company has a registered agreement with Hunters. If | get the Aghir back, | can do whét |
want with you.”

“Regigtered. Some consolation if I'm a gaggle of isolated atoms. I'll deliver them at the Limit.”

“No. You're a touch too dippery, my friend. | want them now. If Cazarits try to interfere, I'll take
them out. And it'll cost them heavy. Double my fee. Y ou ought to see my fee”

“Looks like I'min the wrong business” He was relaxed now, playing word games with the woman.
The boy rubbed at his somach; the foreboding ache was gone, but he dill hurt. There was a shinein the



thief s milky blue eyes not unlike the fever shine they got when he was deep in a game. The boy stared at
his mother’ s amiling face, sck with hurting and hating. He wanted to get out of the room. He couldn’t
move. He wanted to scream at her that he hated her, he wanted to ask her why she went away and |eft
him.

“Looks like. Wdl?’

“Been along time”

“You seem to've kept busy.”

“You too or so the rumors say.” He pulled a his nose. “Too bad. Anyone dse, I'd have best it.”

“Kind of you. You never could resst a chdlenge. A weakness, my friend, you ought to fight it. And
dl those pictures in a company computer, cardess of you.” She smiled suddenly, her blue-green eyes
gligening with laughter. “But you know how to handle that, I'm sure. Stop ddling. Lay to, or ...” She
raised a brow.

“Or you'll do it for me. Wdl, can't say | didn't try.” He shut off the drive, Ieft the ship drifting
outward; the boy amiled then. They weren't that far from the Limit, if the thief could just gdl a bit more

“Drop the shidds too, you forget | know that ship.” The pleasant contrato voice was dill quavering
with laughter. “And | know your tricks, you're not going to dide away on me.”

“| get the message. You got alifeboat in that fancy piece of junk?’

“Y es. Big enough to haul five deepers.”

“Bring it over. I'll have the dip open.”

“You never give up, do you. Wish | could bring it mysdf, but | don’t think that's a good idea. My
associate will bring it across. I’'m getting a bit impatient, friend. Drop the shidds”

He grimaced, but tapped the shidds off. “ Stisfied?’

“You've aways been good at that. Satisying me” She laughed and turned away.

The boy could ill see her and hear a murmur of sound, but he couldn’t hear what she was saying to
people outsde the range of the imager. She kept her head turned for severd minutes, ligening and
gpesking and ligening, then came around again.

“Theréll be two in the lifeboat,” she said. She wasn't amiling any longer. “Watch out for the Director,
| don’'t know what she's up to, why she wanted to get into your ship. | suspect shell try planting a tracer
of some sort, she doesn't like being beaten. Let me see him. Please.”

The boy darted back to the doorway, laughing. At last he had a way to hurt her. When the thief
looked at him, he shook his head vigoroudy. “No,” he said.

Thethief shrugged. “He says no.”

The boy watched his mother close her eyes, press her lips together. He grinned fiercdly, haot triumph
exploding ingde him. He watched her hurt, watched with some disgppointment as her face smoothed out.

She brushed her fingertips quickly lightly across her forehead. “Open the dip, the boat’s getting
cloe”

Lilit

She sat on the steps, her hands clasped loosdly in her 1ap. Guards and overseers clustered in amdll
groups, sullen, slent, for the most part, afew taking in hushed tones. The Cazarits were sanding by one
of the open doors, taking now and then, now and then someone coming in from outsde to murmur to
f’'Voine Lilit looked over their heads at the few hits of Sky she could see through the open doors, the
green brushy dopes of the neighboring mountain, and the snow on the peaks beyond it. Her breath issued
from her mouth in puffs of vapor. It was very cold now, the Cazarits couldn’'t shut the doors without the
Aghir keys—wadll, they could shut them, but couldn’'t get them open again. Shadows were long on the
dopes outside and the air was beginning to thicken. It will be sundown soon, she thought. She'd been
wearing the robes for over five hours, she could fed the heat they were producing, it was getting worse,

she thought, fast. They were reacting on each other, those robes, whatever it was that Acthon had given
her to make them of. He should have told me what would happen, she thought. Y ou should have told me,



brother, even &fter | said | didn’'t want to know. You should have made me ligen so I'd know whét to
expect now.

There was awhining roar outside, suddenly cut off. The Cazarits moved back a little, aoruptly dert,
dl of them intent on the door. Lilit pulled her hands apart, flattened one of them on the cold stone beside
her. The shock of the cold broke up the floating haze in her head. Her face was flushed, she could fed
the heat, but the val would hide that. Her hand was getting numb; she lifted it, set it in her lap, flattened
the other on the stone. Another shock. Metis, she cried out, aslent cry, hdp melast. Hep me.

She heard the grating of the flitter landing on the stage outside.

An ugy woman marched in. Tal, kinny, black hair, black eyes. Marched in like she owned the hall
and everyone in it. And the way the Cazarits treated her it might be so; Lilit watched her, hated her,
envied her.

Kayen-tg walked in.

And Lanten-tg of Aretas, Issel-tg of Skan, Ad-tg of Staam, Vizek-tg of Vahad.

A red-haired woman drolled in, a girl beside her no older, it seemed to Lilit, then hersdf. Both of
them looked to be hovering between amusement and disgust, both independent, holding themselves apart
from dl the fuss, the girl especidly was trying to hide her laughter and not succeeding very well. The two
women moved behind the others toward the center of the hdl, Sde by Sde in evident camaraderie. Lilit
watched them, so suddenly filled with rage she thought her head would explode—she suddenly began
ggding uncontrollably, exploding, exploding, her head was going to explode. She faded into one of the
blurs when everything was a roaring mishmash of garbled sound and light.

She came out of it and saw the red-haired woman and the girl were sanding a little apart from the
ugy woman and f'VVoine looking idly about the room. Lilit blinked. The blurs were coming and going at
shorter intervals. She moved her fingers, her hands were hat, a little numb. She thought of pulling the
tearstrip now, but the doors were dill open and she was't sure the degth she carried would be effective
with them open. You should have told me, brother; you should have explained better, you should have
made me ligen. | don’t know ... She blurred, blinked at the knot of people arguing in the center of the
hall. 1t was getting dark, it was hard to turn her head, but she did and stared out a door on the far Sde of
the hdl. The sky was layered with fant rose and pae amber, a tinge of lavender. Sunset. This day’s
finished, she thought. She blurred again, and when she came out of it, went back to watching the group in
the center of the hdl. Go home, she thought. Leave us done.

Asif in answer, the group began bresking apart. Cazarits in plan dark shipslits were fanning out.
She watched them start searching the room. One of them went out and came back with a lift belt. He
bounced up to the top of the wals and began poking carefully into the crack between wal and roof.
Others were poking sensor tipped rods into every corner, glanang at buzzing black boxes cable-linked
to the rods. Lilit watched dully as a group of three came toward her, wondering if the siver wire and
beads would be enough to shidd what she carried.

“Keep away from her,” Lanten-tg roared, his bull voice filling the room, gartling out of his sagging
doppy body. “You. Get away!” He wobbled around, spoke more quietly but as intensdy to the ugly
woman.

Lilit smiled behind her vell. He was having no strange maes poking around his virgin bride. What a
supid creature, she thought. Poor toad, she thought, keep it up, you're my dly though you don’t know it.

Kayen-tg dhrugged impaiently, said something in a low voice and came driding over to her. He
took her hand. *Can you stand a moment?’ he murmured.

After aminute, she said softly, “I’m giff, alittle dizzy, that’ s dl.”

Her father dipped his hand under her am and lifted her onto her feet. He hed her up until she
nodded, then he led her dowly severd steps from the gairs. “Do it,” he cdled over his shoulder to the
hovering Cazarits, his voice chill, disciplined. Lilit looked up a him. His face was paer than usud and his
eyes had the glassy look they took on when he was suffering one of his incressingly less rare migraines.
Without thinking, she patted his am to comfort him as if he were Metis. He looked Startled, then grim.
He said nothing, glanced over his shoulder a the gtairs. “They're finished,” he said. ‘This will be over
soon.” His voice was cam, impersond, he wore hisice mask again, the moment of weakness when he'd



amos seen her disciplined away. He left her Stting on the steps again and went back to the group on the
slver star. Hands clasped loosdly in her 1gp, she watched him stand beside the ugly woman, taking essly
with her, as eadly as he'd tak to aman.

The search went on, some of the Cazarits going outside to poke around the base of the hdl, or so
she supposed. They were as suspicious as the worst of the tejed. She looked out the door and saw the
sky turned to a deep violet, dmog black, a few stars blooming in the velvet patch of darkness. And the
Cazarits were dill there, dill poking about.

She blurred. She was svimming in fatigue and the poison fumes of the robes.

When her eyes focused again, the red-haired woman was standing beside her.

“You'reill,” she said softly; her eyes were far too shrewd, too understanding.

Lilit stared &t her. “No.”

“I'm a heder, despina” She stretched out a long dim hand but didn’t quite touch Lilit “If you'll let
me, | can help.”

Lilit looked & the hand along time, it was strong; she could fed lifein it like ectricity, the skin was
smooth, soft, but the tendons and musdes beneath gave it a vigor and look of competence she found
both strange and attractive. She wanted to let the hand touch her but she didn't dare. “No “ she sad
findly. “There are reasons,” she said, the words dmost forced from her. She lifted her head, looked past
the woman. “If you'll look around, you'll see my bridegroom,” she said. “The toad looking at me out of
toad eyes.”

The woman glanced over her shoulder, saw Aretas watching them, turned back with a shudder.
“Comewith us” she said urgently. “I can get you out. | don't give a hollow damn about the fuss”

Lilit blurred. When she came back, it was a moment before she remembered what the woman had
sad. For another moment the temptation was dmaost more than she could endure; she sighed and the Sgh
sounded like a sob to her. “No,” she said. “There are reasons,” she repeated.

The woman reached out so suddenly Lilit had no chance to move or protest. Cool fingers rested
briefly on her wrigt then jerked away. “1 see,” she said. “You're sure?’

“Yes,” Lilit said. She would have said more but it was suddenly too greet an effort, besides she
didn’t think she needed to say more, the woman understood.

“May everything be as you wish,” the woman said, turned and walked away to stand dlent beside
her young companion. The girl said something, the woman shook her head.

Gt this over with, Lilit thought. Finish and leave. I'm s0 tired. Please. Please. Please. Please.

Severd of the Cazarits gathered suddenly before the ugly woman and the clugter of the tejed. They
spoke, she heard them speak, heard the words dearly enough, but she couldn’t understand what they
meant. She blurred out. Began to sway. Came back shaking ingde her robes. She concentrated on
holding hersdf up, getting her head clear. Go, she thought, leave us done.

The ugly woman spoke. “ Security reports the building and enclosure clear of possible danger. There
should be no further difficulties We regret the inconvenience you' ve suffered, but we are sure you will
recognize the digpatch with which we dedt with the problem you yoursdves exacerbated by your
unwillingness to dlow my security to patrol the idand. Is there anything further you wish?’

“Your absence. Off theidand.” Aretas had been staring at Lilit for saverd minutes, aflushrisng in his
face. Behind her vell, Lilit amiled. My co-conspirator, she thought. Boom on, my toad, my sweet supid
toad. Sweep them out for me.

“Go away,” Aretas boomed. “All of you. We don’'t want you snooping around us.”

Kayen-tg dirred. He hdf-lifted a hand, let it drop.

Isn't he a lovely bridegroom, Father dear, she thought. So handsome, so intdligent. She watched
with satisfaction the faint Sgns of disgust in her father’s face. He turned to look at her. She dropped her
eyes.

She blurred.

She came back to see the doors closed, the other tg on ther thrones. Her father was standing done
on the slver gar. Lilit couldn’'t be angry any more. She was only tired. Aretas was eager to get the
formdities over and bed her, she knew that. She didn't care. She didn't care about anything now. Let it



be over, she thought,

let it be over

let it be over

let it be over ...

Themusc started again. Soft & fird, then louder as Kayen-tg came for her. She flexed her fingers
fdt them move againg the satin of her robe.

Her father came for her, stretched out his hand. She took his hand, saw him frown at the burning heet
in hers. For amoment she thought she wasn't going to be able to stand, but she managed it. She walked
beside him, her steps dow and hdting. She could fed her father’s impatience, was impatient with hersdf,
but her body was doing dl it could. She kept her eyes on the stone in front of her, saying over and over
to hersdf, Iet it be over, et it be over.

She saw theinlad siver star, marred by burn marks and a few dabs of mdted plastic. Someone got
it cleaned, she thought and was vagudy surprised. She didn’t remember anyone deaning up the mess of
the charred and mdted weapons. She stared at the star and marveled that someone in dl the fuss had
found time to order it cleaned.

Her father stopped her when she stood in the center of the Star.

“Eamon-tg of the Lanten ling” her father said. “Do you permit that | present a daughter of the Line
of Kdyen?' Her father’s voice was devoid of dl expresson.

“l do permit and with pleasure, Mannen-tg of the Kadyen Line” Aretas gabbled the words, leaning
forward, hisbulging eyes on Lilit.

Lilit worked her hand up under the headcloth, under the sweat-sodden har and closed her fingers
about the tear dtrip.

Her father stepped in front of her, unsnapped the vell, frowned down at her flushed haggard face.

Sheamiled a him

and jerked loose the tearstrip—

noise, sudden searing hesat, her father’s mouth hanging open.

He stood at the window looking down at the bright spird of Midway, playing with a smoothstone.
Behind him awoman sat on the rumpled bed doing up her high boots. She had a thin rather worn face, a
dancer’ s disciplined body, was a dancer with a troupe about to end its engagement on Cazarit. “We're
leaving tomorrow,” she said. She stood, wrapped her short skirt around her and pressed the seam shut,
picked up her flimsy black jersey, paused as three soft chimes sounded in the room. “What's that?”’

“Nothing,” he said. “A timer.”

“Hnished fagter than you expected, did we?’ She laughed, finished dressing, raked her fingers
through her touded hair. “ See you 'round,” she said.

As so0n as she was gone, he moved swiftly about the room, gathering his meager belongings, packed
them with quick, neat movements, not hurrying but not wasting a moment.

In five minutes he Ieft the room, a short neat dark man, went down the lift tube, whisling amost
inaudibly. At the desk, he picked up a shuttle ticket checked out and paid his hill. The plagtic person a
the desk—that was how he thought of the flesh and bone employees of Cazarit, he preferred the meta
kind—congratulated him on getting the firgt shuttle up since the freeze was lifted. He amiled blandly at the
youth, said with ddiberate bandity, “Wdl, ian't that a kick. Marvelous place you got here, enjoyed
mysdf, | did. Be back next year, you wat.” He srolled away from the desk, unhurried, unworried, an
unobtrusive little man like so many more about, dready out of the desk clerk’s memory.

He eased his ship away from the parking orbit and started a a moderate speed for Teegah's Limit,
letting himsdf go tense here where no one was watching. It seemed to him it took forever to reach the
Limit, but he didn’t dare cdll attention to himsdlf yet by yidding to his urge to get the hdl out before the lid
blew off.

At the Limit, he spoke into his tranamitter. “Apotheoss” he sad quigtly. “Apotheosis” With the



howl of a Cazarit patrol in his ears, he did into the intersplit.

Acthon stepped from the wall and walked briskly to the Weksar tranamitter. A red light was burning,
asgnd that a message was waiting for him. He touched playback.

“Apotheoss” The smuggler’ s voice, quiet and unobtrusive like the man. “ Apotheoss”

“Lilit,” Acthon said softly. “So it's done, Sgter.” For a moment he stood saring a nothing, then he
got busy at the tranamitter, sent the message on to the other Aghir worlds, that done, he erased the tape,
walked back into the wdl, out of the Hold.

Bf sat scratching the pulsng throat of the flier, amber eyes glowing. “Time?’ she asked. Acthon
nodded. “Time. Tdl them.”

On Haddlvor:

Desperate when the thief was being goaded into throwing Butterball into the pot, the boy reached
ingde him and pinched off the blood flow to his brain long enough to knock him out. He had him carried
back to the ship and sat beside him waiting for him to wake.

On Walff:

Head was waiting at the landing field. “ Someone got the Aghir,” she said. “You covered?’

“Should be.” Aleytys glanced at Tamris who raised a brow and tapped the link. “Cazarit Security
searched the hdl and the enclosure and certified it clean, that's in the link.” While she said this she was
thinking, so she brought it off, paid a price but she brought it off.”

“Good. Cazar is unhgppy and trying to passit on to us”

“The ghos—they blaming it on him?’

“Trying to.”

“Oh hdl, I’ ve got things | want to do this year.”

“Better plan to spend mogt of it on Helvetia” She took Aleytys by the arm, hugged Tamris and
started walking with them toward the termind building. “Not wanting to take chances, I’ ve got a rep from
the escrow board here to take custody of the link.”

“Good idea” Aleytys chuckled. “I think Mari will be quite pleased to be rid of the thing. Grey
back?’

“Heard from him two days ago. He's wound it up and heading home. Should be here in about ten
days.”

At the edge of the metacrete, Aleytys freed her aam and turned to look across the fidd. Swardheld
wasn't back yet, no way he could be, just as well. A bit of time for mysdf. | need it. Things to think
about. Complications. Grey and Swardheld. Wolff. Vrithian and my mother. Where | go from here. She
sghed and followed the others into the termind building.



